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No death in England or France was more lamented than that of Princess Henriette-Anne. Since which time dying has been the fashion.


—John Wilmot, Earl of Rochester
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Prologue







29 June 1670
The Palace of Saint-Cloud, Paris


Urgent to the Rue de Varenne, Paris


The Royal Doctors give her over and so do all that see her. Princess Henriette-Anne took to her bed this morning with a Sickness some say is Poyson. She convulses and screams and clutches her Belly sobbing—it is a Piteous thing to Witness. Most suspect her husband, the Duc d’Orleans, and his lover, the Chevalier de Lorraine, whom King Louis banished to the country only a Fortnight ago. But the King will never condemn his scandalous Brother, even though his sister-in-law is now Tormented by the most excruciating Agonies.


Mors certa, hora incerta, yet all goes on as Before. The courtiers mill about Henriette-Anne’s apartments, engaging in idle Discourses, as if this Night were no different from any other. Not one of these tricked-up Peacocks has a care that the Princess’s sincere Piety and youthful Beauty will soon be Lost; tho’ I must confess that her beauty has quickly Withered, with the repeated clysters and the copious Vomits. The French courtiers—it is a simple task to distinguish them from the English, for their excess of Lace and overbearing Scent reveal them at once—can barely conceal their Astonishment, that a young noblewoman would Suffer so indelicately; and they continually sniff their perfumed handkerchers to mask the Stench that accompanies Death. The Princess’s bedchamber, tho’ it is grand and overlooks the Palace gardens and the Seine, smells like a charnel-house.


The English contingent—Lord Arlington, Sir Henry Reynolds, Roger Osborne, Sir Thomas Clifford, Sir Granville Haines—are more stoic and less Afflicted. Tho’ I detect a Panic amongst them that cannot be attributed to any gentle Sentiment for the Princess. I am almost certain that they are not waiting upon her because she is King Charles’s beloved sister and King Louis’ beloved sister-in-law, but have remained in France on a secret Purpose.


The efficient overseer of Henriette-Anne’s bedchamber, Madame Severin, is as always present. Tonight she is perched at the Princess’s bedside, as ominous as a Tower raven, alert to every Sigh and Tremor her mistress makes. Henriette-Anne’s fatal Distress has made Madame Severin the very embodiment of Despair and Melancholy, or so it appears; yet not long past I chanced to hear a Quarrel between them, of which I will disclose more when we meet. The Princess’s Maids are as mournful as the Matron; they huddle in the corner, red-eyed and fearful, knowing they will be without Employ or Benefactress once their Lady is still and cold.


Only one, the pretty little Breton Louise de Keroualle, seems unconcerned with her Fate. Perhaps the Attention given her by King Charles at Dover was not Lost upon her. De Keroualle is not clever, but she is comely and very Ambitious. She makes much of her Virtue, but I have heard rumors of a past Liaison with the Comte de Sault, a dull Rogue if I ever knew one, and she is poor. Even if she became maid of honor to the Queen she could not make an auspicious Match in France.


I must bring this Missive to a close—more later.


 




It is now past Three of the clock. Madame Severin has risen and called for the Bishop—the End is near. But no; the Princess motions her back to the Bed, rising on one unsteady Arm to utter a few hoarse Words. Madame Severin looks into the crowded Room, her eyes uncommonly bright in the candlelight.


“Monsieur Osborne,” she says, her voice rough with grief.


The courtiers react with perplexed bewilderment, a suppressed ripple of Protest, even outrage. Why Roger Osborne? The Englishman is not a favorite. A friend to King Charles and to Henriette-Anne, to be sure, but someone who arrived late to the Royalist cause. Has the princess forgotten his Parliamentarian past, his work for Cromwell? Perhaps all that matters is that Osborne forgot it quickly enough once Charles was restored to the throne.


Osborne steps out of the crowd, a man of middle Years in unfashionable dark clothes and a cheap Periwig. A large port-wine-colored birthmark spreads its scalloped edges across his right brow. He kneels at Henriette-Anne’s bedside, then leans forward to hear her weak rasping Voice. As she murmurs, his eyes grow wide and he shakes his head. Whatever Task she is assigning him, he does not want it, though by refusing he risks a charge of Treason. Henriette-Anne becomes agitated. Madame Severin moves closer, ready to end their dangerous Interlocution. The Princess waves her away, then tugs a weighty gold Band from her finger. She presses it into Osborne’s palm. He stares at it as if he has never seen a ring before.


When he looks up, he has the Countenance of a man who has heard something deeply disturbing. The Princess utters a grievous Sigh and falls back onto the bed, her body buckling in pain. Madame Severin summons the Bishop, and the room breaks into a Commotion as the courtiers make way. The Bishop rushes to the bed, but it is all for naught: the Princess’s rattle is loud enough for most to hear that she has Dyed. A shocked Gasp resounds throughout the room and the courtiers stop their twittering. The ring falls from Osborne’s hand and rolls along the floor, a golden streak of Light. Finally it collides with the wall and falls to one side, wobbling on the rim in ever faster revolutions, its metallic singing filling the sudden silence.


Your dear Friend and my Angel the Princess Henriette-Anne is gone, her Radiance too early extinguished. I will say only this, Letum non omnia finit: death does not finish everything.


I remain your most Humble & Obedient, &c.















Chapter One







London, 4 November 1672


SHE LEAVES HER house on Portsmouth Street carrying a wood box with a smooth ivory handle and tarnished brass fittings. It is late afternoon in early November. The street is deserted and cold, and the sunless ground has sprouted scaly patches of hoarfrost; with each step her pattens crack the thin ice to sink into the mud beneath. At the top of Birch Lane she hoists the box to gain a firmer hold—it is heavy, and she is slight—and the constant dull ache behind her eyes becomes a throbbing pain. She has learnt, to her dismay, that the least occurrence can precipitate a headache: a sudden movement, a sound, even a sight as innocent as a bird’s wings fluttering at the periphery of her vision. She considers setting the box down, unhitching its scarred metal latches, and searching its neatly arranged collection of bottles and vials until she finds the one that she desires. It is late, however, and she is in a hurry. She continues walking. The small streets she passes through are little traveled; she encounters only a few others who, like herself, appear anxious to reach their destination. Hers is an alley near Covent Garden, and the dilapidated attic room of a house that was once grand. As she crosses Middlebury Street, her breath appears as puffs of white vapor that linger long after she has gone.




When she reaches the Strand she stops, confronted by a street teeming with people, horses, sheep, and snorting, mud-caked pigs rooting in the gutter. The autumn evening is brief and precious, a time for gathering the last necessaries before going home, and the shops and street vendors are briskly busy. The air is blue with coal smoke, rich with the aromas of roasted meat and onions. Underneath is the ever-present odor of the sewer, a narrow, open gutter in the center of the road, where the pigs scavenge. The morning’s storm washed away some of the sewage, but the gutters of London are never completely clean. In between the gnawed bones and bits of offal are orphaned puddles of rainwater that shine like mirrors, reflecting nothing but overcast sky.


She pushes back the hood of her cloak; long locks of unruly dark hair break free. In the crush of scurrying people, the limpid brightness of the paned shop windows, the copper lanterns haloed against the darkening firmament, she senses a feeling of contentment tantalizingly within reach. All Hallows’ Eve has just passed. This is her favorite season, or once was. In the chilled gray hour before the November night descends she has always felt a kind of magic. When she was younger she imagined that this feeling was love, or the possibility of love. Now she recognizes it for what it truly is: longing and emptiness.


“Mrs. Devlin.” A voice rises above the street noise. “Mrs. Devlin? Is that you?”


“Yes,” she replies, recognizing the short, ruddy-faced woman in a cotton bonnet and a thick apron, who pushes through the crowd to reach her. She remembers that the woman is a goodwife to a Navy secretary, remembers that she lives with her husband in St. Giles near the sign of the Ax and Anvil, remembers that the woman’s mother had suffered an apoplexy and then a fever. It takes her a moment longer to remember the woman’s name. “Mrs. Underhill,” she finally says, nodding.


“We never properly thanked you, Mrs. Devlin,” Mrs. Underhill says as her flushed face gets even rosier, “seeing as we couldn’t pay you.”


“Do not trouble yourself. You owe me nothing.”


“You’re very kind,” the goodwife says with a small curtsy and bob of her head. “I tell everyone how good your physick is. My mother’s last days were more easy because of you.”




She remembers Mrs. Underhill’s mother. By the time she was summoned, the elderly woman was as frail as a sparrow, unable to speak, and barely able to move. More than a year has passed, but she suddenly recalls holding the woman’s emaciated body as if it were only moments ago. “I’m sorry I could not save her.”


“She’d lived a long life, Mrs. Devlin. She was in God’s hands, not yours.” Mrs. Underhill’s words carry a gentle admonishment.


“Of course,” she says, closing her eyes for a moment. The pain in her head has grown stronger.


“Are you all right?” Mrs. Underhill asks.


She looks into the goodwife’s eyes. They are clear, green, ageless. She briefly considers telling her about the headaches and the sleeplessness. Mrs. Underhill would understand.


“I’m fine,” she says.


“That’s a funny one, isn’t it?” Mrs. Underhill smiles, relieved to be unburdened of the thought that a physician could take ill. “Me asking after a doctor’s health. And you with a whole case full of physick,” she adds, looking at the wood box. “I suppose you of anyone would know what medicines to take.” She peers across the Strand at one of the street vendors. “Pardon my hurry, but I should be on my way. The master must have his oyster supper every Friday.”


They take their leave of each other. As she departs the Strand for Covent Garden, a wintry, soot-filled wind strikes her face. The sky is darker now, and the sense of tranquility she momentarily felt has disappeared, as if it never existed. Inside her head, a bouquet of sharp metal flowers takes root and blossoms. The headache is here to stay, for hours, perhaps days. The medicine case bumps hard against her leg. Many times she has thought of purchasing a smaller, lighter one, but she has not done it. She would never admit it, but she believes that the box itself has healing power. She is aware that this is a superstition with no basis in fact; indeed, she has ample evidence to the contrary. The boy she is on her way to see, a seventeen-year-old apprentice stricken with smallpox, will most likely die before the night is over. For days she has followed Dr. Sydenham’s protocol, providing cool, moist medicines where others prescribe hot and dry. The physician’s radical new method seems to offer a slightly improved chance of a cure, but she knows that only a miracle will save her patient now, and she has long since stopped believing in miracles. The most she can do is ease the boy’s suffering. Ease suffering. So she was instructed, but it hardly seems enough. Just once, she would like to place her hand on a fevered cheek and feel it cool, to cradle an infant dying of dysentery and stop its fatal convulsions, to administer medicines that cure rather than placate disease. To heal with her hands, her knowledge, and her empathy. Even a small miracle, she believes, would redeem her.


When she looks up from her ruminations she sees that night has fallen. A coach has stopped at the end of the lane. The bald coachman pulls on the reins, his back still arched, as if he has just brought the horses to a halt. She slows her pace. Something about the coach bothers her, though there’s no precise reason for her concern; it’s only a common hackney. The door creaks open and a man steps down to the street. He’s dressed like a person of quality, but his stance and beefy body are more suited to a tavern brawler. His gaze is so direct it feels both intimate and threatening, as if he knows her and has a personal grievance with her. She is certain she has never seen him before.


She’s close enough that he hardly needs to raise his voice when he speaks. “Mrs. Hannah Devlin, daughter of Dr. Briscoe?” he demands. His voice is hard, without finesse, and her first impression is confirmed: he’s a brute in expensive clothes. She braces herself, her right hand dipping toward her skirt pocket and the knife concealed there, a weapon she wields with more than ordinary skill. Before her fingers reach the knife she is seized from behind. The ruffian’s accomplice wraps his thick arms around her waist and lifts her off the ground so effortlessly that she doesn’t have time to think about the strangeness of it all. The first man grabs the medicine case from her and shoves it inside the coach, while the other immediately hoists Hannah through the door after it. She lands on the hard seat facing the back, knocked out of breath. Even if she was able to speak, being confronted with the person who calmly sits across from her would have shocked her into momentary silence.


“Mrs. Devlin,” he says. It’s both a greeting and a chastisement.


She regards him warily. Lord Arlington, secretary of state, is the king’s most trusted minister and the most powerful man in England, after the king. His periwig has more gray in it than she remembers, but his self-important air and the black bandage across his nose, which covers a scar won fighting for Charles I, are the same as ever.


“You carry your father’s medicine cabinet,” he comments dryly. “How sweet.”


Arlington was once a friend of her father’s, but that was years ago, before they became enemies. He raps his gold-tipped walking stick on the ceiling and the coach lurches forward.


“Where are you taking me?” Hannah asks.


“To Newgate,” he replies, settling back. “You’re under arrest.”















Chapter Two







THE COACH SWAYS and bounces over the pitted London streets. Hannah steadies herself by gripping the seat, sticky with spilled wine from a past occupant. Like all hackneys for hire, it reeks of ale, human sweat, and stale tobacco. Two small tapers, smoking and smelling of pork fat, light the gloomy interior. The odors combined with the bone-jostling jolts of carriage travel have long cemented her preference for walking.


Across from her, Lord Arlington appears complacent, accustomed or simply immune to any discomfort from the rattling coach. He was the most successful of courtiers, her father once told her, because he was born with the gift of a naturally congenial expression. Those who have dealings with him realize too late that he is not their friend and has no loyalty except to that which brings him power and profit. Even now, as Arlington nears fifty-five and his cheeks have become jowls, his face is boyish and bland, its most distinctive feature being the slender black bandage on the bridge of his nose. Hannah wonders if the king is impressed by this constant reminder of Arlington’s service to the Crown. He must be, seeing how high Arlington has risen in twenty-four years, from Lord Digby’s messenger to secretary of state. But aside from what looks to be a somewhat pretentious affectation, Arlington is no fop. He is referred to as charming, courtesy of a glib tongue and a knack for languages, but is known to be ruthless, his callous venality glossed over by a sophisticated nonchalance. His Parisian attire is the epitome of style—brocade coat, lots of lace at the cuffs—but unlike the younger court gallants, with their studied casualness and fashionable disarray, Arlington has a Castilian formality, a result of his time in Spain as English ambassador. His hands, sheathed in perfumed gloves, rest lightly on the gold head of the walking stick planted on the floor between his feet. Ragged lines of dried mud ring his high-heeled shoes, and a few related splatters have crept up his beige silk stockings. Hannah stares, momentarily fascinated by the evidence that occasionally Arlington must walk in the street like everyone else. And, apparently, he sometimes rides in a common hackney coach to conceal his activities, although the two dandified thugs just outside the doors, standing on the sideboards and holding fast to the coach like leeches, must attract a bit of attention.


“On what charge am I being arrested?” she asks.


“I should think it would be obvious,” Arlington replies. “For practicing physick without a license.”


“You can’t be serious.”


A wry smile briefly raises his sagging cheeks. “Can’t I?” With a shrug he sums up Hannah’s current predicament: she is his captive, two of his personal ruffians guard her, and the coach is steadily progressing toward Newgate Prison and a squalid cell with no hope of escape. “A woman practicing medicine without a license from the College of Physicians? That is a crime punishable by fines, jail, or both.”


“My late husband was a doctor, and as his widow I am entitled by law to adopt his profession.”


“I see you have already prepared your defense for the courts. It sounds convincing, but I don’t believe that a widow’s right to carry on her husband’s trade extends to the practice of medicine. Widow or no, all practitioners of physick require a license.”




“There are hundreds of unlicensed doctors in London, as you well know. I presume that the secretary of state is not planning on personally escorting each one of them to prison.”


“No, I am not. But you are special, Mrs. Devlin. The only child of the great Dr. Briscoe, perhaps the king’s finest physician ever.”


Is he serious? Hannah wonders.


Arlington reads her expression easily. “You think I jest with you?”


“It is strange to hear you praise my father, as you are the man who had him dismissed from court.”


“His own stubbornness and pride brought about his downfall, not I. And he might still be alive today if he’d stuck to his own kind, instead of ministering to the lower classes and the indigent. I was quite distraught when I heard of his death.”


“Why am I not convinced?”


“Believe what you will, but your father and I were friends once. I have never forgotten that.” He pauses thoughtfully. “Too bad you were not born a man. You could have taken his place at court.”


“I have no wish to be at court.”


He snorts with derisive laughter. “You actually prefer treating the poor?”


“The poor are as much in need of physick as the rich. I believe it is a worthy calling.”


Arlington shakes his head. “Stubborn and proud, like your father.” He fixes her with a solemn regard. “Tell me, did he teach you well?”


Why is the minister interested? It is all so strange. After making off with her in the manner of a scoundrel kidnapping an heiress for a forced marriage, then telling her she is under arrest, Arlington appears to want to talk about her education. “Why should that concern you, now that you are taking me to jail?”


“Do not make light with me, young lady. You are hardly in a position to bandy about with your future.”


“It appears there is little of my future left for me to bandy about with.”


“Your wit may make your friends merry, but be assured it is not welcome here, Mrs. Devlin. A woman should comport herself with greater modesty. Especially a woman such as yourself, who presumes to take on a man’s role.”


“When did medicine become solely a man’s province? I follow my mother’s recipe book as often as the Pharmacopoeia Londinensis, and I have often found it superior. I shall save my modesty for when I am in jail.” She holds Arlington’s gaze, daring him to make good on his threat, though she is already beginning to suspect that he will not. There is another reason for this complicated show he’s putting on, one that has nothing to do with laws, licensing, or prison, and sooner or later he will tell her. The coach rattles violently. Hannah swallows hard, gulping back the pain. Her headache has settled in and stretched out, working itself into the remote recesses of her brain. Each time the coach joggles and shakes—a regular occurrence, given the condition of the streets—knifing pains radiate from the center of her head. Without thinking she lets her eyes rest on her wood case. The medicine is there, one she has created herself from a variety of herbs, roots, and flower extracts, and, its most vital ingredient, the distilled juice of red poppies.


“Are you feeling ill?” Arlington’s ability to sense weakness in others is as sharp as ever.


“Indeed, I am quite well.”


His eyes search her face. She can see him adding up the sum of the parts: her sallow skin, sunken cheeks, the dark half-moons under her eyes. “You are in need of a particular remedy, perhaps?” Arlington doesn’t wait for an answer. “I have heard—and note well, it is my job to hear everything—that you often purchase poppy syrup from the apothecaries.”


“I am not unusual in that.” Papaver somniferum, the opium poppy, is used in medicines in a variety of ways. Most commonly, poppies are made into a syrup: the blossoms and pods are boiled and the decocted liquid is mixed with sugar water. Less common is the use of opium, the dried sap of the poppy pod, but it is becoming increasingly popular. A few years ago Dr. Sydenham created a preparation of opium dissolved in wine which he christened laudanum, from the Latin verb laudare, meaning “to praise,” for he considered it the most useful of all medicines. Laudanum has found its way into the London Pharmacopoeia and into many of the city’s apothecary shops. Either as syrup or as laudanum, the opium poppy is the only thing that allays her agony.


“I have also heard,” Arlington continues, “especially from those who have spent time in Constantinople, that the pleasures of the poppy are difficult to forgo, once one has savored them. Could it be you have a secret vice? You can be open with me. It’s a debauched age—everyone I know has at least one secret vice, and most don’t even bother keeping them secret.”


“I believe that opium has more uses than those to which it is presently put.” She wants to cite Dr. Sydenham’s views on the subject, as he is an esteemed physician, but he is also a notorious anti-Royalist whose political views and modern medical opinions keep him at odds with the College of Physicians. Her father’s own association with him was considered, by some, a mark of disloyalty to the king. Her father didn’t see it that way, but she knows better than to bring up Sydenham’s name with Arlington, so she mentions only her own observations. “I find it especially helpful for my patients with griping of the guts or with consumption.”


“So says you, Mrs. Devlin, so says you.” Arlington sighs and studies the floor for a moment. “I may regret it, but I’m going to offer you an alternative to Newgate,” he says. “I require your services at Whitehall.”


“Are you asking me for a favor?”


“Not at all. I am offering you a reprieve, and a temporary one at that, if you do not suffice.”


“What is it you want me to do?”


“Not so fast, my girl. First you have a decision to make: Whitehall or Newgate.”


As she understands him, she’s only one misstep away from jail, even if she does his bidding. What would it mean to be Arlington’s puppet for the rest of her life? She can escape him only if he is disgraced and toppled from power, always a possibility for anyone close to the king, but she can’t count on that. She restrains a desire to press her fingertips against her throbbing temples. Pain is a great leveler, she finds; it makes her fierce and careless. “I would rather go to Newgate than be forever subject to your whim.”




Arlington’s affable expression disappears, and he leans forward angrily. “So you’d rather be in jail? Need I remind you that I’m a very busy man, with many important affairs to attend to. I might forget something as inconsequential as your imprisonment for months, even years. I’m told your mother is grown worse since your father died—that she is insensible, that she wanders the streets. Who will provide for her and take care of her if you don’t? She’ll end up in Bedlam. Only a selfish, headstrong girl such as yourself would make such a choice.” He sinks back into his seat, chin up, triumphant. The coach shudders and creaks to a halt. Arlington snaps open the leather window shade: outside is Newgate’s humbling façade, a patchwork of impregnable stone and iron.


The minister is well aware that there is no one else to take care of her mother. Her father always said that Arlington was formidable. Now she sees why. “You have no charity in your heart.”


“I have charity, Mrs. Devlin. I just never make the mistake of allowing it to interfere with solving the problem at hand.”















Chapter Three







WHITEHALL FEELS DESERTED. The coach has deposited them at the far end of the palace, past the King Street gate, away from the main entrance where Arlington is sure to be recognized and his companion remarked upon. The secretary’s brutish bodyguards have departed along with the carriage, no doubt on another of Arlington’s egregious errands. Hannah and the minister stand in an archway of the high stone wall that edges the street, just outside a circle of flickering brightness cast by a wall-mounted torch. She assumes they are waiting for someone. She assumes. Arlington has revealed nothing.


She sets her medicine case on the cobblestone walk and peers into the moonless night, sensing the emptiness of her surroundings. She sometimes visited Whitehall with her father when she was younger, before Nathaniel, before Sarah. It seems a lifetime ago, but she has not forgotten the general arrangement. Behind the stone wall, a fathomless darkness conceals the bowling green and the privy gardens. On the opposite side of this darkness is a jumble of two-and three-storied palace buildings ranged along the Thames, where only a few scattered windows glow with light. With lodgings for fifteen hundred courtiers, Whitehall Palace is a city unto itself, with coal-yards and wood-yards, blacksmiths and drapers, kitchens and cofferers, jewelers and hatmakers, guards’ barracks and chapels and stables. Typically alight with thousands of candles that blaze nightly for the king’s entertainments and the courtiers’ parties, tonight it has none of its usual bustle and brightness. Only once before has she seen it so forsaken: in 1665, when plague terrorized the city and the entire court removed to Oxford.


She leans back against the stone arch. Being out of the coach is a great relief, but her head still hurts with a vengeance. If she can hold very still, without speaking, without moving, the pain might retreat enough to give her a respite of sorts. But that is not possible and will not be for some hours, she is sure. She finds herself craving the medicine. A few drops would suffice, but she will not reach down, open the case, and expose her weakness to Arlington.


She glances at the minister’s impassive face. Why has he brought her here—and why in such a way? Could it be that the plague has returned and he is trying to conceal it? But why her? She is no better at treating the plague than any other doctor. There is no such thing as a cure, not here, not on the Continent, not even in the Orient, from whence it came. Her curiosity gets the better of her. “Why is no one here?” she asks.


“The king is gone to Hampton, and many of the court have followed him,” Arlington says. He does not appear to be dissembling.


“For what purpose?”


Her question is met with a tired laugh and a look of incredulity. “Purpose? No purpose is necessary. He is the king. He may do as he pleases.” As he speaks, a spot of light materializes in the garden. Silently, they watch it grow steadily larger. Soon it resolves into a man carrying a lantern. “It’s about time,” Arlington mutters.


Bearing the lantern shoulder-high, the manservant appears like a single flame emerging from the darkness, his shining boots and copper-colored hair ablaze with the fiery light. He draws near, and Hannah observes his face: clear-skinned and olive-eyed, with a fair brow and scant beard. He can’t be much older than twenty. He has a haughty nose and a firm, even defiant, mouth—a face she would find aristocratic if he were not in livery. His expression is bereft of emotion, the blank deference preferred by those who wait upon the high and mighty. Or perhaps it is preferred by the high and mighty themselves: surely Lord Arlington is no easy master.


“You’re late,” Arlington says by way of greeting.


“Forgive me, my lord,” he replies, picking up Hannah’s case without being asked.


“Do you know where you are to lead us?”


“Yes, my lord.”


The three walk along a path through the privy gardens guided by the lantern’s small sphere of light. Without the usual clouds of coal and wood smoke belching from Whitehall’s countless chimney stacks, the air is so fresh that she can smell the plantings of thyme and lavender that brush against her skirts. As they get closer to the water, a low, swirling mist carries with it the dank odors of the river: rotting moss and mud and sewage. It creeps between the buildings, into the gardens and into the stone gallery, an enclosed walkway with flagstone floors that connects the long string of royal apartments along the riverbank. Far ahead, at the very end, a curtained doorway leads to the king’s suite of semipublic rooms. Larger-than-life portraits of England’s past kings, queens, and important ministers line the walls, appearing as huge, humorless ghosts that gaze down sternly upon them as they walk past. An average day would find the stone gallery filled with scheming courtiers, each trying to find a way into the king’s good graces for the titles, land, offices, and preferments that are his to bestow. Tonight’s tiny parade must seem insignificant to the noble spectators: a minister with a secret, a manservant with a lantern, and a young woman following closely behind, still in the dark.


 


Arlington’s man sets Hannah’s case down in front of a large mahogany door. He raises his fist and pounds twice, then bows briefly before he turns and leaves them.


A young maidservant welcomes them inside, meekly scuttling away before they can announce themselves. Lord Arlington doesn’t appear to apprehend anything strange in this, but Hannah feels uneasy from the moment they enter. The enormous drawing room is frugally lit, only a few candles here and there, just enough so one can pass through without crashing into the walls or falling over the furniture. But even in the dim light the gilded paneling gleams, the chairs bristle with expensive brocade, the tall mirrors shimmer darkly. Intuitively Hannah knows it’s a woman’s apartment, but she rules out the queen as a possible tenant. It is common knowledge that the king has provided the pious and sickly Queen Catherine with lodgings at Somerset House a good distance downriver, a convenient arrangement for a monarch whose peccadilloes are public knowledge. The drawing room is certainly fit for a queen, however, and reminiscent of a fairy tale, except that the castle-sized fireplace is cold and the chandeliers are stripped of candles and hoisted up to the lofty ceiling. A suffocating somnolence, suggestive of death or an evil enchantment, permeates the air.


At the far end of the room, a woman suddenly appears, as if—appropriately in this dream-shrouded setting—by magic. It would not shock Hannah to discover that the woman is but a vision. Behind this vision is a solid wall of gilded paneling, or what appears to be solid; could there be a secret door? That she is dressed entirely and rather extravagantly in black seems doubly portentous.


“Has someone died?” Hannah asks.


Arlington shakes his head while keeping his eyes on the specter coming toward them. “Not recently. She mourns her husband.”


“How long has he been dead?”


“Some fifteen years now.”


An extended, even ostentatious, period of mourning. As the woman slowly comes nearer, Hannah is reminded of a black-rigged frigate steadily crossing calm seas. Her approach is accompanied by a muted trio of sounds: the dull rustle of black brocade; the lisping sibilance of her black slippers on the parquet floor; the heavy jangle of two brass keys that hang from a lanyard tied about her waist, half-concealed in the folds of her velvet mantua. Framing her face is a black silk hood in the French style, shaped with thin wire so that it holds a permanent contour. It billows out from the crown of her head, where it is secured with a large pearl set in gold.


She comes to a stop a few feet away. She is as tall as a man and slender under the layers of skirts and petticoats. Her pale blond hair is pulled back and arranged in curls at the nape of her neck. Her face is breathtaking: fifteen years ago she must have been an extraordinary beauty. Even now, though time has taken its payment, anyone would agree that her naturally dark brows, golden eyes, and ivory complexion—untouched by ceruse or the paint pot, but complemented by a small black patch on the upper rise of her right cheekbone—add up to a face almost pitiless in its perfection. She turns slightly, with a curtsy for Lord Arlington, and Hannah sees the glaring flaw: the lower half of her left ear is missing, and a straight, thin scar runs along her jaw, from the place where her earlobe should have been to just below the left corner of her mouth.


“Madame Severin,” Lord Arlington says.


For the third time in as many seconds Hannah feels surprise, for in the minister’s voice—this man who reveals so little—she hears both respect and fear. She knows, with a woman’s certainty, that Arlington was once in love with the woman he now addresses. “This is the girl I told you about,” he says, speaking now with his usual dispassion. “Woman, I mean.”


Madame Severin turns to Hannah with a subtle, knowing smile.


“Please come with me,” she says.


 


The bedchamber is at the end of a long hallway. With the exception of a fire in the grate, it is as somberly lit as the withdrawing room. Small pools of candlelight reveal fine tapestries and exotic furnishings: ornamental screens and gold vases and Oriental cabinets. In a huge four-poster bed curtained with rose-colored silk, sinking into a phalanx of downy pillows and covered to the chest with a feather duvet so light and airy that it resembles a bank of clouds, is Louise de Keroualle, the king’s mistress.


She is ill. Hannah can sense it more than see it, for she is too far away to make out her face clearly. Madame Severin immediately crosses the room to caress her lady’s brow and whisper to her in low, soothing French. In the enormous bed, the king’s mistress looks like a fragile doll nestled in a silk-lined box.




“Mademoiselle de Keroualle,” Arlington declares softly, confirming what Hannah already knows. “Do you know how important she is to the king?”


“Yes.” Like every other Londoner, Hannah is familiar with Charles’s colorful and often controversial romantic life. Louise de Keroualle is the king’s newest mistress, formerly a maid of honor to his late sister, Princess Henriette-Anne, and now officially a lady-in-waiting to the queen. It’s a title for propriety’s sake only, as she has no actual duties to fulfill. At twenty-two, the mademoiselle is also the king’s youngest mistress and, among the English people, the most resented, being both French and Catholic. She has recently borne Charles a child, her first and his thirteenth. As are three of his other bastards—the king has no legitimate children, not having fathered a child upon his queen—the boy is named Charles. For all her unsuitability in the eyes of a Protestant nation, and amidst rumors that she is a spy for Louis XIV, Louise de Keroualle is acknowledged to have eclipsed all other women in the king’s affection. Not that he has renounced all the other women in his life. His longtime love Barbara Villiers, Countess of Castlemaine and mother of five of his children, still resides in a lavish suite near the bowling green and wields considerable political clout, even though she and the king are seldom intimate anymore. Nell Gwyn, the popular orange-seller turned actress, lives in fine state on Pall Mall on the other side of St. James’s Park, in a house the king gave to her. Nell’s second child by His Majesty is due in December.


It is no secret that Charles Stuart is dominated by the women in his life. Once a woman has control of the king’s heart—or, according to court wits Lord Rochester and Lord Buckingham, control of another part of his anatomy—he can refuse her nothing: jewels, titles, land, income from rents, taxes, or the sale of offices. Whatever his mistress desires is hers for the asking, no matter how woeful the state of his perennially cash-strapped treasury. In addition to the gifts of jewelry, clothing, carriages, and houses she has received from the king, Barbara Villiers has amassed an income of over thirty thousand pounds a year, at a time when England is once again at war with the Dutch and the sailors of the Royal Navy go unpaid. The less avaricious Nell Gwyn has acquired three homes: the town house on Pall Mall, Burford House in the Cotswolds, and a royal hunting lodge on the edge of Sherwood Forest. It appears Mademoiselle de Keroualle will profit at least as much as her predecessors; and that’s without taking into account the lavish gifts of jewels and money from courtiers, ambassadors, and foreign dignitaries who use these enticements to purchase her influence with the king. Hannah has heard that the new favorite lives more luxuriously than Queen Catherine herself. After seeing only a few of the rooms of de Keroualle’s expansive Whitehall suite, she believes it.


“How long has she been ill?” Hannah asks Arlington.


“Three days. And I fear she grows worse.”


Initially Hannah thinks that Arlington is professing genuine concern for Mademoiselle de Keroualle, perhaps even a special fondness for her. “The king was displeased that the mademoiselle was unable to accompany him to Hampton,” he continues, adding, “I should not like it to happen again.” Hannah realizes that what she mistook for partiality is actually the concern of a horse owner for his prize filly. No doubt Arlington has engineered Louise’s rise from maid of honor to maitresse en titre and has benefited greatly from it. The king’s money and the courtiers’ bribes pass through his hands first.


Hannah moves closer to look upon the mistress’s face. Louise’s beauty is the soft, placid sort: wide, dark eyes in a cherubic countenance surrounded by a mass of red-brown curls. If she were well, the rose silk curtains would mirror exactly the shade of her blushing cheeks; instead, a fevered pallor suffuses her skin, her eyes are hollowed, her lips chapped and dry. With difficulty, she lifts her head and looks at Hannah.


“Can you help me?” she asks in her heavily accented English.


“I can try.” Hannah looks pointedly at Arlington: she makes no guarantee. As she puts her case down, she wonders how much he knows, or suspects. Hannah announces that she would like to see the patient alone, and that she will need more light.


To her surprise, neither Madame Severin nor Arlington protest. They leave the room with only a single glance between them, sending back the serving maid with two beeswax candles. Hannah directs her to place them on the cluttered bedside table next to a tortoiseshell comb and a pair of ruby and emerald earrings, tossed there as casually as a pair of dice.


She examines the mademoiselle carefully, first checking the hue and temperature of her skin to help determine which of the humors—blood, phlegm, yellow bile, or black bile—are out of balance. The patient is burning up yet complains of chills, indicating a morbidity of the blood. She is languorous, her vital spirits low. She responds to Hannah’s litany of questions with one-word answers, and even these seem to require more strength than she possesses.


Hannah takes up one of Louise’s wrists to feel her pulse: it’s weak and sluggish. Her plump, pale, childlike hand has delicate long fingers and perfectly clean, trimmed nails. A hand that has never known work and never will. Hannah feels it trembling with fever and with fear. The king’s mistress is afraid not only of dying, she understands, but more immediately of losing everything: her beauty, her lavish rooms overlooking the Thames, her rubies and emeralds, her monarch’s love. And even though Louise de Keroualle is surrounded by wealth of a kind that most people cannot even imagine, a stab of pity pierces Hannah’s heart.


She lifts the soft, weightless blanket to make a further examination of the mademoiselle’s body, the necessary inspection of her female parts. The mademoiselle gave birth only three months ago, and for this reason Hannah will not bleed her. Even in the overly sanguinary, she has found that bloodletting can increase a new mother’s weakness and fatigue, even engender melancholy in some cases. She scrutinizes Louise’s thighs for scurvy and her toes for signs of gout. These investigations are routine, however, an afterthought. She has already found exactly what she expected to find, almost from the moment she walked into the room.


“You may rest now,” she says, smoothing the duvet back into place. Louise’s eyes are closed, her breathing labored but steady; she’s already sinking deep into a feverish sleep. Hannah sits down on the embroidered settee next to the bed and opens her medicine case. The removable top shelf contains jars of ointment and bottles of tinctures and syrups. The space underneath cradles instruments: a scalpel and a double-edged knife, called a catlin, for minor surgeries, a lancet for opening veins. She takes out a few simple decoctions of chamomile, fennel, and nettles and sets them on the bedside table. She’ll ask the maid to combine them with a pitcher of small beer and instruct her to give Louise one cup every hour, until Hannah returns tomorrow morning with the other medicines the mademoiselle will require.


She extracts the most familiar bottle, a glass vial in the top right corner. This is not for Louise but for herself. The liquid inside is as dark as strong coffee, slightly viscous from the sugar solution and bitter in spite of it. Papaver somniferum, mithridate, diacordium, tincture of opium, theriac, treacle, laudanum, poppy syrup: so many names for what is essentially the same thing, her salvation. She stirs the contents with a slim glass wand, then leans her head back, mouth open. From the wand she lets six drops fall on the back of her tongue. As she swallows, the acrid taste makes her spine shiver. She has come to anticipate with pleasure this one quick convulsion, for it means that soon she will feel some relief.


Hannah returns the bottle to its place among the others and thinks about what she will say and how she will say it. People seldom profit by being the bearer of bad news. How seriously should she take Arlington’s threat of jail? Her father once told her that she should never underestimate what people will do for love or for money, especially at court. She stands and takes a moment to prepare herself before she goes in search of Lord Arlington and Madame Severin, to tell them that the king’s favorite mistress has the clap.















Chapter Four







The Tuesday before Michaelmas term


IT WAS A dream come true. Claire Donovan stood, awed and excited, in the center of Trinity College’s Great Court, gazing at the sixteenth-century structures enclosing the renowned courtyard. Each spired and crenellated building on the Great Court’s periphery was a monument in its own right: the Tudor brick-and-mortar Great Gate, the vine-covered Master’s Lodge, the imposing, peaked-roof hall, the elegant chapel. Until yesterday, she had seen the college only in photographs.


Claire had always hoped to teach in a venerable academic institution, but until her fateful trip to Venice four months ago her ambition had never vaulted beyond Harvard’s ivy-covered walls, much less all the way across the Atlantic to England. She sighed audibly with pleasure at her surroundings. It didn’t get much more venerable than this. Founded by Henry VIII in 1546, Trinity’s antecedents stretched all the way back to 1317. Her new place of employment was not only one of the oldest schools in Cambridge but also the largest and traditionally the most aristocratic, being the college of choice of the British royal family. Its graduates included six prime ministers, numerous prize-winning physicists and mathematicians, world-famous poets, celebrated philosophers. Its members had tallied up over thirty Nobel Prizes, more than most countries. Here at Trinity, Claire marveled, Francis Bacon had cut his teeth on philosophy and law, and Dryden had sharpened his wit. Here, Tennyson had composed his first book of lyrical poetry, and A. A. Milne had penned the light verse he’d been famous for before Winnie-the-Pooh. Here, Isaac Newton had secretly written the Principia Mathematica, and Lord Byron had famously kept a pet bear. It was also here, she reflected, that Virginia Woolf had been ignominiously barred from the library (at the time, women were not admitted unless accompanied by a fellow), and here that Soviet spies Kim Philby and Guy Burgess had begun their infamous careers. Well, no one could accuse the place of being uneventful.


The last rays of sunlight slanted across stone paths and green lawns, transforming the chapel’s ivory-colored façade into a palette of buttery yellows and burnished golds. The house of worship’s spiky stone spires pointed up to the heavens like a row of lit torches against the twilight sky, and the courtyard’s gently splashing fountain cast a long, dome-shaped shadow across the grass. Groups of tuxedo-clad men walked along the paths, talking and laughing in a carefree manner. Occasionally they were joined by a woman, who, like Claire, wore a long gown and looked a little unsteady on her high heels. They were all headed to the same place: a huge, medieval arched doorway adjacent to the hall.


The college’s one hundred and sixty fellows—or many of them, at any rate—were gathering in Trinity’s grand dining hall for the annual fellowship admission dinner. Each year, three or four new fellows were sworn in, and a banquet was given to introduce them to all the other fellows. Although Claire wasn’t precisely a fellow—as a temporary lecturer, her status was different—she had generously been included with the other newcomers. She discreetly hiked up the top of her strapless, copper-colored satin formal another half inch and headed with the rest through the doorway and to the hall.


The hall’s lofty hammer-beam ceiling, elaborate Elizabethan woodwork, and bay-windowed alcoves were impressive even when the hall was unadorned. Tonight, the three long, narrow dining tables traversing its generous length were blanketed in white linen and sparkled with fine china and the school’s best silver. On a short riser at the north end of the hall, the High Table waited for its illustrious guests. Above it, a sixteenth-century copy of Holbein’s life-sized painting of Henry VIII gazed magisterially down upon the room. Scores of candles filled the air with a glimmering luminescence; the milling, chatting, formally dressed fellows filled it with the pleasant anticipatory hum of a special occasion. People had already begun to sit down. There were no place cards, so everyone sat where they pleased, except at High Table, which was reserved for the master, the vice-master, the bursar, the junior bursar, the librarian, the dean, and a few of the senior fellows. Claire eagerly looked around for a familiar face to sit next to, without success. But then, there were only two faces that Claire would recognize: Hoddy, or Hoddington Humphries-Todd, a history fellow she had met in Venice, and Andrew Kent.


She was here because of Andrew Kent. Four months earlier, Claire had traveled to Venice to attend an academic conference after she’d discovered that a Cambridge historian was going to give a paper on the same topic as her unfinished dissertation, the 1618 Spanish conspiracy against Venice. The speaker had turned out to be Trinity fellow Dr. Andrew Kent, an accomplished historian whose first book, Charles II and the Rye House Plot, had been translated into a dozen languages and made into a BBC miniseries. During their five days in Venice, Claire and Andrew had cracked a four-hundred-year-old mystery involving Alessandra Rossetti, a courtesan caught up in the conspiracy.


First, however, they’d had to overcome their mutual antipathy. Claire had initially thought Andrew pompous, highly critical, and overly competitive. Happily, she’d spent enough time with him to learn that beneath his cool English reserve he was also thoughtful, kind, occasionally funny, often brilliant, and fully deserving of the awards and accolades that had been showered upon him. He’d believed in Claire and the results of her research so completely that he’d stepped aside to let her give the final lecture on the Spanish conspiracy, an act both generous and encouraging. Not to mention the fact that he’d coughed up three thousand euros of his own money to bail her out of a jam when she’d mistakenly taken one of Alessandra Rossetti’s diaries out of the Biblioteca Marciana, the Venice library. He’d offered her the temporary position at Trinity, and they’d begun a friendship of sorts.


Exactly what sort she couldn’t yet say. Throughout the summer, as she’d been completing her dissertation and preparing to move to England for the next nine months, they had corresponded almost entirely by email. The tone of Andrew’s electronic missives had been friendly but not personal, and she had responded in kind. Anything else would have been unthinkable, really. As far as she knew, Andrew was still involved with Gabriella Griseri, the glamorous Italian television presenter. And now he was Claire’s colleague, and a relationship of that sort would be unwise, wouldn’t it? She certainly didn’t want to do anything that might jeopardize her new job. It was a teaching position any newly minted historian would kill for. Claire could think of a half dozen former classmates who were probably gnashing their teeth with envy—and no one more loudly than her ex-husband Michael, an assistant professor of ancient history at Columbia University. Claire allowed herself a small, satisfied smile. She’d made certain that he’d known about her new job before she’d left home.


“Dr. Donovan.” Claire heard the words, but the name didn’t register; she was too busy looking for Andrew.


“Dr. Donovan.”


Claire scanned the other side of the room.


“Dr. Donovan!”


She turned around. “Oh!” Andrew Kent was standing behind her. “It’s you,” she said.


“Didn’t you hear me?” he asked.


“Of course I heard you.”


“I said your name three times.”


She reddened slightly. “I’m not used to it.”


“Your own name?” He looked alarmed, as if he was having immediate regrets about hiring her.


How did Andrew Kent so easily manage to make her feel idiotic, inept, and irritated simultaneously? Claire took a breath and tried to remain calm; now was not the time to let an instant retort get the better of her. “I’m not accustomed to the Dr. Donovan,” she explained. “For one thing, the ink on my degree is barely dry. For another, only physicians are addressed as ‘doctor’ in the U.S.” She didn’t add that at American universities it was considered pretentious for someone with a PhD to use the title of Doctor, but she figured that Andrew Kent already knew that. At Trinity, everyone with a PhD was known as Doctor: it was de rigueur. After that, only the most accomplished rose to the level of Reader; Professor was reserved for those at the very top of the academic heap.


Andrew nodded. “Yes, and in England we address surgeons as ‘Mister.’”


“Why is that, anyway?”


“I’m not entirely sure. Perhaps we don’t want them to forget that they were once barbers.”


Claire laughed a little, Andrew smiled, and for one long, golden moment they were the only two people in the room. Perhaps it was the tuxedo, but he was even more handsome than she remembered. His dark, unkempt hair had been cropped and tamed, and his skin had a sun-kissed glow that was quite attractive. No more Scotch tape wrapped around the broken earpiece of his eyeglasses, either. In fact, no glasses at all. His large, inviting brown eyes regarded her warmly. Claire was reminded of a certain evening in Venice, a certain cobbled street, a certain few words that Andrew had said to her. What were they? “You’re the most argumentative, obstinate, infuriating, exciting, and fascinating woman I’ve ever met”? Yes, that’s exactly what he’d said; she hadn’t been able to forget it. She knew he hadn’t intended to say it, but there was no escaping the fact that he had. Her heart beat faster at the memory. Or was it racing because she was finally here, seeing him again?


“You’re looking well,” Andrew said. He cleared his throat. “That’s a very nice gown.”


“Thank you.” Claire had paid way too much for the dress, but she liked the way its shimmering, copper-colored satin brought out the gold highlights in her brown hair and hazel eyes. She wondered if he’d noticed; it was impossible to tell. “Very nice” was probably the most effusive compliment she would hear from him. Andrew was English, after all, but she was prepared to make some allowances for that. She only hoped that they didn’t become mired in the awkward small talk that always seemed to precede their real conversations.


“And how was your journey?” he asked.


Oh, dear. What could she say about a six-hour flight and a taxicab ride from Heathrow to London? Nothing terribly exciting, that was certain. She assured him it had been fine, though uneventful. “And your book?” Claire asked. “How’s it coming along?”


This was more than a polite question; in fact it was something she deeply cared about. The subject of Andrew’s book-in-progress was the 1618 Spanish conspiracy against Venice. He had already asked Claire’s permission to quote from her dissertation.


“Very well, in fact,” he replied, noticeably relaxing. “Ever since I returned from Venice, everything seems to be falling into place. Like it’s writing itself, although I’m hesitant to say that out loud for fear of invoking some kind of jinx. Thank you for sending your dissertation on, by the way. I’ve found it enormously helpful. And very well written.”


Claire felt herself blushing, just a little.


Andrew cleared his throat again and looked as though he was about to ask Claire a question. She leaned closer in anticipation. Before he could speak, they were interrupted by an attractive woman who put her hand on Andrew’s arm. “Andy, I’ve saved us a seat right next to Richard and Paula,” she announced. Her manner implied that Andrew’s coming away with her at once was a matter of urgent necessity.


Not that Andrew appeared to notice this. He calmly thanked the woman and turned back to Claire. “May I introduce Dr. Carolyn Sutcliffe, modern and medieval languages. Carolyn, this is Dr. Claire Donovan, the—”


“New temporary lecturer from Harvard,” she finished for him in a nasal yet plummy voice that Claire suspected became even plummier when she was speaking to Americans. “Of course I know who she is.” Carolyn Sutcliffe offered her hand for a limp handshake. She was about Andrew’s age, Claire guessed, in her late thirties or thereabouts, petite, with dark auburn hair that curled under at the nape of her neck. She wore a long, scoop-neck black dress and a short strand of pearls. “Andy and Gaby have told me so much about you.”




Gaby? Who on earth was Gaby? Claire’s confusion must have been evident in her expression, for Carolyn quickly explained.


“Gabriella Griseri,” she said. “We go way back. She’s one of my dearest friends.”


Such dear friends, Carolyn seemed to be saying, that she was willing to stand guard on Gabriella’s boyfriend whenever the Italian bombshell was absent, and keep him safe from the clutches of undeserving American women. Carolyn’s hand still hovered over Andrew’s arm like a raptor’s claw, ready to snatch him away at the earliest opportunity.


Claire decided she’d been much too kind in her first assessment; or perhaps it was Carolyn Sutcliffe’s pushy demeanor that made her seem less attractive. But she was obviously a woman and basically presentable, if one overlooked the slightly manic gleam in her eyes. Which apparently Andrew did, for he didn’t seem to resent Carolyn’s company at all.


“I suppose we should all sit down,” Andrew said. He looked at Claire. “Would you like to—”


“There’s an empty seat right next to ours,” Carolyn interrupted, offering Claire her first sincere smile. “Why don’t you join us?”


“Thank you.” Perhaps, Claire conceded, Dr. Sutcliffe wasn’t so bad after all. They set off in the direction of the long table in the middle of the hall.


“You’ll sit next to one of our most senior fellows,” Carolyn added. “You’ll have such fun.”


When they arrived at the table, Claire discovered that the available chair wasn’t “right next” to Carolyn and Andrew but across the table from them. While within view of each other, it would be nearly impossible for Claire and Andrew to carry on a conversation. She took her place next to an elderly gentleman whose name, she soon learned, was Professor Humboldt Residue, natural sciences.


“Delighted to dine with such a lovely young lass,” Professor Residue said at the top of his lungs. His speckled, age-spotted head lacked hair, but there were healthy tufts of it growing in his ears. He smiled broadly at Claire. How could she rebuff such an enthusiastic welcome? Especially since Hoddy, the only other person at Trinity whom she knew besides Andrew Kent, didn’t seem to be present.


The empty place at her left was soon filled by another fellow closer to Residue’s advanced age than her own, a Professor Oswald Hammer, law. Unlike his friend, he had retained all of the hair on his head and a good deal more of it on his face, in the form of two mutton-chop sideburns that seemed to Claire colonial in nature, as if Professor Hammer had once served the British Raj. The two men greeted each other genially. As they appeared to have much to say to each other, Claire offered to move to allow them to sit in adjoining seats.


“Absolutely not,” Professor Hammer protested.


“Wouldn’t hear of it,” Professor Residue insisted.


As the food arrived and wine began to flow (a battalion of waiters delivered and disposed of plates and refilled glasses with fluid ease), and the ambient noise in the hall grew steadily louder, Professors Hammer and Residue began to talk over her, leaning forward over the table and practically knocking their heads together in their desire to communicate. They spoke English, but Claire was thoroughly bewildered by the subject of their discourse. Their lively conversation’s intelligibility was not improved by Professor Residue’s obvious hearing impairment.


“The First and Third made a good showing in the Bumps last year, did you hear?” Professor Hammer shouted.


“Of course I heard,” Professor Residue shouted in reply. “Do you think I’m deaf?”


“I meant, did you hear the news?”


“Did they win or lose?” Residue repeated. “Are you mad? They won, of course. It’s the First and Third, by God,” he said, banging his fist on the table.


Claire gazed longingly at Andrew Kent. He appeared to be having a perfectly enjoyable time with Carolyn Sutcliffe. They were probably talking about perfectly normal things in perfectly normal voices in a perfectly normal language. Once or twice she’d seen Andrew glance in her direction, but only briefly and never in any meaningful way. He hadn’t tried to catch her eye or ask how she was doing or make an attempt to rescue her from her present company.




As Claire looked around, she realized that most of the fellows were not old duffers like Hammer and Residue but colleagues who fell into a broad age category between thirty and sixty-five. The fellows, or members of the college, were not just teachers but also the custodians of Trinity’s past, present, and future, who collectively managed the school’s day-to-day educational operations and its general business, including its various trusts and endowments and its legendary prodigious wealth. She had heard that underneath the college’s stone buildings lay vaults filled with the many gifts—silver tea sets, gold bars, priceless antiquities, and the like—bequeathed to the college over the past four and a half centuries. Secret rooms as rich in treasures as Aladdin’s cave. She wondered if it was true.


Claire also noticed that there were very few female fellows among this sea of black dinner jackets and bow ties. From where she sat, without craning her neck too noticeably Claire could count only eighteen women, including herself. Granted, there were probably a few more at the table behind her, and a few others who weren’t attending the dinner; still, that meant there were probably no more than thirty female fellows out of a total one hundred and sixty. Even at Harvard, which had not matriculated women until 1972, female faculty were much more numerous than this. She hadn’t known until now that Trinity was still such a predominantly male preserve.


Claire’s sudden realization made her feel self-conscious. She worried that her strapless gown was showing a bit too much décolletage, and she unobtrusively tried to pull up the top of her dress—an impossible task, it turned out, while sitting down. Not that the gentlemen flanking her appeared to notice her discomfort; they were much too caught up in their discussion.


“…he was bowled a googly and caught at silly mid-off,” Professor Hammer shouted.


“No matter what the rest of the world says, cricket’s an exciting game,” Professor Residue passionately agreed, his left hand wildly gesticulating in spite of the full wineglass in it. Claire leaned back as the professor’s drink splashed onto the white tablecloth.


She suffered through the soup, the appetizer, the palate-cleansing sorbet, the main course, and the salad, a third party to a passionate dialogue about cricket, in which she comprehended very few words except for jolly good, fancy that, and bugger off, the last of which they said with startling frequency.


Dessert was served along with dessert wines and coffee, and the master, Sir Gerald Liverton, Lord Liverton of Loos, K.B.E., F.R.S., F.B.A., O.M., M.I.5, stood up to address the assembly and introduce the new fellows. Claire had already been informed by the junior bursar that as a temporary lecturer, she would be acknowledged last. She took a sip of sauterne and, with only the slightest twinge of anxiety (she’d already downed three glasses of wine), waited her turn.


“Whatever happened to old Ossery?” Professor Residue leaned across Claire and inquired of Professor Hammer in a loud whisper.


“The old bugger’s standing for MP.”


“And last,” the master said, “please welcome Dr. Claire Donovan, who comes to us from Harvard University, where she has just earned her doctorate in history.”


“Not old Ossery! The man doesn’t know his arse from his elbow!”


“We have the great privilege of Dr. Donovan’s company for the next three terms, during which she will supervise and lecture in history in her chosen area of study, early modern Europe…”


“That’s never prevented anyone from becoming an MP before,” Hammer chuckled. Residue joined in, his hand waving wildly about. This time, the port splashed directly on Claire’s dress: directly on her beautiful, expensive, never-before-worn copper-colored satin gown, dead center between her breasts.


She looked down at the spreading stain. Should she use her napkin to dab at it? Her hand went to her lap, then froze. It hardly seemed appropriate to dab at one’s own breasts on such an occasion, and in such august company. It was bad enough to be completely paralyzed as to what to do, but then Claire discovered something worse: when she looked up from gazing down at her cold, wet, wine-colored chest, she found that everyone seated nearby was also gawking at it. Andrew Kent’s eyebrows rose with mild shock; Carolyn Sutcliffe’s pursed mouth barely suppressed a smirk.




As the master’s voice faded away, Claire heard the applause and knew she must stand up to be acknowledged. As she rose from her chair she could feel one hundred and fifty pairs of eyes turn to stare at her; she could feel the wine spreading like a bloodstain across the strapless bodice of her gown, its deep rubicund hue matching the color that must surely be rising in her cheeks. This was the moment she’d been imagining for months now: a dream come true, she thought ruefully.


Somehow she’d never imagined it quite like this.















Chapter Five







First week of Michaelmas term


“STOP LAUGHING, MEREDITH,” Claire said. The sound that issued from her cell phone was bright, twinkling, and occasionally punctuated by an uncharacteristic snort. Uncharacteristic for Meredith Barnes, anyway. The assistant dean of Forsythe Academy, a preparatory school in Claire’s home town of Harriot, Massachusetts, was tall, slender, glamorous, and almost completely unflappable. A deep, sexy laugh, yes; Claire had heard that plenty of times. Or even a light, lively giggle, bubbly as sparkling wine. But never a snort.


“It isn’t funny,” Claire added, even though she knew quite well that her protests were having little impact. “It nearly ruined my dress. It would have been ruined except that the first dry cleaner I took it to said they had lots of experience getting wine stains out of expensive fabric. Apparently it happens all the time here.”


Snort.


“You’re not making me feel any better.” It wasn’t the first time Claire had provided an occasion for her best friend’s amusement. How come it never happened the other way around? Meredith never seemed to attract the sort of odd and embarrassing situations that Claire did.




“I’m sorry.” Meredith’s laughter settled down into a few intermittent chuckles and gasps. “And no one said anything?”


“Not a word. For the rest of the evening, people simply ignored this huge red splotch on my dress.”


“Maybe they thought it was a fashion statement.”


“God knows what they thought. I certainly don’t. They’re not at all like Americans, who are so willing to tell secrets to perfect strangers that they seem to enjoy broadcasting the most intimate details of their lives on national television.”


“That’s a point in England’s favor.”


“True.”


“But that woman—”


“You mean Carolyn Sutcliffe?”


“I think she deserves another name, one that rhymes with witch,” Meredith said. “She put you next to that old guy on purpose. She knew what was going to happen to you even before you sat down.”


“She couldn’t have known that he was going to spill wine on me.”


“She knew something bad would happen.”


After the dinner had ended, all of the fellows had gone to the Master’s Lodge for a long-standing tradition of after-dinner brandies and introductions: each older fellow was expected to introduce him or herself to each new fellow. It had been exhilarating in a way—the first time she had ever met one hundred and fifty or so people in one night—but unfortunately it had meant that she and Andrew hadn’t been able to talk, at least no more than the same polite banter she’d exchanged with the other fellows. She had felt frustrated by this, but Andrew hadn’t seemed to mind. “I wish I could read people better,” Claire said. “I can’t tell what they’re thinking. Except for Dr. Sutcliffe, who appears to hate me simply because her friend does.”


“Do you really care what they’re thinking?”


“Of course I care.” Well, there was at least one person whose thoughts she would have dearly loved to know, but he was as enigmatic as all the others, perhaps even more so. Why hadn’t Andrew Kent made an effort to sit next to her at the dinner? After all, he was practically the only person at Trinity she knew. Didn’t he feel some responsibility to take her under his wing? “I’m just not so sure I’m going to fit in,” Claire admitted.


“Why not?”


“For one thing, I’m not a man. I looked up the roll of fellows, and among the total one hundred and sixty, only twenty-seven are women. That’s approximately sixteen percent—only one woman for every five point nine men.”


“Really? What does nine-tenths of a man look like?”


“Don’t mess with me. Among the students, the split is fairly even, about fifty-fifty. But among the fellows, women are a distinct minority. Minorities are a distinct minority too.”


“So it’s still an old boy’s club, is it?”


“Appears that way.”


“You can’t let that intimidate you. In fact, it should spur you on to greater achievement. Your success isn’t just about you, it’s about all the women who come after you.”


“That’s occurred to me already. It’s not exactly helping to alleviate my stress.”


“I know you, Claire,” Meredith said seriously. “And I know that you of all people have what it takes to make a success of this opportunity.”


“I wish I felt as confident as you.” Claire looked around at her set of rooms, or set, as it was called: a small suite that consisted of a main room with a dining table for four and a cozy armchair and floor lamp; an adjacent office with a desk, bookshelves, and a computer; and a bedroom and bath. The windows of the main room and the office looked over New Court, so called because it was a mere two hundred years old. Her set was larger, more light-filled and generally much more pleasant than she had expected her college living quarters to be. She couldn’t complain. Everything was terrific, really. Except that Trinity College was so different from American colleges, from the architectural design of the school itself (a succession of courtyards where both students and fellows lived and taught) to the curriculum and style of teaching. If she had landed a job at an American university, she would have understood the environment and the people at once; God knows she’d been in school long enough.




“It isn’t just being a woman and a minority that worries me,” Claire explained. “It’s being an American. It’s being me. I have a habit of saying exactly what I think at the moment that I think it.”


“Oh, that.” Three thousand miles across the Atlantic, Claire imagined her best friend’s head bobbing in agreement. “Yes, you might want to keep that in check,” Meredith offered.


“You think?”


“Don’t be cheeky.”


 


Claire quickly learned that supervisions—one-on-one, hour-long teaching sessions held in a fellow’s set of rooms—were the primary mode of instructing students at Cambridge colleges and were considered the cornerstone of Cambridge’s academic environment. In theory, undergraduates were taught by all members of the faculty, even the most senior. In practice, the junior members of a department bore the brunt of the supervisions, some of them carrying a load of twenty students a week or more. Perhaps because she was so new to Cambridge, Claire was assigned a mere twelve, for which she was grateful. They arrived at her set Monday through Thursday afternoons, three students per day, beginning at one o’clock. Claire was required to assign an essay each week, and each week the students were required to turn it in twenty-four hours before their meeting. Claire read and marked them in advance of the supervision, at which time she would go over each student’s paper, offering insights and tips on how to improve it. In addition to the supervisions, once a week she helped a small group of first-and third-year students prepare for their Historical Practice and Argument paper, during which they would discuss questions such as, What is the difference between history and myth? The students weren’t expected to attend any other classes per se, although there were numerous lectures and seminars on constant offer. The first-year undergrads would not have to take a test until the end of their second year.


It was a system that expected a lot from young students: superior writing skills, the ability to work independently, and, Claire soon realized, a certain maturity that was not always present in eighteen-year-olds. She quickly ascertained that her students could be neatly separated into two camps: those who were inordinately well prepared and those who apparently planned to make no effort at all, except perhaps for the effort involved in making up excuses for missing supervisions or not completing their work on time.


In addition to the supervisions, Claire was required to lecture once a week in one of the small, nondescript lecture rooms in the history faculty building. Most important of all, she was expected to research and write papers in her field of study, papers that would be published in the appropriate journals, then published in the appropriate anthologies. In time, she would have to write a book of her own. The publish-or-perish sword hung above every academic’s head, but in truth she looked forward to the day when she’d be working on a long, complex project. For the time being, however, Claire concentrated on doing her job and learning her way around the college, the town of Cambridge, and her new life.


Within a few days she discovered that her new position was accompanied by numerous, often intriguing, perquisites. Two she’d known about before leaving the United States: like the fellows, she was lodged and fed at the college’s expense. But dining in hall at High Table with the fellows, more than a few of whom, like Professors Hammer and Residue, had already achieved an august and tweedy dotage, was an experience slightly more daunting than she’d anticipated. It didn’t help that portraits of Francis Bacon, Isaac Newton, John Dryden, and Lord Tennyson gazed upon her reproachfully, as if they’d known she was an upstart American and suspected that she was way out of her league.


A couple of Claire’s privileges struck her as whimsical, indicative of the idiosyncratic character of a four-hundred-and-fifty-year-old institution. She had the right to order wine for her own private reserve. It would be kept in Trinity’s extensive wine cellars, rumored to be vast beyond measure. And, unlike students or tourists, she was allowed to walk with impunity on the often patchy but highly regarded grass that grew in the college’s courtyards. Other benefits, however, were rich with promise. The fellows’ key, or F key as it was commonly known, was presented to Claire soon after her arrival by the junior bursar, who informed her that the F key unlocked doors and gates to places that were off-limits to students, such as the Fellows’ Garden and the Fellows’ Bowling Green, and an unknown number of other sites, both interior and exterior, that were hidden amongst the hallowed stone buildings, arched doorways, leaded glass windows, and creeping ivy of Trinity’s medieval environs. Places, he seemed to hint, rendered almost magical by their secret, restricted nature.


But her most enjoyable perk so far was the simple pleasure of going into the Combination Room—that veritable bastion of school (male) tradition, with its wing-back chairs, dim green-glass lamps, and neatly pressed copies of the Times—to help herself to a cup of tea from the coffee, tea, and sherry service always at the ready. The tea was served in a china cup and saucer, and stirred with a silver spoon; here one would never find modern atrocities such as Styrofoam cups or plastic stirrers. Tea, Claire learned, was one of the more hospitable aspects of an often chilly country and could always be counted on to provide warmth and comfort.


At present Claire was in need of both, for she had just given her first lecture.


“Underwhelming,” would be a nice word for it; a “flop” was probably more accurate. There’d been a grand total of one student in the room, and even he had arrived late, mumbling something about Boat Club tryouts as an excuse: hardly a propitious beginning to Claire’s Cambridge career. As soon as she had finished, Claire had fled the lecture room and made her way downstairs to the faculty meeting room on the second floor, where she was dismayed to discover that the hot water dispenser was out of order.


Behind her, a throat cleared. “You have to strike it,” a woman said.


Claire turned around. The woman nearest her sat on a sleek leather couch, reading a copy of the latest English Historical Review. More academic journals were stacked on the coffee table: Past & Present, Continuity and Change, Early Science and Medicine. No doubt each one of them contained an article or two by members of the history faculty. On the wall above the woman’s head hung a bold, colorful example of Expressionist art, possibly the only painting in the entire university less than two hundred years old. Indeed, the meeting room resembled a spread from an IKEA catalog, incongruous when compared to the rest of Cambridge but in keeping with the architecture of the Sidgwick Site building. In a university town where most college structures were made of stone and dated as far back as the fourteenth century, it seemed a fluke—or perhaps it was purposefully ironic—that the Cambridge history faculty was housed in a modern glass and steel building designed in the 1960s. At the far end of the lounge, floor-to-ceiling windows offered a dizzying view of a small car park and, beyond that, a rather glorious vista of the gently curving River Cam.


The history fellow seemed so engrossed in the journal that at first Claire wasn’t certain she had spoken. Then the woman raised her right hand and made a fist to demonstrate. “You have to hit it,” she said, briefly glancing over the top of her half-frame reading glasses. Duly instructed, Claire knocked on the dispenser, which spewed forth a measured stream of hot water, precisely enough for one cup of tea. In it she steeped a bag of Earl Grey, then looked for a place to sit down.


“How did it go?” The woman barely glanced up from her book.


“How did what go?” Claire asked.


“Your lecture.” This time she favored Claire with eye contact.


Claire reckoned she should probably get used to the fact that as a new fish in a fairly small pond, others would recognize her before she recognized them. She certainly didn’t recognize the woman who was speaking to her. She was in her late forties or early fifties, Claire guessed, but blessed with one of those high-browed aristocratic faces, slightly horsey but very appealing, that seemed impervious to time.


“It was terrible,” Claire confessed. “Only one student showed up.”


“That’s one more than Isaac,” she responded with a tilt of her head and a raise of her eyebrows. A few gray strands lightly streaked her chestnut brown hair, which was worn in a fashionable, shoulder-length blunt cut. She was fit, as though she walked a great deal, rode a bike daily, or was a yoga fanatic, any of which was possible in Cambridge. Against the tawny, lightly freckled skin exposed above the V-neck of her beige cashmere sweater, a tiny, rose-colored pearl dangled on a thin gold chain. A pair of stylish wool slacks bared trim ankles and new, unscuffed black leather flats. She possessed a no-nonsense elegance, in her simple but expensive clothes, and she radiated intelligence and a brisk self-sufficiency.


“Isaac?” Claire repeated.


“Newton, of course,” she replied as if everyone was, or should be, on a first-name basis with the father of modern physics. “He was a Trinity fellow for thirty-three years, and there’s no record that anyone ever attended his lectures. Apparently he just spoke to the walls.” She paused thoughtfully. “Although I doubt that Science and Religion in Early Modern Italy is ever going to have the same impact as the theory of gravity or the invention of calculus.”


“No, I suppose it wouldn’t,” Claire said.


The woman removed her reading glasses, folded the earpieces carefully before setting them on top of the journal, and fixed her bright hazel eyes on Claire. “Have any of the students put your bicycle in a tree yet?”


“No,” Claire answered. She hadn’t even bothered getting a bicycle. She had discovered that the area which encompassed the old colleges and Cambridge’s pedestrian-and-bikes-only town center was relatively small, and she could easily go everywhere she needed to go on foot.


“Oh.” The woman sounded disappointed. “Well, there’s still time,” she added reassuringly. Her eyes narrowed slightly. “You don’t remember me, do you?”


“I’m so sorry. There were so many people—”


“No need to apologize. No one ever remembers what happens during those dinners. The fellows can drink enough wine in one night to launch a battleship.” She held out her hand. “Elizabeth Bennet, social history, Britain, nineteenth century.”


“Elizabeth Bennet?” Claire repeated. Elizabeth Bennet as in Pride and Prejudice? she wanted to ask but didn’t, suddenly intuiting that this was an obvious and stupid question. Unfortunately it had already been implied in her tone. She could see that at once by the look of annoyance on Elizabeth Bennet’s face.


The fellow sighed and fiddled a bit with her glasses. “Yes. Elizabeth Bennet as in Pride and Prejudice. If you say she’s your favorite character from literature, I’ll scream.” She shook her head. “The Jane Austen revival of the past fifteen years has made my life a misery.”


Claire had no idea how to respond. In less than five minutes, she felt as though she had managed to put not one but both feet in her mouth.


“So tell me,” Elizabeth said, “which was she: proud or prejudiced?”


“Prejudiced. Darcy was proud.”


“Well done.”


A man breezed into the lounge and walked over to join them. “Lizzie, I was wondering if you’d received my note. So who’s this we have here?” he said with an inquisitive glance at Claire.


“She’s the new lecturer,” Elizabeth replied. A sour expression crossed her face as she put her glasses back on and opened the English Historical Review once more. “She’s filling in for Emily Scott while she’s on maternity leave. If you had been at the dinner you would know this.”


He turned to Claire. “My deepest apologies. If I’d known that someone as pretty as you was going to be there, I never would have missed it. Derek Goodman,” he said, offering his hand.


He didn’t add his title or field of study, as he probably knew there was no need. He was Derek Goodman, Claire marveled, the renowned author of Reform and Revolution: The Roots of British Democracy and Heads Will Roll: Capital Punishment during the Reign of the Tudor and Stuart Kings. Derek Goodman, one of the leading lights of the Cambridge history faculty, a reputed genius and a former wunderkind who’d received his PhD at twenty-five. Ever since, he’d been writing books and articles on British history at an extraordinary rate, and he was published in all the best journals and invited to all the best conferences.


Claire introduced herself, unable to conceal her admiration. As she shook Dr. Goodman’s hand, he looked her up and down in a way that was discreet enough but was also unambiguously sexual, something that most men would know better than to attempt. She suspected that Derek Goodman was accustomed to getting away with it, for not only was he brilliant, he was handsome. Movie-star handsome. Short, curly black hair that contrasted dramatically with his startling, mesmerizing blue eyes. Confident, charming, of above-average height and way-above-average sexiness. His book jacket photos, while stunning, didn’t do him justice. The images Claire recalled must have been taken some years earlier. He now looked to be three or four years short of forty, and a face that had once been a bit too pretty had taken on a craggy masculinity that was accentuated by his two-day-old beard and the striped wool scarf wound around his neck, one end thrown rakishly back over the shoulder of his navy blue blazer. Under that he wore a white Oxford cloth button-down shirt and a pair of well-worn but well-fitting jeans.


“You’re American,” he said with delight. “A gorgeous American in our midst. Whatever shall we do with you?” His blue eyes twinkled mischievously. Damn if she didn’t feel a bit weak in the knees.


“Keep your dogs in the kennel, Derek,” Elizabeth said without glancing up. “She hasn’t been here long enough to know that you’re the most unscrupulous man in Cambridge.”


“I love you too, Dr. Bennet,” he said sarcastically, though he seemed completely unfazed by her criticism. He went on speaking to Claire as if Elizabeth hadn’t said a word. “It must have been you I saw moving in last week. G staircase in New Court?” At Claire’s nod, he looked at her with an even warmer enthusiasm. “My set is right across from yours.”


“You might want to keep your door locked,” Elizabeth remarked, moistening a fingertip and flipping a page.


“Don’t mind her,” Derek said. “We had a fling years ago and she’s never gotten over me.”


“Don’t you wish.”


“Has anyone taken you on a pub crawl yet?” he asked Claire.


“No.”


“Then allow me. After dinner in hall tonight. We’ll start out at the Rat and Weasel and make the circuit all the way ’round to the Mad Cow.” In spite of the unpleasant associations that rats, weasels, and mad cows brought to mind, Derek Goodman made the prospect of going on a tour of Cambridge pubs seem immensely enjoyable.


“You’ve come in too late in the game on this one, Dr. Goodman,” Elizabeth said. “I believe she’s already spoken for.”


“Is this true?” he asked Claire.




“I’m not quite sure what she—,” Claire began.


“Didn’t Andrew Kent hire you?” Elizabeth asked, peering up at her.


“Yes.”


“He’s bent over backward to make sure that you’ve got everything you could possibly wish for.”


Claire felt her face flush. Andrew Kent bent over backward for her? But he’d hardly even talked to her; they’d had only one conversation since she’d arrived. What in the world did Dr. Bennet mean? And why was she so snide about it, as if there was something inherently wrong with being hired by him?


Perhaps, Claire realized with a sudden, sinking feeling in her stomach, Andrew Kent was known for hiring women in whom he had a personal interest. It occurred to her that she could be the most recent in a long line of research assistants and junior fellows, an appalling thought. One thing was certain: she was already the subject of speculation and gossip. Perhaps it was unavoidable when you were the new fish in the pond. Pond? Ha. More like goldfish bowl.


“But I hardly know Dr. Kent.” Claire shook her head. “It’s not like that at all.”


“So sorry,” Elizabeth said in a way that didn’t sound even remotely apologetic. “I guess I’d got completely the wrong idea.”


“So you’re available tonight after all?” Derek asked.


“No, not tonight. I have an, um, appointment,” she stammered.


“An appointment?” he said skeptically.


“Yes, an appointment.” Claire set her cup and saucer on the counter. “Goodness, look at the time! I’ve got a supervision back at my set in fifteen minutes.”


She backed out of the lounge, smiling and offering a few words about how pleased she was to meet them, and made a rapid retreat down the stairs. An appointment. What a lame excuse. Of course she didn’t have an appointment that evening.


She had a date with Andrew Kent.
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