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SHE WOULD TEMPT THE DEVIL HIMSELF…


Rhea Derwent was a woman of whispering silks and emerald eyes: a vision of heaven, but a portent of hell to the three men she vowed to destroy. Born to poverty and despair, Rhea had lived for this moment, when she would ascend to the pinnacle of London society to avenge the unspeakable crimes against a woman who had died too young. But she hadn’t reckoned on Ramon, the aristocratic painter who made her his muse and stole the heart she thought was shuttered to love. Ramon’s image burned in her flesh while she lured other men to their destruction… spurred on by her mother’s shocking diary, a wrenching record of infamy that had made Rhea its slave.


From London’s slums to its grand salons, from opulent Edwardian society to the Amazon’s darkest jungles, Rhea followed her destiny: and tried to flee from the sweet torment of a love she could never escape…
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THEY WERE PRISONERS OF PASSIONS THAT WOULD HAUNT THEIR LIVES…


Rhea Derwent: She forged herself into a sword of retribution, using her beauty as a weapon to avenge the wrongs of the past—until a wild and passionate love seized her and refused to let her go …


The Honorable Hubert Westlake: A wily and devious politician, his ambition knew no bounds. Nothing stood in his way—until the ravishing Rhea entered his home as a governess and exited with his heart and soul…


Lord Oliver Gifford: The Marquis of Spaxton Abbas was a connoisseur of art, an expert on antiquities, a collector of beauty who vowed to possess Rhea as the jewel in his crown. How eagerly he embraced the woman who vowed to see him destroyed …


Theodore Francillon: The self-made baron of Brazilian rubber carved out an empire in the jungle and lived like royalty in Manaus. He wanted to share his Amazon empire with Rhea—the temptress who had come to make it fall…


Ramon Francillon: Their first meeting was magic, a love that defied the fates. How could he know of the hatred that burned within her—or of the irony that brought them together, neither knowing the other’s real name—or the truth …
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Sources for the Putumayo Scandal and the rubber room: the works of W. E. Hardenburg, Robin Furneaux, Brian Fawcett, David St. Clair, Richard Collier, Arkady Fiedler, and John Hemming.





BOOK ONE | Megaera


The correct name for the Furies of Greek mythology is Erinyes. In Latin they were Furiae and Dirae (dreadful ones). Sisters, their individual names were Tisiphone, Alecto, and Megaera; Nemesis is sometimes counted as one of them. They were pictured with grim aspect, with serpents instead of hair, a lighted torch in one hand and a whip of scorpions in the other. Their birth is variously given; either they sprang from the blood of Uranus, or they were the children of Pluto and Persephone, or Acheron and Night.


—Alexander Duthie, Greek Mythology


Fury: One of the snake-headed goddesses sent from Tartarus to avenge wrong and punish crime; avenging spirit, remorseful pang.





Prologue



London, 1884


The rain fell like sooty tears from the gray sky. It dripped from broken gutterings and trickled over lopsided tiles. It drenched the grubby washing slung from lines stretched from upper windows across the narrow alley, and cast over the November afternoon a Stygian gloom. The street resembled a dark gorge. A high wall reared up on one side; rotting tenement dwellings lined the other. The arch at the end was like the mouth of a cave, leading to a further labyrinth of twisting lanes and squalid, filthy courts.


Bowed, ragged figures shuffled aimlessly through the muck of the unpaved road, men and women, with faces gaunt and gray, hair lank, mouths slack, and eyes almost sightless with indifference. There were urchins, too, stunted and deformed. Already several beggars had selected their pitch for the night, flopping down amid the garbage and dragging their rags about their bodies in a vain attempt to keep out the wind’s keen edge. It gusted down the alley, stirring the rubbish, biting through threadbare garments. Winter was just around the corner. The homeless dreaded it. By the time spring came many of them would have suffered the final humiliation—burial in a pauper’s grave.


Sunk in wretchedness, they hardly bothered to look at the young woman who came out under the arch, though she was deserving of notice. Her long, plain dress was neat, and a bonnet covered her flaxen hair. A woolen shawl lay over her shoulders, its long fringes falling across her distended stomach. She hesitated as she stared along the alley, then glanced up at the board hanging askew near the entrance. The name—Orange Court—was out of keeping with such a slum, suggestive of color, hot sunshine, and spice islands.


She stopped, hands gripping the dank wall, eyes closed as a spasm of pain shook her. Not a head turned. Pain was nothing new to the damned and hopeless. Even the mothers, clutching their pinched-faced infants, paid her no heed. They huddled together for warmth, whispering among themselves. The children were unnaturally quiet, starvation having left no energy even for crying.


A man in a torn and filthy overcoat and battered top hat on his greasy, unkempt locks heaved to his feet and sidled up to the newcomer. He thrust out a heavily callused hand. “Gi’ us a couple o’ pennies,” he growled. “Come on, lady—jest enouff fer a ha’p’orth o’ milk fer the kiddie.” He jerked his thumb to where one of the women was holding a wizened baby to her scrawny breast. “‘er tits’re dried up. She ain’t got no more fer the little’un.”


The girl stared at him with lackluster eyes, shook her head, and stumbled forward, groping along the wall with one hand. The man glowered at her, spat, then turned away with a foul curse. All eyes focused on the stranger now, flinty eyes in hollow faces, eyes cruel as wolves. Her shabby clothing seemed fine to them, and her shoes were not broken. Both could be taken to the pawnshop and hocked. She was in grave danger and had lived in London long enough to know it. The sour taste of fear was in her mouth.


She hurried her steps, pushing past the beggars, finding the door she sought and hammering for admittance. The crowd gathered around her in a muddy flood, and she could smell their fetid odor, see their desperate eyes. Hands reached out to touch her, to tug at her dress, her shawl. All lusted after the things she was fortunate enough to have, even in her poverty-stricken state. They had sunk even further, down to the lowest pit of degradation, dead to human feelings.


Pain seized her again in giant claws, so bad, so fierce that it almost forced her to her knees. Stay upright! she warned herself. Open the door, someone! For the love of Christ! She hammered with her fists, the pain unnoticed against the other, mighty one. Oh, God! God! Open the door! Help me! Help me!


The crowd murmured, about to seize their prey, their voices mounting to a bestial roar, but the door remained fast shut. The man in the overcoat elbowed his way to the front, seizing the purse dangling from her wrist and tugging at it. She struggled, fought him. He gave her a hard shove. She hit her head against the door and felt her strength oozing away. Sparks danced and whirled before her eyes. Then miraculously the door opened, and she fell through it into the arms of the enormous woman who was framed there. She had a doughy face, with tiny eyes like currants. Gray strings of hair escaped from under a cotton cap, black like the skirts below.


“What the ‘ell—?” the woman shouted, then she saw the girl’s condition. With one massive arm clamped tightly about her, she vented her wrath on the crowd. “Git the bleedin’ ‘ell outter it! Leave ‘er be. Sling yer ‘ook, Bert,” she said to the insistent man. “She’s mine! Gawd, can’tcher see ‘er belly? Or ‘re yer blind as well as stoopid?”


With that, she slammed the door in his face. The girl opened her eyes, taking in the big woman, the cluttered, candlelit room. Smells assaulted her, rising in a nauseating wave—urine and dirt and stale air, boiled cabbage, sweat, and the stink of glue.


“I’m going to be sick,” she mumbled.


“Over ‘ere, deary. Use the bucket.”


She was guided, almost dragged into a rear scullery. She saw a stone sink filled with greasy pots, gray washing dripping on a makeshift line, a rusty bucket half-filled with filthy water, chunks of she knew not what floating on its scummy surface. The sight of it was the final straw, and she vomited violently. Then Mrs. Porter, the midwife, led her back to the living room-cum-kitchen, talking all the while.


“You gettin’ yer pains? How often? Every few minutes? Right. ‘Avin’ a ‘show,’ are yer? ‘Ave yer waters gone? No? Won’t be fer a bit yet then. You brought the money?”


The girl nodded, yes, yes, she had the money. She remembered the hours she had spent stitching trousers at twopence ha’penny a pair for a shilling a day. But what did a day mean? Seventeen hours bent over the sewing, from five in the morning to ten at night. No pause, nor money, for meals. She had eaten her crust and drunk a little watered-down tea as she worked. A needle slave. In the end, it still hadn’t been enough, not after she’d paid for her lodgings, so she had suffered the further shame of the pawnbroker, parting with her last possessions to pay for the privilege of being delivered of her bastard in this dreadful place.


Not quite at the bottom of the abyss of misery, the Porter family lived in two rooms and a scullery at the base of a rickety apartment building. The main room was crowded. A fire smoldered fitfully in the range, doing little to mitigate the damp chill. An iron kettle steamed on a trivet. A small girl was sewing shirts by the light of a candle. A boy was picking over the skins of rabbits, rats, and dogs in preparation for the furrier. An old man seated at the table was pasting up matchboxes. The smell of bone glue mingled with the other odors was overpowering. The fluff from the furs caught in the throat. The small girl coughed continually, sweat dewing her face, two spots of crimson on either cheek a ghastly parody of health.


“As yer can see, we’ve work a-comin’ in,” said Mrs. Porter with a touch of pride as she took the pregnant woman into the adjoining bedroom. “Oh, yus, we don’t do too bad—not bad at all, better’n that worthless lot outside.”


The other chamber was even worse than the first. It was stuffy, a room whose windows were never opened, and unfurnished except for a sagging iron bedstead and two stained pallets on the floor. Heaps of dirty clothing lay on the bare boards.


She rummaged among the things on the floor and produced a bloodstained sheet, spreading it over the mattress. The girl watched her hands, fascinated. They were grimy, and a black halfmoon of dirt lay beneath each curving, clawlike nail.


This can’t be happening to me, she thought as she followed Mrs. Porter’s orders and climbed onto the bed. But it was happening! It really was! She was in agony. She thought she was going to die. There was no one to aid her except this frightening being with her brawny arms and huge, insensitive hands. Things were being done to her, personal, embarrassing things, and the door stood half open. The children popped their heads around it every few moments, heedless of their mother’s bellows.


“Were it a gent what done this to yer?” Mrs. Porter asked at one point as she stood over the laboring girl. She stank of gin and stale perspiration.


Biting on her wrist to fight one pain with another, the girl mumbled, “Maybe it was.”


The midwife nodded, took a swig at the gin bottle, whipped back the girl’s skirt to see how the birth was progressing. “Yer not from ‘round ‘ere, are yer? Sound like a country bumpkin. It’s alius gents what gets girls like you inter trouble. Gents wiv’ their smooth talk an’ lies. Gents take advantage, they do, then go runnin’ back ter their wives. Ain’t that the long an’ short o’ it, eh?”


Not quite like that, the girl thought, writhing like a tortured animal. Gentlemen, perhaps, but Mrs. Porter didn’t know the half of it, and she wasn’t about to enlighten her. She glanced at the astonishing spectacle of her body, bare from the waist down, saw the fleas on her skin, felt the prick of their bites amid the pain. “Ah—ah—” she wailed. “How much longer? I can’t stand it!”


“Nature won’t be hurried,” the midwife rejoined placidly, lolling on the end of the bed, cradling her bottle. “Yer better pay me now, jest in case—”


“In case I die?” the girl rasped. “Is that what you mean?”


“Let’s ‘ope the good Lord sees fit ter spare yer, but we’ll be on the safe side, shall us? Gi’ me a quid. Did yer landlady tell yer that’s m’ fee?”


The girl felt for the purse that she had stuffed under the pillow. Groaning, biting her lip till the blood ran, she struggled to unclasp it and draw out a coin. Mrs. Porter pounced on it greedily. “The rest is for the foster mother,” the girl warned. Even in her distress there was something in her eyes that made the midwife shrink back, suddenly afraid.


That spark of feeling continued through the next hour. Mrs. Porter usually experienced a sense of power over the unfortunate women who came to her—for abortions or full-term births. Yet for once she scraped together a few remnants of compassion, a long-forgotten concern for human life, a desire to be of real assistance. The door was firmly closed and remained so throughout. She put aside the gin bottle and concentrated on her task.


The girl lay quiet between contractions, staring at the ceiling where the plaster hung off in strips. There were damp stains on the walls, and the cornices were cobwebbed. She could hear the sounds from the streets, from the kitchen, but in this dingy room there was nothing but herself, the midwife, and pain. It held sway almost constantly now, rising to a crescendo so that she could no longer hold back her cries. She was lying in a puddle of fluid.


“That’s yer waters bust,” said Mrs. Porter, and she tied a rope to a ring in the wall at the foot of the bed, thrusting the free end into the girl’s hands. “Pull on this. Go on, pull! It’ll ‘elp yer.”


Lying on her left side, facing the wall where the moisture trickled and grotesque fungi sprouted, the girl did as she was told. I don’t want to do this anymore, she thought. Why can’t I die? She felt cold air on her flesh as Mrs. Porter prised her legs apart, supported her right thigh, pressed against the opening of the birth canal with her huge hands, easing it around the child’s head.


“It’s a-comin’—that’s it, push like buggery! Good gel, brave gel! Push! Push!”


Tears ran from the girl’s eyes, dripping onto the fusty pillow. She clenched her teeth, heard her own throaty, expulsive grunts. “Mother!” she yelled. “I want my mother!”


“Never mind ‘bout that. Git on wiv’ it,” Mrs. Porter grated fiercely. “Yer ma ain’t ‘ere, but I am!”


The girl’s body jerked in agony. God! What was that awful woman doing to her? She felt as if her very bowels were being torn out. Mingled with her final shriek came the shrill cry of a newborn child. The girl collapsed with relief. Trembling, shaking with shock and cold, she pressed her knees together, huddled into herself. The baby continued to yell.


“Yer got a daughter,” said the midwife.


“I don’t want to know.” The girl’s voice was surprisingly strong, but she kept her eyes to the wall.


“Jest as well, as it ‘appens.” Mrs. Porter wrapped the baby in a soiled bit of flannel, laid it on the bottom of the bed, and turned her attentions to her patient. “Roll on yer back,” she commanded. “I ain’t finished wiv’ yer yet.” One of her hands clamped on the girl’s flat belly, pressed hard. The afterbirth shot out in a welter of blood. The midwife took up a sponge from where it floated in a bloody halo in a basin of murky water. She swabbed the girl in a perfunctory manner, then left the room.


Too weary to think, the girl slept fitfully for a while. The silence was broken occasionally by small snuffles from the bundle near her feet, but she did not look at it. In less than an hour Mrs. Porter returned. “Git up,” she said. “Me and m’ old man want ter git ter bed.”


Dazed, the girl struggled into a sitting position, then swung her legs over the side of the mattress and stood shakily. Wetness ran down the insides of her thighs, inched across her calves toward her ankles. “I’m bleeding,” she said.


“‘Course yer bleedin’.” Mrs. Porter shoved a handful of linen at her. “Tuck this atween yer legs. Yer drawers’ll keep it in place till yer gits back to yer lodgins. Yer still livin’ there, I suppose?”


The girl nodded, adjusting her clothing, trying to control the trembling of her limbs. She wanted to get out of that horrible room as fast as possible, finding it ever harder not to look in the direction of the whimpering noises issuing from the bed. I mustn’t, she thought. There’s no way I can keep it!


“Yer gotta job?” In spite of herself, the midwife felt a modicum of concern, staring into the girl’s white face.


“No, but I’ll find work.” The girl was dressed again now. She reached for her shawl, then hesitated. Without turning her head she fumbled for her baby and tucked the warm wool around it.


“Why don’tcher go an’ see my friend, Bab May. She lives in the next street. She could use a good-lookin’ gel like you,” Mrs. Porter suggested as they went into the outer room. “Yer can do better than sewin’, deary. The blokes ‘ud pay well.”


My baby, the girl was thinking, hardly listening to what the midwife was saying. My baby. She had touched it. It had felt warm, alive. She paused as the cold night air struck her when Mrs. Porter opened the front door. “Here’s the money for the foster mother.” She handed over the purse. “You’ll see that the child’s well treated.”


“Bab May,” the woman said, taking it. “Don’t forgit. The next street. Plenty o’work fer a pretty gel.”


“I’ll bring more money.” The girl was shivering so much that she could hardly stand. “It must be used for the baby.”


“Don’t you fret. Trust me.”


The girl stepped out, felt the cold rain on her unprotected shoulders. She stood there for a moment, warmed by the thought of her shawl covering the child. I must go, she thought, and never look back. Never dwell on the tiny feet that have kicked in my womb for so many months. I can’t give it anything. I don’t want it. I never wanted it. But as she staggered off through the downpour she suddenly caught the sound of the baby crying, a loud, lusty cry of life amid so much death and despair.





Chapter 1



Dorset, 1904


From the fields drifted the plaintive cries of young lambs and the deep, anxious bleats of their mothers. On the distant hillside golden gorse blazed, under a soft azure-blue sky dotted with cottony clouds. The young man standing on the shore of the lake, canvas propped on an easel before him, listened to the sounds without registering them, only vaguely aware of the gentle breeze on his skin. He was absorbed in his work, had been so for hours—the stretch of water in front of him, the old house at his back. It seemed to be dreaming in the sunshine, its dormer windows like sleepy eyes, crowned by a moss-encrusted slate roof.


It was springtime in the heart of rural England, his first visit to the country of which he had heard so much. Though he had been impressed by the architecture and history of London, the social circle with whom he had mixed had left him cold. Now he found himself utterly enchanted by this peaceful retreat. How different was this landscape from any other place he had ever seen. How very different from his own turbulent homeland. The vague thoughts idly teased his mind, the rest of him entirely concentrated on the task at hand. As with everything else he did, he had flung himself into it with white-hot energy and enthusiasm.


The light was changing, the sun low now. He had almost decided to give up painting for the day when he suddenly saw her. She passed across his field of vision some distance away, remote, phantomlike, on the far side of the lake. He wondered momentarily if he had imagined her. He looked again, and she was still there—a slender figure in black, watching him intently. A chill shivered along his spine despite the drowsy warmth of this unusually mild April. He had not seen her walk along the path from the gate. It was as if she had risen from the reeds or dropped from the clouds.


If I were in the jungles of home instead of this English countryside, I might think her a demon-spirit sent to lure me to my doom, he thought. Sanctissima Madre! This place is lonely enough to encourage hauntings. Where the deuce did she come from?


He put down his brushes and unhooked the palette from his left thumb, laying it on a small cane table next to the easel. As he wiped his hands on a rag he saw that she had glided into motion, skirting the lake, coming toward him. No devil-woman, but a beautiful girl of flesh and blood. He was aware that he wore no shirt, that his white linen trousers were smeared with oil paint and linseed, that he was unshaven and decidedly crumpled. He had not even stopped to eat. Drink, yes. A half-empty bottle of red wine lay on the grass.


As she approached their eyes met and held and did not lower until she was beside him. He had thought her to be tall but now saw that she was of moderate height, her head not quite reaching the pit of his throat. The artist in him rejoiced in her, while the man felt desire and the poet’s soul yearned to describe her. So lovely a thing was she—dark hair dressed high beneath a straw hat, slim body clad in a severe, tight-waisted suit, the skirt belling out to the ground. It was the way she carried herself that was so alluring, with an innocence, but also a sensual awareness.


“Why do you wear black on such a warm day?” he asked in heavily accented English, as if they were resuming a conversation started years ago.


“I’m in mourning,” she replied, and her voice was low and sweet.


“I’m sorry.”


“Don’t be. I’m not. I’ve done my weeping. That’s over.”


She was carrying a handbag and an enclosed wicker basket with leather straps. Placing these on the short, springy turf, she took off her hat and shook out her hair. It was like a cloud, a swirl of waves, a dusky mist transforming her into something pagan. Then, while he watched with amused surprise, she lifted her skirt and proceeded to unlace her black shoes and roll down her stockings. The next moment she was wading in the shallows.


“You’re right,” she said, glancing at him sideways. “It is hot for the time of the year.”


He could think of nothing to say, mesmerized by the brilliance of her green eyes with the light slanting across them. He did not move, conscious of the feeling that fate was at work. This sylph, this naiad had come into his life, ordained, predestined, and he could but follow. Then inspiration illumined his brain, transmitting itself to his fingers. Like a man possessed he squeezed fresh paint from the tubes to the palette, seized his brushes feverishly, made swift strokes on the canvas.


“I want to add you to the painting. You’re what it lacked. Stand there. Don’t move,” he said harshly.


Her lips curled with silent laughter. “Not yet. I shall take off my clothes first. If I’m to be immortalized, then it’s not to be done whilst I’m wearing a skirt and jacket.”


He was neither shocked or disconcerted, for painting from the nude was an essential part of his profession. When female models posed for him they merely became patches of light and shade, form and feeling. He could see, too, that this creature would do as she willed. Despite his intentions, he could not keep his eyes from her as she left the water and began to undress. Soon skirt, coat, blouse, and petticoat were in a tidy pile on the grass.


He burned as she looked at him—a long look that made the breath catch in his throat—before she slowly unbuttoned the fastening of her lacy chemise. Her small breasts slid from the white lawn, high, perfect, crowned with pink nipples. She stretched, arching her thin, shapely back, then drew in her ribs to emphasize those breasts, as an animal will stretch, easily, to flex its muscles and feel the smoothness rippling under the skin.


She released the tape holding up her lawn knickers and stepped out of them. Her waist was narrow, her flanks sleek, a dusky tangle of hair at the apex of her slender thighs. In the next moment she was in the water again. It crept up her legs. She paused, half turned toward him, her hair falling across her breasts and covering her shoulder blades.


“Stay just like that!” he ordered.


Though the sun was sinking and the light shifting all the while, he lost sense of time. He worked as if his life depended on his completing the picture, oblivious to any other consideration. He was happy, filled with purpose, tingling with the knowledge that this would probably be the finest thing he had ever produced. A hush had descended, broken only by the cawing of rooks settling in the oaks.


“I’m getting cold,” she murmured.


He took several paces back, looking not at her but at the painting. He was conscious that his hands were trembling, and his legs ached with fatigue. He threw aside his brushes, took the canvas from the easel, and carried it toward the house as carefully as if it were a newborn child.


“I’ll fetch you a robe,” he said over his shoulder.


Bats darted after insects in the twilight, and the stars came out, singly at first, then in dozens. He found her, a darker shape on the lakeside, and wrapped her in the silk dressing gown he had brought.


“Thank you.” She snuggled into it, rolling back the sleeves that flopped over her hands. “You live here?”


“At present. Come inside. I’m so hungry I could eat a horse, saddle and all.” He picked up her clothes and luggage and hung his free arm about her shoulders as they walked. She did not draw away, but neither did she lean against him.


“You’re not English.” She scrutinized his black curls, his swarthy skin.


“Yes, I am, or rather Irish, to be exact, for my father hails from the Emerald Isle. But my mother was Spanish. I’ve spent much time in Andalusia.”


“What is your name?”


“Ramon. And yours?”


“Rhea.”


She reached out, and he felt her fingers tracing over his bare chest. He slowed his stride. “What is it?”


“You’re scarred, Ramon.”


“I was gored more than once during corridas. I’ve tried my hand at bullfighting, amongst other things.”


“What other things?”


He shrugged and smiled, and his teeth were very white against the darkness of his face. “In the country where I was born there are almost obligatory revolutions taking place somewhere or other. I’ve served as a mercenary soldier.”


“Not for gain. You don’t need money.”


“I hate injustice.”


“You’re a rebel.”


“Yes, and so are you, I think.”


The sun was dropping slowly behind the hills as they spoke, and the trees turned black, their branches lacy fans against the sky. White moths hovered like ghosts over the garden borders where daffodils, violets, and primroses reigned among dockleaves and nettles. The evening was filled with the scent of cooling leaves, a green smell like apples that grew stronger as they approached the house.


The front door, in sore need of a coat of paint, was wide open. The whole place had an aura of dilapidation, but not sadly so. It was gay and welcoming, as if reveling in its rather raffish, unkempt look. Cherry blossoms rioted unchecked against the walls and gave off a heady perfume. The ancient stones breathed out the lingering heat of the day. Rhea inhaled deeply, smelling the blossoms, the masculine odor of Ramon’s body, the richness of paint, the trace of wine on his breath.


He released her and bowed. “My house is your house, senorita, as we say in Spain.”


She stepped over the threshold, finding herself in a large, lofty room with a large window facing north. It was cool inside, and Ramon went over to the wide stone fireplace and struck a match, igniting the kindling stacked between the andirons. The flames leapt up, touching everything with points of ruddy light. He took a spill to the candles—two standing in silver holders on the table, five in a branching girandole.


It looked pretty, but Rhea flinched. Dim light always filled her with unease, frightened and sickened her. How hard she had fought to convince herself that what had happened had not been her fault. It had taken years of gentle encouragement from Aunt Beth, sheltering her in the country, far removed from the horror of her early childhood. Gradually she had lost the compulsion to wash frequently, feeling that all the soap and water in the world would not cleanse her. She and Sarah, two helpless little girls in that terrible London house. Pain and fear, shame and guilt. Gaslight—candlelight—shadowy rooms barely remembered except in nightmares, yet never to be truly forgotten, or forgiven.


Ramon’s voice recalled her to the present. “Sit there, on the couch where it’s warmer. I’ll make supper for us.”


“Oh, please don’t bother. I didn’t mean to trouble you.”


His smile was charming, banishing those unwelcome ghosts of the past. “It’s no trouble, I assure you. I love cooking, and it’s not much fun preparing dishes without someone to share them. D’you like music?”


He was already cranking the handle of a brass-horned gramophone on a carved pedestal. Within seconds the sound of a tenor voice filled the studio, the most beautiful music she had ever heard.


“Who is that?” she asked, suddenly animated as she sat up, arms clasped about her knees.


“Enrico Caruso. The famous Italian singer.”


“And what is it he sings?” The music was so sad, so poignant and powerful that Rhea felt tears burning her eyes. She blinked them away. This was no time for sentiment. There never was, never would be a time when she could indulge that weakness.


“‘E lucevan le stelle. The stars were brightly shining.’ It’s from Tosca, an opera by Puccini,” he replied, and his eyes were amused, his mouth curved in a smile of pleasure in the music—of pleasure in her. “You’ve not heard Caruso sing before?”


“No.” She shook her head. Never such music, never in her life. She longed to hear more. There was so much still to learn, so much to experience. A man like Ramon could teach her, she thought, then she tucked this latest idea away in the back of her mind.


“Perhaps I’ll take you to Covent Garden Opera House, eh? You’d like that?” He spoke with the easy assurance of one who moves in all the right circles: the Opera, Romano’s Restaurant, White’s Club.


Her thoughts winged back to London. Not the beautiful city of bright lights, wealth, and the elegance of the West End that would be his stamping ground. Never that. Her inner visions were of seedy Soho, where she was sometimes sent by her foster mother to collect letters from desperate women who had had to give away their babies. She remembered the glow of naptha flares reflected in wet pavements; the horse-drawn bus that took her back through the murky twilight to dingy streets of uniform dullness; that one particular villa in a rank of others, with its lace curtains and pretense of shabby gentility, the lair of Mrs. Masset and her drunken husband.


I’m remembering too much tonight, Rhea thought with a shiver, when I should be cautious. She had to be careful of Ramon, for he could be dangerous. She lifted her shoulders in a disinterested shrug. “I might come to the opera with you one day.” But though she was fighting it, her soul was filling up with the exquisite music.


He disappeared through a doorway on the right, and she heard the wheeze of a pump, water, the clatter of pans. Soon a delicious smell reminded her that she had eaten nothing all day but the packet of sandwiches on the train. While Ramon cooked he talked, appearing at the door now and again to wind the clockwork mechanism of the machine, to select another record.


“And what brings someone like you to this neck of the woods?”


She looked across to where he leaned against the wall, assessing him. He was extraordinarily handsome, with black hair curling about his collar, tanned skin taut over high cheekbones, a slightly aquiline nose. His face had a rather sardonic, watchful expression. She had never seen anyone quite like him—so tall, at least six foot three; so very un-English in appearance and attitude. Every inch proclaimed good breeding, despite the paint-smeared clothes. He had slung on his shirt, but the sleeves were pushed up above his elbows, and he had not bothered to fasten it or tuck it into his trousers. It fell open, the whiteness of it contrasting with his sun-browned chest.


“Does it matter why I’m here?” she replied, seated on the couch, which, by the look of it, also served him as a bed. The coverlet was a luxurious spread of reddish fox pelts, the cushions of tapestry.


He pulled down the corners of his mouth. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to pry. Remain a woman of mystery, if you must.” His tone was faintly sarcastic.


“Oh, I shall,” she answered, continuing to observe him as he set plates on the oak refectory table and fetched cutlery from a cupboard. Sparsely furnished though the room was, the few pieces it contained were very old and very beautiful. Apart from these, it was cluttered with the paraphernalia of the artist.


He cocked a questioning eyebrow in her direction, and there was a hint of mockery in his smile. “I like mysteries,” he said, and he left her again.


Mysteries? My life is compounded of mysteries, half-answered questions, memories too painful to bear, she mused. Would he be interested in me, a foundling, if he knew the truth? I was not even that—just an abandoned baby given to Mrs. Masset to rear, starting work as soon as I could toddle, looking after the other unfortunate brats who fell into her clutches. Just me and Sarah toiling away from morning to night, feeding, changing, cleaning. She remembered the scullery with hot, steamy, diapers boiling, the scrubbing board with its soda and harsh green soap, her own chapped hands and chilblains. She saw the range in the basement that had to be polished with black lead, filled with heavy logs and coal.


And all that, she thought, with her nagging at us and using her stick on our backs, and him—drunk and more every Saturday night. She never stopped him. Oh, no. She had her reasons for turning a blind eye to what he did to us under cover of darkness.


When Rhea entered the kitchen a short while later she found Ramon bending over a pan set above an open fire in the sooted chimney breast. The oblong room had smoke-blackened beams from which hung strings of onions and bunches of herbs. There was a tall-backed settle on one side of the hearth and a long table flanked by benches. On it lay a chopping board, sharp knives, and vegetables, and Ramon moved between it and the fire with the ease of an expert. A stone sink stood below the small window of wavy glass set in leaden circles, an antiquated pump supplying spring water to it.


“This was originally a hunting lodge, and the amenities haven’t been improved in three hundred years,” Ramon looked up to say as she entered.


“The privy, too, I suppose?”


“In the yard at the back.” He picked up one of the several oil lamps that lit the kitchen. “Take this.”


The earth closet, she found, was similar to the one at Brook Cottage—wooden seat with a hole in it placed on a wooden frame over a pit dug in the ground. Rhea opened her bag and dipped in a hand, producing an oilskin pouch. She loosened the drawstring, shook out a small sponge, smeared it with cream from a little jar, and prepared her body. Now she would be protected if the need arose.


Finished with her precautions, she hurried through the darkness to the studio. Ramon was still in the kitchen, and the warmth and firelight began to lull her to sleep. It had been a long day. A carter had given her a lift into town at dawn to catch the train. It had been a fine morning, the ground mist presaging another sun-filled day.


“Grand weather fer seed scatterin’. Aye, ‘tis goin’ ter be an ‘ot summer” was his only comment as they drove away from that irregular cluster of little cottages—some white and thatched, some half-timbered—that had been her home for the last ten years. The village looked as if it had grown as naturally out of the soil as the trees and hedges. It had been a place of refuge and healing, yet she had turned her back on it with hardly a pang, her eyes on the road ahead, her heart filled with purpose.


Ramon returned, carrying a tray. “Supper is served, madame!” he announced. He placed the dishes on the bare boards, then drew out a chair for her before seating himself in the carver at the head of the table. “Eat up. Don’t wait on ceremony. I certainly shan’t.”


With a string quartet playing softly in the background and the perfume of bluebells wafting from a Sevres vase, the meal seemed dreamlike yet very clear to her, as she was Utterly intriguing to him. They ate spiced rice steaming in a curious flat, double-handled pan. Stirring it with her fork, she found chicken, mussels, and prawns. It tasted delicious.


“What is it?” she asked as he poured wine into a glass and passed it to her.


“Paella. It’s as well that I rode down to the port early to buy fresh shellfish, though I had no idea I should be entertaining.”


“There’s a greal deal of onion in it,” she commented, finding that the dry wine cut through the oily flavor.


“Not so much. What you taste is garlic. No paella worth its salt is complete without a whisper of garlic.”


He urged her to try the olives. Purple-black and sage-green, they were piquant on her tongue, for she was unaccustomed to anything but plain fare. She wanted to ask him where he had learned to cook so well, and about these exotic, foreign things, but questions betrayed an interest and caring she had no intention of showing any man, let alone this one—even with his spectacular good looks.


“Thank you for being so kind as to feed me.” Her voice was formal, her face unreadable.


His eyes lit up, as golden as a tiger’s, flecked with brown. “I should be thanking you,” he answered, and he nodded to where the canvas was propped across the arms of a chair. “You’ve given life and meaning to my painting. It needed something to draw the eye, expressive of the wildness I sensed beneath the deceptive calm of that view.”


The canvas glowed with color in the candlelight. He had captured for all time the promise of spring. His style was vigorous, almost alarming in its intensity, the paint daubed on fiercely, crudely, full of vitality and impact.


“It’s lovely,” she murmured, raising her glass to her lips and sipping thoughtfully.


“I admire the Impressionists—Monet, Degas, Renoir.” His voice was vibrant with passion. “I studied in Paris for a while, lived in the Latin Quarter, in Montmartre.”


She smiled slowly. “Is there anything you haven’t done, Ramon?”


Those eyes were on her now, probing, seeking. “Many things. For instance, I’ve never been in love.”


Rhea sighed inwardly. Men always talked to her about their love life, and invariably it ended with them attempting to make her a part of it. She refused to admit to herself that she had hoped Ramon would be different and was disappointed because his remark suggested that he was not, but the darker element within her rejoiced at such vulnerability. That he was as weak as the rest of them helped her to despise him when her feelings had been hovering perilously on the edge of admiration.


“I should be going,” she said, resting her elbows on the table and gazing into his eyes. “Where have you put my clothes?”


He gestured toward a coffer standing against one wall. She could see her garments lying there. “I could walk you wherever you have to go,” he offered politely, almost as aloof as she.


“There’s no need. I’m quite used to looking after myself. One more drink first, perhaps.” She took up her glass and wandered over to the couch.


He did not follow her, not yet. This was an encounter beyond his understanding, and he was experienced with women. There had been many during his roving, adventurous existence, but always until now he had been able to quickly assess what it was a girl wanted—his wealth, his formidable reputation, marriage, or even simple passion. Rhea was an enigma. There was no telling what passed behind the cool smile and shuttered eyes. She made him uneasy, and Ramon did not like it. Since birth he had been accustomed to having his way and being master of any situation.


She sat there so quietly, seeming lost in her own thoughts. Then she stirred and said, “I suppose you’ll expect payment for your hospitality.”


“Pardon? I don’t understand.”


“Nothing is for nothing.” She was looking at him with a strange little smile playing about her lips.


His pleasant expression changed abruptly, black brows swooping down in a scowl. He was angry, and he was further annoyed because she had made him so. He got up, came toward her. “I’ve already told you. You don’t owe me a thing.”


“And you want nothing from me? You expect me to believe that you don’t get lonely at night? Or could it be that you’re not alone? You have a wife, maybe? Or a mistress?” Her stare was unwavering. The fire crackled and sparked, and her words hung on the air between them like a sword.


He leaned an elbow on the carved overmantel, and his face was somber. “I have neither. I like my own company, particularly when I’m working. A man can survive very well without someone warming his bed—a fact of life that many women find quite untenable. They’ve been trained to believe themselves indispensable.”


A sense of vulnerability coursed through him before his pride asserted itself. She was only a girl, after all. How could she possibly be a menace? She would be gone soon, and he would probably never see her again. This thought lanced his heart, and the pain of it increased his fury. Against her. Against himself for letting this stranger unsettle him when he had been enjoying the peace and quiet.


Rhea uncoiled her limbs and, before he realized her intention, was beside him, so close that he could see himself reflected in her eyes. She stood there defying him, daring him, head up, her breasts brushing against him. He stared down into her face. Ah, Dios! what a face! Like a cat’s—a wild cat’s, eyes slanting green, returning his look with an exciting ferocity that made him tingle. She was thin, the hollows of her shoulders shadowed, glimpsed through the opened robe. He worshipped her slender neck, and the way her beautiful head was held in an almost childish hauteur.


“Can you honestly tell me that you don’t want me?” she whispered, and the scent of her hair and skin was like a hypnotic drug.


He gritted his teeth and did not touch her. She laughed shakily, more stirred than she cared to admit, and disturbed by the feeling. Moving away, she occupied the couch again.


“Who the hell are you?” he grated.


“It doesn’t matter.” Out of range of his arms her confidence returned. For one dreadful moment she had thought that her armor was cracking. Ramon had treated her so courteously, had not tried to take advantage.


She had never yet met a man able to resist her. They did not seduce her; she seduced them—and this knowledge had, up to now, given her savage satisfaction and an intoxicating sense of power. But though several had possessed her body, none had reached that deep, hidden core of her being. This was impregnable. She used them for her own purposes, laughed at them, loathed them. When she had first entered the lodge it had been her intention to do the same to him. Why change your mind? whispered the demon in her brain. He can’t hurt you.


Almost to test herself she slowly stretched out an arm, beckoned him with flat palm and curling fingers reminiscent of the impudence of a gypsy wench soliciting custom for fortune-telling. To her astonishment, he did not come to her. Instead he walked to the coffer and swooped up her clothes.


“It’s time you were going,” he said, and he threw them on the couch.


“You don’t like me?” Rhea was completely nonplussed and felt a reluctant respect blooming inside her. She gathered her things to her chest, suddenly shy of him, she who had stripped so readily by the lake.


Standing by the fireplace, one foot braced against the curb, his eyes flashed at her. “I do like you. That’s why I’ve not accepted your offer. If I didn’t like you so much, I’d have taken you as I would any common slut, then paid you and kicked you out. But you interest me, Rhea. I want to get to know you before we go any further.”


She was confused, having intended to rouse him and, at the same time, feel nothing but contempt. Had he succumbed, she would have hated him, but now she found him dangerously intriguing. He was treating her like a person of worth, hinting at affection, even friendship, and she had never experienced these things from any man. Aunt Beth, yes—Sarah, yes—but all her life long men had meant trouble.


“No one knows me,” she said, never taking her eyes from him.


“You are like me, it seems. I don’t make friends easily, but when I do, it is forever.”


“You couldn’t make friends with a woman, could you?” Still this distrust. He seemed too good to be true.


“Why on earth not?” He left the fire, filled their glasses, sat beside her. “I had many female companions in Paris. I even loved them, but not in a physical way.”


“Women artists?”


“And writers, too.”


“That doesn’t happen here. My aunt who reared me was unusual. She believed that women could take their place in the world of men, if they were allowed to blossom and were not kept down.”


He rested back on his elbows, long legs stretched out. “They’re much more open-minded about a woman’s role in Montmartre. If she has talent, then it’s encouraged. I’ve known women of enormous gifts; they were respected and taken seriously, and not for being dutiful daughters or docile wives.”


“And you think women should be given more freedom?”


“I think all people are entitled to express their individuality, male or female. I find women’s minds fascinating. They’re so much more interesting than those of most men.”


Rhea sat quiet, digesting this. “How is it you’re not married?” she asked at length.


“I’ve never met the girl I could visualize spending the rest of my life with,” he answered, then he smiled ruefully. “She’d have to be rather exceptional, for I’m a selfish brute. I’ve never been tied—a free spirit—and this annoys my father, who’d like me to join his business.”


Something hard glinted in his eyes. He doesn’t much care for his father, she thought. He’s human after all, not a saint! Oh, he talks and talks, trying to impress me, and he’s succeeding, but I must always remember that he’s a man, one of that odious clan who think themselves lords of Creation!


“Will you come and see me again?” He reached out and took one of her hands in his. “I’d like to paint your portrait.”


So that was it! All this soft talk. He only wanted her as a model. After the picture was completed he’d dismiss her, forget her, go his way—wouldn’t he? She coiled her fingers around his, moved an inch closer. He touched her hair, let its silk run under his palm. His eyes were heavy-lidded, his lips slightly parted.


“Tell me about yourself,” he said softly.


“No!” The word came out with the force of a bullet. Her terror made her shake. She was right. He was dangerous. The urge to confess was almost overpowering. She dug her fingers into the covering of the couch, willing herself to keep silent.


He chuckled gently and refilled their glasses. “Very well. Then I’ll talk about me, shall I?”


Talk he did, far into the night; but, in retrospect, Rhea realized that none of the details were of an intimate nature. By the end of two hours she had heard about his adventures, his escapades against authority, his life in Spain, where he had traveled with the matadors and their entourages, his studies in Paris. It was lively, entertaining, but impersonal. He never once mentioned his surname, his family or childhood memories.


He is like me, Rhea thought warmly, with many things beneath the surface he will share with no one. Drinking the fine wine, watching the play of firelight on his expressive hands, she was captivated by his voice. He, too, had learned the safety of anonymity, to keep people at arm’s length. To get too close meant pain and betrayal. He doesn’t need closeness, and neither do I, she mused drowsily.


She came fully awake to find his arms around her, her cheek pressed against his chest. Looking up, she found him smiling down at her, a tender, rather wistful smile. “You’re tired, enamorada,” he murmured. “It will soon be day. Sleep here beside me. You’re quite safe.”


She started to protest, struggling to regain her independence; then his lips closed on hers in a deepening kiss. In that instant the impossible happened, the thing she had dreaded and never wanted. A shock shuddered through her. It was as if she were melting inside, all that ice cracking, moving, dissolving. His hand stroked her throat, and her mind was floating with bright colors—the dark green of trees, a river flowing. She lay back among the cushions, staring up at the beams, which became a canopy of forest leaves. To her horror, she felt that merging of spirit and flesh from which she had previously only fled.


His fingers fondled the tender skin beneath her ear, touched the pulse in her neck while his lips moved over her face. Rhea sighed, her eyelids drooping, and for the first time in her life she felt herself beginning to surrender—not her body, this was of little consequence, but her mind, her soul. She came to her senses sharply, closing her eyes to blot out his face, deliberately letting the features of others flood her memory. She could pretend that it was they, not this handsome Spaniard, who held her, the men she had cursed and reviled even as she feigned enjoyment under their crude caresses. Suddenly she became frigid, though only a perilous moment before she had experienced the first stirrings of passion. Now the ice was hardening again, and she welcomed its cool, pure embrace, immune to any emotion.


To her astonishment, Ramon was aware of her rapidly cooling ardor. He released her, propped himself up on his elbow, and said, “Open your eyes. Look at me. What’s the matter?”


His fingertips were on her eyelids, a gentle, demanding pressure. His face was so close she could see the fine texture of his skin, the darkness of his unshaven jaw, the thick black lashes shading those tigerish eyes. In the breathless hush she found that she wanted to tell him everything—to explain—and then to wind her arms about him and never let him go. She was horrified and so held the impulse in check.


“There’s nothing wrong,” she whispered, pressing her hands to her face, unable to look at him.


He murmured something in Spanish that sounded like a cross between an endearment and a curse, pulling away and getting to his feet while she lay there. The two of them were certainly unusual. Could it be that this was what couples felt when they fell in love, the once-degrading act of sex transforming itself into something wonderful and enjoyable? But I can’t let it be! she argued to herself. It’s not happened before, and I won’t let it happen now. I’d rather die!


She got up hurriedly and started to dress. When she had nearly finished he said, “What are you doing?”


“I’m leaving,” she replied, standing before the candlelit mirror and pinning up her hair.


“Leaving? At this time of night?” His voice was sharp, his brows frowning.


“It’s nearly dawn. I’ve been here for hours.” She fastened on her hat, then gathered her belongings, fumbling in her haste, knowing that she had to get away from him before she gave up the battle, put aside her sword and buckler, and allowed herself to be swamped by him.


When she reached the door he spoke once more, and he sounded bewildered. “Shall I see you again?”


“Perhaps. Don’t try to find me.”


“I shall be here for a few weeks more.” He was frowning at her. “You will come?”


“We’ll see.”


As she let herself out the eastern sky was smudged with pink, and a single bird sang out, heralding the day. Rhea paused for a second, threw back her head, and drew in deep breaths. The air was like wine. Then she fled away down the path, never stopping to look back, every step leading her away from danger and carrying her toward her chosen destiny.





Chapter 2



Sir Linden Brewster was too handsome, well-connected, and selfish ever to have become an ordinary doctor of medicine. Not for him the small-hours panic of a complicated birth in some slum; not for him an unending stream of poverty-stricken patients; only a modest villa in the suburbs with a shabby vehicle for house calls. He left such mundane matters to lesser mortals—his underpaid and overworked junior partners.


His direct descent from Scottish lairds had opened countless doors. He was accepted by a society that looked down their patrician noses at doctors and lawyers unless they came from the ranks of the nobility. The Brewster clan had always flourished, though starting out as mountain brigands in the twelfth century. Even their predilection for lost causes had not broken them, as it had other haughty Highland families. Their association with Mary, Queen of Scots, the Martyr King Charles I, and Bonny Prince Charlie had in no way stripped them of their power.


Linden reflected on this as he mounted the graceful staircase of Chedworth Orcas on his way to the sickroom of Lady Anne, wife of the Honorable Mr. Hubert Westlake. The morning sunshine streamed through the stained glass oriel window at the top, pouring color over him. A deferential maidservant led the way, and, as he followed, he considered her neat backside covered by a rustling black skirt. A pert little thing, she was impressed by him, he could tell.


As they paused outside Lady Anne’s door he subjected her to the full force of his benign charm. “New here, are you?” His voice was rich and rolling and had never quite lost its northern burr.


“Yes, sir,” she answered breathlessly, bobbing a curtsy. Her eyes were wide with awe, for they had been talking about him belowstairs. He was the great physician. The cook said that he had attended King Edward VII and been given a knighthood, and now he was actually speaking to her! He was distinguished, immaculately attired, upright, dignified, but with quite a saucy twinkle in his blue eyes. A bit old, of course—pushing fifty—but what a gent!


Linden nodded to her and entered the room when, at his discreet tap, Lady Anne’s companion opened the door. Her plain, no-nonsense features softened when she saw who stood there. A gaunt spinster who had dedicated her life to the service of Anne Westlake, she also acted in the capacity of personal maid. She had unhappy eyes and a lonely face and wore that important air of one who believes that the world hinges on her activity and industry.


“Good morning, Doctor Brewster,” she said briskly.


“Good morning, Morton.” He strolled into the frilly, white-painted boudoir that adjoined the bedchamber. “Lady Anne is suffering?”


Joan Morton sighed deeply and wrung her bony hands together. “I do my best, but nothing seems to ease her. She spends hours crying.”


She opened the bedroom door as she spoke. It was very gloomy. “Why haven’t you drawn back the curtains?” Linden demanded.


“Madam can’t bear the light in her eyes. She’s not at all well, doctor,” Morton said, resenting the criticism, but twitching back the damask drapes an inch or two. Sunshine fell like a bar of solid gold across the highly polished floor.


“Is that you, Sir Linden?” asked a feeble voice from among the lace-edged pillows.


“Indeed it is, Lady Anne.” Linden positioned himself so that he might look down at her, and his sensitive nostrils flared. Had she been drinking again? He had hoped, though with little confidence, that she might have followed his advice and reduced her intake of alcohol. “What seems to be the trouble?”


“Oh, I don’t know.” Anne raised a hand and pressed it to her puffy, pallid face. “I feel so weak and melancholy. I haven’t the energy to do anything. What use am I to my husband or little Laura? I would be better off dead!” Her voice trembled plaintively.


“Now, now, that’s not the way to talk,” he chided as he took her wrist between strong fingers, drawing the gold pocket watch from his waistcoat with the other hand and consulting the enameled face as he noted her pulse.


She’s putting on too much weight, and, God knows, she was solid enough before I told her to cut out the drinking, he mused. She was not very attractive, poor creature, and married to someone like Hubert Westlake to boot, a man of overweening arrogance and obsessive political aspirations: No wonder she was depressed.


She was looking at him anxiously with her brown, rather protuberant eyes. “Well, doctor? Is it bad?”


“A trifle fast,” he commented, tucking his watch away. “But nothing to worry about. Tell me, is it the time of month for your female complaint?”


She flushed—not charmingly so, just enough to turn her face from white to a blotchy red. “Oh, no, it’s not that, though I do suffer dreadfully then.”


Linden sighed, walked to the window, and stood there, hands clasped lightly behind his back, staring out at the sweep of green lawns, the cedar and oak trees, the ornamental flower beds. Away in the distance the Brendon Hills slumbered, misty now. As the year advanced they would become a vista of green and purple heather starred with patches of yellow gorse. Was it his fancy, or did the breeze really carry the scent of Exmoor, whose border lay not many miles away? His blood sang, and he longed to feel a good fast horse under him, the wind in his face, the free air of the moors sweeping away the stifling sense of oppression that seemed to seep from Anne Westlake’s pores.


“When did you last go out?” he inquired over his shoulder.


“I can’t remember—days ago, I think.”


He swung around to her, dominating the room, filling it with his energy and virility. “You should take some exercise, Lady Anne. The weather is grand. A stroll around the grounds would work wonders.”


“But I get so tired. My legs feel like string,” she protested.


“So they will, if you don’t use ’em.” He was looking at her with the masterful expression that so thrilled his female patients. “Exercise is what you need, and I recommend a lighter diet.” He glanced significantly at the breakfast tray resting across her knees. The silver toast rack was empty—the cream jug, too—and he could see congealing fat on the plate that had obviously held bacon and eggs. A large box of chocolates stood open on the bedside table.


“I’ll do whatever you suggest, doctor,” she murmured, encouraged by his kind eyes, that beautiful voice, those strong hands, grateful for his attention. Normally no one took much notice of her. Not even the servants. Sometimes she had the eerie feeling that she was invisible, particularly to her husband.


And where was Hubert at this very moment? Off hunting, when he knew that Sir Linden was expected. She recognized yet again and with increased distress that Hubert was not interested in her ailments. From the first day of their honeymoon he had found her a bore and took no pains to hide his irritation. He had been a widower for several years before marrying her. She had been swept off her feet by his forceful personality. She was a quiet, reserved girl, the youngest of many children; her family had been heartily relieved by her marriage, for she was plain, and her father, whilst a marquis, had a crumbling Elizabethan mansion to maintain. Though succeeding to it and its encumbent title, he had also inherited crippling death-duties. With a clutch of daughters to marry off, each expecting a splendid wedding, there had been little left by the time Anne’s turn came.


In a daze of joy, she had not questioned Hubert’s motives at the time, believing that he truly loved her. A sentimental girl, she had longed to bring happiness to this poor man, to share his life, look after his motherless daughters, become his comfort and helpmate. It did not matter that he was much older than she.


That was eight years ago, and it had not taken long for the dream to become tarnished. Slowly the truth had been borne in on her. Hubert had married her for two reasons; firstly, because he had looked upon her ample hips and big breasts and assumed—mistakenly, as it turned out—that she was a breeder; secondly, because he was ambitious. He wanted a son almost as desperately as he desired to become prime minister. It was her duty to help him fulfill both these dreams.


I failed him on the former, she thought unhappily, recalling his joy when she had shyly whispered her secret three months after their marriage. He had been so sure the expected child would be a boy. Those days had been idyllic, for she had adored him then. He had been the wonderful lover of her maidenly longings, worldly and confident, whilst she was retiring and naïve, seeking only to please him. Their wedding night had been a shock, as no one had thought to inform her of the facts of life. Her knowledge came from novelettes peopled with noble heroes and virgin heroines, self-sacrifice and courtly love, and the brutal reality of the sexual act had shocked her. And it had been brutal, for Hubert had disregarded her inexperience, concerned for nothing but his own satisfaction and the determination to make his bride pregnant as quickly as possible.


Anne had carried her baby with pride, becoming almost beautiful for once. The birth was late and difficult. After hours of agony the infant was wrenched from her tortured body with forceps. It was a girl. The doctors, shaking solemn heads, warned Hubert that his wife would never have another child.


Tears misted Anne’s eyes as she recalled that dreadful moment. She would never forget the rage on his face, the way he had looked at her as if to strike her dead. He never visited her bed again, and she sought solace in drinking and eating. Her body began to thicken. It was difficult to believe that she was still only thirty years old.


Linden was aware of her history, aware of Hubert’s attitude toward her. He despised him for it, and he despised her because she was so spineless. He was a frequent guest at their dinner table and had found her dull to the point of idiocy, with no spark or interest in anything, not even the normal vanity of women that made them aware of fashion. All that she had was this enormous appetite for food and alcohol, a weak indulgence for her daughter, Laura, and an infinite capacity for tears. Small wonder that Westlake found her so exasperating.
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