
        
            
                
            
        

      
 
 
 
 
 


 
“Tanzer’s first novel is a splendid page-turner of a Weird West adventure [...] This hugely entertaining mixture of American steampunk and ghost story is a wonderful yarn with some of the best dialogue around.”
—PUBLISHERS WEEKLY on Vermilion
 
“Old West steampunk has another appealing heroine in Lou (pair her with the equally winsome female lead of Elizabeth Bear’s Karen Memory) to go along with the delightfully over-the-top villains. The pages turn themselves in this debut novel from a small press that deserves a big audience.”
—LIBRARY JOURNAL on Vermilion
 
“Lou is one of the most delightful and charismatic fictional creations in recent memory. Her compelling blend of world-weary wryness and wide-eyed vulnerability makes for some firecracker dialogue, but it also reflects Tanzer’s kaleidoscopic view of the Old West, a place that’s far more dazzling and diverse than most history books have led us to believe. ... Vermilion is a unique, hearty, thought-provoking romp that rewrites history with a vivacious flourish.”
—NPR on Vermilion
 
“All too infrequently do I encounter a new voice as delightful, compelling, and intelligent as that of Molly Tanzer. Or, for that matter, an author with such a range. But here, in A Pretty Mouth, is that shining gem that keeps me sorting through the rubble. If this is only the beginning of her work, I can hardly wait to see where she’s headed!”
—CAITLIN R. KIERNAN on A Pretty Mouth
 
“A Pretty Mouth is a fine and stylish collection that pays homage to the tradition of the weird while blazing its own sinister mark. Tanzer’s debut is as sharp and polished as any I’ve seen.”
—LAIRD BARRON on A Pretty Mouth
 
“If Hieronymus Bosch and William Hogarth had together designed a Fabergé egg, the final result could not be more beautifully and deliciously perverse than what awaits the readers of A Pretty Mouth. Molly Tanzer’s first novel is a witty history of the centuries-long exploits of one joyfully corrupt Calipash dynasty, a family both cursed and elevated by darkness of the most squamous sort. This is a sly and sparkling jewel of a book, and I can’t recommend it enough—get A Pretty Mouth in your hands or tentacles, post-haste, and prepare to be shocked, charmed, and (somewhat moistly) entertained!”
—LIVIA LLEWELLYN on A Pretty Mouth
 
“Molly Tanzer is a prose Edward Gorey, decadent, delicious, and ever so slightly mad.”
—NATHAN LONG on A Pretty Mouth
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I have a story to tell you.
It is not a love story, but there is love in it. True love, even.
Neither is it a revenge tale, though it contains plenty of that, too.
It is a story about pleasure.
 
Everyone thinks something different when they think of pleasure.
Most people immediately consider the carnal—‘pleasures of the flesh.’ They imagine bodies pressed against bodies, wriggling or pumping, diddling or caressing, moaning and releasing. Shuddering, trembling encounters, be they sweet or savage, between two lovers in the secret darkness of a boudoir, or shared among many, before onlookers, in a brilliant ballroom, a shadowed schoolroom, a candlelit church… or some place yet more scandalous.
Others, when they think of pleasure contemplate a table, laden—no, groaning under the weight of every delicacy. Fruits from all seasons, meats from every creature, spices from the East or from the Indies, sugared treats, piping hot teas from Formosa, coffee from the Americas, the tenderest vegetables, the rarest cheeses; the flakiest pastries and the richest gravies.
Some think of revenge. It is a dark pleasure, yes, but a pleasure nonetheless. That most loathed of rivals—how hated are her success; how despised, his triumphs! What many would give to see someone brought low before all and sundry, kneeling, red-faced and humiliated, tears running down a running nose, furious but sorrowful, embarrassed but impotent…
Others still think of freedom. Freedom to, sometimes; other times, freedom from.
If there is one thing I know well—intimately, even—it is pleasure. It is my trade, as it has been since I was very young indeed. I have made a fortune selling people their pleasure, as my master promised I would—it is how he made his fortune, and his mistress, too. There is money to be made in pleasure, something any courtesan, chef, or crook knows quite well—money to be made in the procurement or someone’s pleasure, and money to be made in keeping the secret of what that person’s pleasure turns out to be.
When one deals in pleasure, one must also deal in the reverse. In pain, in sorrow; in anguish, misery, and despair. I confess I know all of those sensations intimately, as well.
 
You only truly know a man when you know his pleasure.
That is what my master told me when I decided to become his apprentice, and my extensive experience has proven this statement true. When you know a man’s pleasure, you hold him in the palm of your hand. You know his truest self—his darkest secret and his brightest dream. You have a power over him… which is why my master and I enjoyed safety and security, along with our wealth.
Violate our contract at your peril. Never ours.
But even truer is something my master never said, which accounts for its lack of pithiness (I have exceeded him in various ways, but never in producing bons mots):
Sometimes, a man only thinks he knows what his pleasure is. And when you know not what a man believes his pleasure to be, but what it truly is, well… then you know him better than he knows himself.
 
Ah, but I promised you a story, not pages of rambling, oblique speculation. It is just, now that I have resolved to write down this story, I don’t quite know where to begin. I have kept so many secrets for so long—lived a secret life for so many years. It is overwhelming to sit here, putting quill to parchment, to tell, well… any of it.
There is no way to do this without betraying many people, all of whom trusted me. But my master, the only person whom I can say with certainty I have never betrayed, is dead. No harm can come to him. And anyone who recognizes themselves in these pages would do worse damage to their reputation by protesting their depiction—to come forward would only serve to confirm any suspicions that might potentially be aroused.
And yet, I possess such a volume of information about the entire affair that I know not how I shall organize it all into a compelling narrative. Life is not a story. It must be shaped for the page—which is why, in the end, this effort of mine will likely be accused of beggaring belief, possessing as it does similar motifs to popular novels of the day.
But my story, unlike said novels, has the benefit of being true.
 
Having said all this, it is time to begin in earnest. And I shall begin… in a wig shop.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 





 
 
 
 


 
It was the peak of that year’s season and the entertainments were so constant it seemed at times there was more to be enjoyed than people to enjoy it all. Among the delights to be taken in, Artaxerxes was drawing tears from every eye at Covent Garden, and David Garrick was still playing Jaffer in Venice Preserved at Drury Lane. Ranelagh Gardens were pleasant enough, in spite of the cold, and on the Strand there was a dancing pig, and a chained giant who would snap whole logs in half, hurl boulders out into the Thames, and drink any man under the table who dared challenge him. Bethlehem Hospital was not wanting for inmates, nor parties for society; the clubs were all packed with gentlemen, and young ladies in London for their first season were popping up everywhere like early roses, their new swains buzzing about them like eager bees.
Even with so much to occupy the crowds, there was one soirée that stood out among all the rest; if half the rumors proved true, it would be the affair of the century. Lord Chandoss’s imminent fancy-dress party was discussed daily in parlors and bedrooms, courtyards and mews, and everywhere else you might imagine. Every tailor, draper, milliner, and costumier was completely booked up until the day of the grand event. Those who waited too long or were of lesser means had to sew or embroider anything that was wanted—and out of whatever they had on hand, for nothing of worth could be purchased in shops, not a scrap of lace nor a nicely-trimmed feather. It seemed that everything had been bought by those with invitations for a wild night spent among highwaymen and angels, harem girls and savage devils, pirates, bacchantes, knights, caesars, bards and queens.
Busier than usual, too, were the wig-shops—shops such as Dray’s, a small but exclusive barber-cum-wiggery in St. Martin’s Lane. Dray’s had received so many orders that Tom, Mr. Dray’s almost-nephew and journeyman apprentice, wondered at the sheer volume of hair they had lying about. Given the trade at the back door of the shop, he was convinced none of the prostitutes in St. James, St. Giles, or Marylebone could possibly be wearing their own hair; it wasn’t only Dray’s paying three times the usual rate for locks of any quality and any color. Add to that all the women who were a few inches short of making ends meet and you had yourself a city of bald-headed females, all for the sake of one night.
The wig upon which Tom currently labored was, at least in terms of volume, the grandest of the recent orders. Mr. Robert Mauntell was attending Lord Chandoss’s party as John Wilmot, 2nd Earl of Rochester, and Wilmot had certainly been a bigwig in his day. Thrilled to be in charge of such a grand commission, Tom had spent hours in the back room of the shop, painstakingly dying every luscious lock a shade of winsome oak-brown before curling them with hot irons. The finished ringlets he had affixed with the special proprietary serum designed by Mr. Dray to help hair keep its shape. It also made the whole affair shine and glimmer—under candlelight, it would be spectacular.
That morning, Tom was dusting the curls with scented powder. He was alone in the shop; Mr. Dray, Mrs. Dray, and their daughter Hizziah were still upstairs, enjoying their breakfast, but Tom didn’t mind working while they lingered over their rolls and tea. He liked being alone in the shop. It meant he could talk to his wigs.
“You’re a beauty,” he said. “You look soft as a kitten and natural as mother’s milk. What a shame you’ll be worn once and discarded. Taken off halfway through the night, given your weight, I’d wager. A few hours gracing the head of Mr. Mauntell and pouf! You’ll be torn off and tossed on the back of a…”
A knock at the front door startled him, for it was early yet. Dusting off his hands and hanging up his apron, he hurried to the front of the shop. A youth in a wide-skirted coat and a tricorn hovered in the street, craning his neck to try to see in past the glare of the shop-window. Tom hoped it was someone coming by to check on a current order instead of another last-minute party guest trying to squeeze in a request; yesterday, Mr. Dray had said they must turn away any new clients needing work done before Saturday. The responses of those who had called afterwards ranged from disappointed to irate.
As he reached the door the youth knocked again.
“Just a moment,” called Tom as he unlocked the door; opening it, he bowed. “Welcome to Dray’s. How may I be of help?”
“Shockingly enough, I need a wig.” The boy winked at him as he swept off his hat; he was as cheerful and smiling and handsome a fellow as Tom had ever seen in his life. “I do hope that’s all right? Ah, but how rude of me—I am Callow Bewit. I’m pleased to make your acquaintance.”
“The pleasure is mine, Master Callow,” said Tom, for he reckoned the boy at ages with him, around sixteen—though it was hard to tell, with all that powder and rouge. “My name is Tom. I’m Mr. Dray’s apprentice.”
“Very good. Well! About this wig—you make all kinds?”
“Yes, we do… but Master Callow, if I might ask… how soon would you need this wig?” Better to let him down quickly, if he wanted something for Lord Chandoss’s ball.
“Saturday. Is that a problem?”
Tom winced. “I’m very sorry, but I’m afraid we’re not able to accommodate any more commissions at this time.”
“Damn.” Callow sucked his teeth and leaned on his stick. “That’s what I get for waiting until the last minute. And it was such a good idea for a costume…”
“What are you going as?” Tom had been cataloguing all the different customer’s notions.
“A woman.”
“What?” Tom knew his tone was impertinent, but he was just so surprised. “Really?”
Master Callow pursed his lips together, making them appear fuller, as he raised his shoulder coquettishly. “With some false bubbies it should look all right. I think I can pull it off—don’t you?”
“Well…”
“Come on—tell me honest.”
Tom chuckled. “I fear you have me at a disadvantage, Master Callow, for I do not know whether it would be more polite to agree or disagree.”
Callow laughed merrily. “I see! Ah, it doesn’t really matter, I suppose, it will make people laugh either way. Oh, if only I hadn’t forgotten about the wig! I have everything else at hand, even the bubbies. The dress is so lovely, it would have been sensational… but I can’t go wearing my own hair. It’s too short.”
A quick inspection of Callow’s waving chestnut locks inspired Tom. “Actually, perhaps we can help you, Master Callow…”
“Oh?”
“Most ladies don’t wear wigs,” he said. “They just wear locks of false hair dressed into their own, lightly powdered to make it all the same color.”
“I say, really?” Callow looked impressed. “I’d no idea.”
“In France, women will often wear full wigs, but that style is a bit too European for most English girls of good breeding and taste. False locks create the illusion of fullness without being so vulgar.”
“Clever creatures, aren’t they—the fairer sex, I mean? They’d dupe us all with their wiles… if it weren’t for the honest tradesmen willing to betray their secrets.”
“Too true, sir! But, I mention this because a lady just yesterday returned three pieces. She overbought, and knew we were wanting for hair. Mr. Dray hasn’t decided what to use them for as they’re of a distinctive shade, but it’s not too far off from your own. If you bought a bit of… let’s say, pink-tinted wig-powder, it should do you all right for a fancy-dress party if you’ve a lady’s maid to pin it all for you.”
“I do; my aunt’s,” said Callow thoughtfully. “She’d agreed to cinch my corset-strings and whatever else, so surely she can help with my hair. Yes, that’s just the thing! I’ll take the hair and the powder both. Thank you very much—you’ve saved me!”
“You are most welcome, I’m glad we could help. Excuse me a moment, and I’ll fetch them for you.” With a bow, Tom repaired to the back room. Retrieving the locks from the shelf where the thick braids sat coiled like serpents, he swaddled them in tissue, tied it all with a ribbon, and then wrapped the parcel and the wig-powder together in brown paper, tying it with twine.
“I say. Look at the size of that wig!”
Master Callow had followed him; he was peeking into the workroom and staring at the massive hairpiece on the stand. Tom opened his mouth to request that he leave—customers were not typically allowed in the back room—but bit off his protest, afraid of seeming rude.
“Is the owner going as Charles the Second?”
“No, John Wilmot,” said Tom absently as he tied the knot on the parcel. “Mr. Maun—ah, the gentleman’s tastes run to the poetic rather than the political. But, I say, would you mind not…” Callow was thoughtfully fingering one of the perfect curls he’d been laboring over, and it took all Tom’s willpower not to strike the boy’s soft hand away from it. The nerve! Even though he could see no harm had been done, it annoyed Tom that the young scoundrel had put his hands on it in the first place.
“I beg your pardon!” Callow dropped it and raised his hands, backing away slowly, making a show of it. “Well, it’s a very fine piece; I imagine it will cost him a pretty penny. Speaking of which, how much will my odds and ends be?”
“The hairpieces? Altogether, ten guineas, with the powder.”
“Ten guineas? I bought myself a decent enough wig for seven pounds just last month!”
“Hair is very dear right now…”
Master Callow sighed. “I suppose it serves me right. Well… I only have five on me…”
“Does Mr. Bewit have an account here?”
“I expect we’ll open one as you’ve been so kind in my time of need. Will five be enough to…”
Tom hesitated. Mr. Dray did not like to extend credit to strangers, but neither would he want Tom to refuse service to gentlefolk. “Of course, Master Callow.”
“Good, good.”
Tom thought the lad was reaching for his coin purse, but instead he withdrew a fine pocket watch. It was silver, with a rose inlaid in what looked like carnelian and jade. Callow checked the time.
“How nice, I’ll be early for my next appointment,” he said, sounding most satisfied. He noticed Tom looking at the watch. “Pretty little thing, isn’t it? It was made in Versailles, for my mother.”
“It’s exquisite.”
“Inside and out.” Callow opened the watch to show the face. The silver backing caught the early morning sunlight streaming through the window, catching Tom square in the eyes.
“I find its sound most soothing, don’t you?”
Callow Bewit seemed unaware he kept blinding Tom with flashes of light. Between that and listening to the ticking Tom began to feel queer and a bit sick, like the time he’d lost his breakfast to the Thames during a windy crossing. He felt his heart beating in his ears, he was going to faint…
“Steady now!”
Callow helped him into a chair, and he had just settled himself when Mr. Dray’s daughter Hizziah came into the room. Even feeling as queasy as he did, he noticed she was looking particularly lovely in a pale blue morning gown trimmed with foamy white lace. Her light brown hair tumbled naturally all about her rose-pink cheeks, curling around her neck.
“Tom? Oh, I do beg your pardon,” she said, dipping into a curtsey. Callow left Tom’s side, looking at Hizziah with considerable interest.
“It is I who should beg your pardon, madam,” said Master Callow, bowing gracefully to the young lady. Hizziah blushed to be addressed so familiarly by the young stranger.
“Is he—are you quite all right, Tom?”
“He just came over queer all of a sudden,” supplied Callow.
“Yes, I’m fine now, Hizzy—Miss Dray,” he said. Indeed, just as suddenly as it had come upon him, Tom’s nausea and disorientation were gone; he couldn’t even remember what had precipitated it. He and Callow had been concluding their transaction, and then…
“You don’t look fine.” Hizzy came over and put her cool hand on his warm forehead.
“Really, I’m all right.”
Tom had loved Hizziah Dray since the morning he had first seen her, as he stood awkwardly on Mr. Dray’s doorstep while the woman from the Foundling Hospital explained their almost-blood connection, practically begging Mr. Dray to take Tom in due to the crowding at the orphanage. He had been so grateful when Mr. Dray agreed to make him an apprentice, and he was grateful to Mr. Dray’s daughter, now, for her concern… but his mood soured when, after declaring his health, her attention immediately turned to Callow. She was clearly quite taken with the lad.
Though he did not consider himself a jealous person, Tom felt something stirring inside him, a green serpent writhing deep within his stomach. He did not like seeing her so interested in this Callow Bewit. She was beautiful enough to be a lord’s consort, but Hizzy also had a fine head for figures; she was the ideal shopkeeper’s wife. A month ago he’d grown bold enough to ask if one day she would like to be such, and her shy but undeniably favorable response had given him high hopes for the future—higher than a mere orphan with no connections in the world could reasonably expect. The notion that some good-looking young gentleman with dashing manners might snatch all that away disturbed Tom deeply. How could Hizzy fail to see that a man like that would jilt her and leave her with big regrets and a bigger belly?
“So you are Miss Dray?” asked Callow, looking Hizzy over with obvious approval. “I see that Mr. Dray produces as fine daughters as he does wigs.”
Hizzy laughed. “My father makes the best wigs, so I shall take that as a compliment, Master…”
“Callow Bewit,” he said, with another of his ridiculous bows.
Though still a bit dizzy, Tom stood, and handed over the gentleman’s parcel—he felt he ought to put himself between them, lest Hizzy lie down on the work-table and lift up her skirts right then and there for this fop.
“My apologies for the inconvenience, Master Callow,” said Tom, trying not to let his irritation show, “but as I am sufficiently recovered, allow me to complete our exchange.”
The lad put his five guineas on the table. “I’ll let you get back to dressing your wig, then. I really can’t thank you enough. And as for you, madam,” he turned to Hizzy, “please give my father’s personal regards to Mr. Dray, and pray tell him we’ll be opening an account here very soon.” The cad had the gall to wink at her!
“Thank you, Master Callow,” said Hizzy, demurely lowering her eyes.
Tom coughed into his fist. “May I show you out?”
“No no, I can find my way.” Callow winked at him, this time. It made Tom feel queer for some reason he couldn’t quite identify…
“What a nice young man,” said Hizzy, after Callow had gone. Tom frowned at her. “What? He was charming!”
“I wonder if you’d like him if you saw him Saturday night,” he remarked. “He’s going to Lord Chandoss’s party dressed as a woman.”
Hizzy giggled. “Those lips! Painted and powdered he’ll look beautiful.”
Tom felt as if a wasp had stung him on the heart. He opened his mouth to say something cutting, but then Mr. Dray came down into the workroom.
“Who will look beautiful?” he asked.
“One of Lord Chandoss’s guests,” said Hizzy, as if nothing at all had happened. Resentment made Tom turn away, lest master or daughter notice. “Callow Bewit, he said his name was. A young gentleman.”
“Never you mind about young gentlemen, Hizzy,” said Mr. Dray, not unkindly. “Go on and help your mother with the chores, and this afternoon we’ll go over the books from last week. I want you to check my maths.”
Hizzy curtseyed to her father before scurrying upstairs. Tom watched her go, feeling even more out of sorts until she blew him a kiss from behind her father’s back. That cheered him up considerably.
“Goodness, my boy,” said Mr. Dray, admiring the Wilmot wig on the stand. “You’ve done a fine job with this one. I doubt Rochester himself could find a thing wrong with it.”
“Thank you very much, sir.” Mr. Dray was a kind father, a good master, and a better wigmaker. Working alongside him was a privilege as well as a pleasure. His compliments meant the world to Tom.
“Anything new? Hizzy said there’d been a customer?”
“Yes… I sold those three hairpieces to the young gentleman.” Tom saw annoyance flit across Mr. Dray’s face, to his surprise. “I apologize if I erred,” he said quickly, “but the lad needed a few locks of hair, for the party, and I hated to disappoint him. He paid five guineas for it all, and promised five more, plus an account.”
“I see,” said Mr. Dray, looking more content. “I do wish you’d gotten it all, but I understand how it goes with the young men these days. We’ll see if he really does come back… but for now, I must see to Mr. Sedley’s barrister’s wig. I was going to use those pieces you sold, but I suppose I can eke it out with horse-hair. It’ll all be powdered white anyways…”
Tom breathed a bit easier after Mr. Dray turned to his work. He was unhappy to have incurred a rebuke, even a mild one. It didn’t happen often, given Tom’s diligence and obedience, but it always made him a bit nervous. It was within Mr. Dray’s rights to terminate Tom’s apprenticeship at any time… not that Tom really thought he would. Still, it never hurt to be cautious—to be dismissed at this juncture would be nothing short of disastrous. All his future plans, professional and personal, depended on completing his apprenticeship.
They were very busy the rest of the day. By the time they closed the shop, hours later than usual, Tom had forgotten all about Master Callow Bewit. But the night of the party, when he was in his attic room, reading by himself, Tom remembered.
What a time Callow Bewit must be having! Rumor had it that fifty cases of champagne had been imported for the event, along with twenty pounds of caviar, and seventeen Wiltshire hams. Someone had declared the kitchens had prepared forty gallons of white soup, and as for the volume of cream, eggs, milk, and flour ordered for fancy puddings—why, it was more food, and finer, than Mrs. Dray bought in a year. The fishmonger had claimed Lord Chandoss’s cook had demanded twelve enormous pikes to be cured for the event, and Jordan, the milliner’s errand-boy, had reported a troupe of gypsy actors had been hired for an entertainment, as well as three different ensembles for musical interludes. Tom couldn’t begin to imagine the spectacle, and he very much doubted he would ever to see anything like it.
A low knock at the door drew Tom’s mind away from these musings.
“Tom?” It was Hizzy. With a sharp snap Tom shut Robinson Crusoe and threw it on the bed as he leaped off it. Only once before had Hizzy dared to sneak up to his room, and his memory of that encounter made his heart beat the quicker as he opened the door for her.
“Come in,” he whispered, taking care to shut the door softly. Mr. Dray might be fond of his foundling apprentice, but not fond enough to overlook his trifling with his only daughter.
“I couldn’t sleep,” she said. “I kept thinking about the party.”
“Me too,” admitted Tom.
“That boy,” she said, coloring slightly, “how do you think he looked? As a woman, I mean?”
Forgotten jealousy welled inside Tom like black blood in a wound. “He had a womanish look to him already,” he said acidly. “Though you seemed to like him well enough.”
Hizzy seemed a bit taken aback. “I was only being polite,” she said softly.
“Were you?” Tom sniffed and turned his back on her, all his former excitement gone. “You warmed to his advances quicker than you did to mine—but I suppose it’s to be expected. A pretty young gentleman will naturally command more respect from the ladies than lowly orphans.”
“It’s not about respect,” said Hizzy. The girl had the nerve to sound exasperated! “I’m not sneaking out to meet him late at night, am I?”
“I suppose not,” Tom allowed.
“Don’t be cross,” she murmured, stepping closer and taking his hand in hers. She was so very beautiful, standing there in her white shift in the dim candlelight, eyes shining. Her shell-pink tongue snaked out, moistening her parted lips so that they gleamed. “I can’t believe you would think I preferred a coxcomb like that to you, Tom.”
Tom’s resentment cooled and softened as something else stiffened and grew hot. He let go of his ire and kissed the back of her hand. “You’re good as gold, Hizzy.” He drew her closer. “Warmer, though… and you smell better…”
“Gold can’t return a kiss, either,” she said, pressing her lips under his ear, which sent a thrill of pleasure straight to his tight groin.
“Oh, Hizzy,” he groaned. “Don’t, you’re making it ache so.”
“You don’t think I’d leave you in such a state?” Her fingers brushed his cock through his breeches, and he almost came right there. “Did you mean it, Tom? Last time, after we… when you asked if I would want to be a wife one day? Your wife?”
“Of course,” he said, thrusting into her palm. “Christ, Hizzy, I’ve loved you since… since… oh God, don’t…” She’d unbuttoned him, and snaked a hand down to cup his balls with just the right amount of firmness. “I’ll…”
“Not yet,” she said, leading him by the twist to his bed.
He sat down in something like a daze, as she knelt between his legs. Pushing him back she freed his prick, which sprang free with such force the little dewdrop clinging to the tip spattered her cheek. With a giggle, she wiped it off with a slender finger and sucked it clean.
“Will you…” he licked his lips. Last time, she’d satisfied him with her hand, but he was eager to know more of his future bride. “Will you put it in your mouth?” he asked, all in a rush.
Slowly, delicately, she lowered her lips and kissed it. Pleasure like he’d never known overwhelmed him, took possession of him, and he hauled her up onto the narrow bed. Throwing her shift over her head he buried his face in the hairy patch between her legs. Her strong but not unpleasant odor stiffened him further, and for a moment he considered taking her then and there, satisfying himself inside her. But he still had two years left of his apprenticeship; a pregnancy would ruin all his plans. He contented himself with running a finger around the small pink opening and teasing her a bit, darting it in and out as he kissed the small protuberance above.
“Tom,” she mewled in her kitten-voice. “Oh!”
He licked her there, and after a while she returned the favor, climbing atop him so they could satisfy one another at the same time. She spent first, all over his face, which excited him so much he spent in her mouth, unable to even gasp a warning beyond, “Hizzy!”
Afterwards, as she dabbed at her lips with one of his soiled shirts, Tom stammered out copious professions of love, fidelity, and his ultimate desire: that they spend their lives together, he making wigs, she keeping his books and tending to the house and any children they might have. She agreed to it all, eagerly, before insisting she had lingered too long, leaving him with only the memory of a warm girl beside him.
Tom laughed as he blew out the candle, exhausted but happy. He was certain he’d had a far better time that night than any of Lord Chandoss’s guests.
The next day, Hizzy looked radiant sitting across from him at the table as they broke their fast before church. Gazing at her surreptitiously between sips of tea and bites of bread, he knew he would never want for anything more than to tend to his wigs during the day and have Hizzy, sweet Hizzy, to tend to at night. Tom resolved to forget all about Master Callow Bewit and Lord Chandoss’s party. And he did… until mid-morning, the following Monday.



 
 
 
 


 
The wig-shop looked strangely desolate come Monday, with all the commissions gone and bare wig stands everywhere. Without hair framing their painted faces the mannequins looked forlorn; only the three models in the front window retained their crowning glories.
Mr. Dray had gone out early, so Tom set to straightening up the back room and making the front tidy. It didn’t take long. There wasn’t much to be done to the echoing, empty space, but Tom wasn’t the sort of apprentice to laze about while his master was absent. He decided to busy himself with grinding pigments to tint wig-powder. It was not the most interesting of tasks, and he was just considering sneaking upstairs to see if Hizzy was about when Mr. Dray returned.
“Ah, Tom—always busy, aren’t you?” he remarked approvingly. Tom felt the briefest twinge of guilt over betraying the man’s trust, but he would make an honest woman out of Hizzy soon enough. “Not only that, it seems you’ve anticipated my thoughts.” From the pocket of his coat Mr. Dray produced a fragrant sachet, waggling it at Tom before dropping it on the work-table. “Lavender,” he said. “Orange peel,” as he let fall a second, “and orris root.” There went the third. “The orris is particularly fine. Use our best starch and tint it… light blue. I haven’t seen much blue this season. We can sell it as an exclusive.”
“Stand out from the crowd with a daring mid-season change of style?”
“That’s good,” said Mr. Dray, nodding. “Write it under the price, and make sure the illiterate ones know what it says.”
“Yes, sir,” said Tom. “If you like, I’ll also make a display for the window. It looks like we’re closing up shop. Permanently, I mean.”
“I know, it’s ghastly. But I told everyone who bought wigs for the party that we’d buy them back at the price of the hair, so it’s possible we’ll get some returns today. Ah—and there’s the door,” said Mr. Dray. He looked in the glass, patting the sides of his already-impeccably groomed and powdered peruke, and went to answer it.
The sound of heavy boots on the floor and the rough hellos didn’t sound to Tom like a pack of eager customers selling back their wigs. Something was wrong. He had just decided to go and listen at the door when Mr. Dray came into the back, looking pale.
“Come along, Tom, and speak with these gentlemen.”
Tom’s stomach fluttered. “What’s this all about?” he asked, hanging up his apron.
“I’m sure it’s all a mistake,” said Mr. Dray, but Tom noticed his master wouldn’t meet his eyes. “I’ll let them explain.”
There were three men in the front room. Two were Bow Street Runners, officers of the law; the third man, taller and thinner, was Mr. Robert Mauntell. He looked far less jovial than he had when he’d come in to order his John Wilmot wig.
“That’s the boy,” he said, pointing at Tom like an Irish setter after a pheasant. “He’s the one!”
“I beg your pardon?” Tom said with as much dignity as he could muster. “Is something wrong?”
“Wrong? Wrong?” Mr. Mauntell went from angry to furious, and Tom took a step back, lest the man strike him. “I was up for Brooks’s, you scum, and you’ve gone and ruined me! I’ll pelt you myself with every rotten apple in London when they take you to the stocks, to say nothing of what I’ll do to whoever put you up to it. Mark my—”
“My apprentice has not even been formally accused, much less sentenced,” interjected Mr. Dray.
“Of what am I accused, formally or otherwise?” asked Tom.
“You know very well what!” Mr. Mauntell’s face had taken on the same plum shade of his coat.
“Mr. Mauntell,” said one of the officers, a warning in his tone.
The gentleman took a deep breath, and began more calmly. “Come clean now, and things will be much better for you,” he said. “I am sure someone put you up to it, for why would you wish to see my chances for Brooks’s ruined?”
“No one has put me up to anything!” Tom looked from Mr. Mauntell to Mr. Dray, but he saw nothing encouraging in his master’s expression. “Please—will you not tell me what I’m said to have done?”
“You sold me a trick wig!” Mr. Mauntell almost shouted it. “You rigged it!”
Though even more confused, Tom was also relieved—he was innocent of “rigging a wig,” which meant it all must be a mistake. “How would I do such a thing? And why?”
Mr. Mauntell uttered a horrible sound, something between a grunt and a scream. “Deliver me from liars and enemies!” he cried, and stormed out of the shop. One of the officers followed him, whereupon they began speaking animatedly in the street—much to the amusement of several dustmen, who began to jeer and point at the sight of a gentleman throwing a fit.
“Would you be so good as to explain?” prompted Mr. Dray, after a few moments. The remaining officer seemed fascinated by the scene outside.
“Right. Sorry,” he said. “Ah, so the gentleman says he was at a ball last Saturday night, playing at cards, and just as things were getting hot, a whole mess of cards—extra cards, you see—they… well, fell from his wig. Great ruddy thing, there were quite a lot of them in there, aces and court cards mostly.”
“In his wig?”
“Yes, as if he’d hidden them there. To cheat,” explained the officer, “at cards.”
So that was why Mr. Mauntell was so very upset. Even the accusation of cheating at cards would ruin a man’s reputation, and if said man was up for Brooks’s, where card-playing was the preferred pastime, he would almost certainly be considered unclubbable.
“He’s claiming he didn’t put them there,” said the officer. “Says they must have been planted by his enemies.”
“His enemies? Does he have them?” Tom had always thought Mr. Mauntell an affable enough fellow. Many men equal to his rank came into Dray’s like the floor wasn’t fit to touch their shoes, but Mr. Mauntell was always warm and friendly.
“Every rich man’s got enemies,” said the officer, drawing a disapproving frown from Mr. Dray. “So, boy, did you do it? Say it now if you did, it’ll be better for you.”
“I most certainly did not! I have no reason to injure Mr. Mauntell—and even if I did, I would never compromise my craft or my morals by doing such a thing.”
Mr. Dray seemed to relax, some of his former ease returning. “See there?” he said. “I told you the boy would not have done it.”
“Well, was there anything unusual about the wig?” The officer glanced out at the street, where Mr. Mauntell was still gesticulating and shouting. “Something strange in its construction? Or its delivery?”
“No, not at all.”
“Did anyone else work on the wig?”
“Tom alone was responsible for the commission. I certainly did not work on it.”
Mr. Dray’s tone surprised Tom, until he realized the man was taking care to distance himself from whatever was happening. Tom felt a sudden chill, though the room was warm enough, but before he could dwell on it, the door opened to allow Mr. Mauntell and his escort back inside. The gentleman was substantially more composed.
“Could anyone else have gotten at it?” asked the officer.
Tom shook his head. “The only other person who even saw it was a young man who came in a few days before the party, just to ask after a wig of his own… he followed me into the back room. But he never even got near the wig. I’d know—I was with him the entire time.”
“Who was this young man?” Mr. Mauntell was suddenly very interested. “Did he give his name?”
“Yes, sir. Callow Bewit.”
“Bewit!” The name was a curse in Mr. Mauntell’s mouth. “I should have known! Tiercel Bewit would give anything to see me discredited—and rumor has it he’s also up for Brooks’s. He has a son, Callow. Young fellow, and said to be a bit of a fop, just like his father.” Tom would have laughed, under different circumstances—Mr. Mauntell spent a hundred pounds a year on clothes, if his tailor’s apprentice was to be believed. “Yes, Bewit’s at the heart of it… he must be. Why didn’t I see it before? You, boy! What happened, exactly, when he came by?”
“Nothing, sir.” Tom swallowed, aware his master was as acutely interested as Mr. Mauntell. “I mean… he came in, asking after a wig—for himself, I mean—but we were so booked up we couldn’t help him. Then I remembered I had some hair-pieces, and as he was going as a woman—”
“Ha!” snorted Mr. Mauntell derisively.
“—I sold him some extra locks… oh, and some wig-powder. He came into the back but didn’t so much as notice your wig. He certainly didn’t… comment on it… or touch it…”
Wait—was that true? Tom thought about it for a moment, but he possessed no memory of Callow even looking at the piece—only that he had wanted to pay, and then Tom had begun to feel all queer and dizzy. As queer and dizzy as he was currently feeling, all of a sudden… but the sensation passed so quickly, leaving behind only the slightest of headaches, that Tom assumed he must just be feeling the pressure from being scrutinized by a gentleman and his master.
“I’m sure of it, sir,” he said, confident once more. “He was in there but a moment, only long enough time for me to package up his purchases.” And flirt with his future bride—but Tom didn’t add that. There was no need to bring Hizzy’s name into this.
“Hmph. Well… I shall certainly go there and speak with him. And I’ll bring the boy with me.”
“I beg your pardon?” asked Mr. Dray.
“When confronted with the sight of him, if Mr. Bewit is to blame, he—or his son—will no doubt display some surprise or alarm, whether this boy was knowingly an accomplice or not.”
“True,” admitted the one of the officers. “Well, Mr. Dray, will you lend us your apprentice for a few hours?”
“I’ll come along, too, if you don’t mind.” Mr. Dray’s tone was grim. Tom felt another shiver of apprehension; he couldn’t tell if Mr. Dray was annoyed with him, or the situation. He didn’t want to go—all he wanted to do was go and have a bit of a lie-down until his head ceased to ache.
“Of course,” said the officer.
“But make it snappy,” said Mr. Mauntell. He had recovered his spirits, and was keen to be off.
“Just give me a moment,” said Mr. Dray. “I must ask my daughter to mind the shop while we’re gone.” And with that, he disappeared into the back room.
They stood in silence as footsteps thudded overhead. When Mr. Bewit returned, it was with Hizzy in tow. Her eyes went wide to see officers standing about Tom, but he gave her an encouraging smile as they took their leave.
Tom knew he’d done nothing wrong, but as they climbed into a coach and clattered over the ice-rimed cobblestones he could not help but worry. Mr. Dray, sober as a judge, said nothing to him during the entire drive. Tom didn’t press him; instead, he looked out at the streets beyond. It was a cold morning, and early, but even the pink-tinted morning sunlight could not make the shabby people who were out and about look any less miserable as they slipped in frozen shit and mud. Tom wished he was back in the wig shop, behind clean walls, where everything smelled nice. It was never lost on him, when he ventured outside, that but for Mr. Dray’s kindness he might have been one of those people, dressed all in rags and bits of wool, filth sloshing in worn-out shoes as they walked hither and yon on some dreadful errand.
The Bewits lived in a terraced home with a fine view of Bloomsbury Square—very posh, as was the footman who answered the door sporting an elaborate hunter-green livery, adorned with silver hawks. But, in spite of his formal elegance, he could not help but betray a moment of surprise at finding two Bow Street Runners, a gentleman, a tradesman, and an apprentice waiting for him on Mr. Bewit’s stoop.
“Good morning,” he said. “How may I be of service?”
“Where is your master? I must speak to him at once.” Mr. Mauntell elbowed his way to the front of the pack. “Tell him Robert Mauntell is here, and will brook no delays. I am here for justice, and shall have it!”
“Yes, sir,” said the flunky, with impressive composure. “Please, come in. You may wait in the parlor… Mr. Bewit is still breakfasting, but I will let him—”
“I’d as soon speak to him with his lying mouth full of bacon and eggs as empty of them,” cried Mr. Mauntell, pushing past the footman and into the hall. “Step aside—I know the way, I’ve suffered through more than one evening here.”
“Mr. Mauntell!” protested the footman, trailing after, the rest of them hot on the men’s heels. Privately, Tom felt that whatever else happened this day, it would prove worth it to see one gentleman storm into the house of another, shrieking like a fishwife and ignoring the entreaties of servants private and civil alike. Never in his life had he witnessed such a spectacle.
Mr. Dray, however, was not in the least amused by hurrying down corridors and through various rooms of the fine house. It was clear from Tom’s master’s expression that this—whatever this was—simply would not do. If word of the incident got out, it would likely tarnish Dray’s sterling reputation.
Barreling ahead of them, Mr. Mauntell savagely twisted a chryselephantine doorknob, throwing open the door and barging inside in one motion. Those in his wake all crowded in after to find a small household at table. They appeared, in a word, alarmed.
Seeing the ghost of young Callow in his more mature features, Tom assumed the man at the head of the table was Mr. Bewit. Then again, the fellow to his right might be the father, given the strong family resemblance. The only other person in the room, apart from the startled servants, was a beautiful but nervous-looking woman hovering on the edge of her chair. Pale though she wore no powder, and golden-haired, she would have looked just like an angel but for a rather prominent nose and her queer morning-dress, which looked more like a penitent’s sackcloth than the usual attire sported by a wealthy young wife.
Notably, there was no sign of Master Callow. There was not even a place laid for him, nor an empty dish implying he had breakfasted early.
“Bewit!” Mr. Mauntell seized Tom by his collars and thrust him forward, much to Tom’s mortification. “Look here! I have brought to you the leaf, but I know you are the root of this treachery!”
“I beg your pardon?” The gentleman at the head of the table rose with dignity. He was a handsome man of perhaps five and forty, dressed finely but not extravagantly. It being morning, he wore no wig; his glorious head of chestnut curls, the same rich shade and texture as Callow’s, were neatly tied back with an emerald ribbon. “Why have you invaded my house at this early hour, and with these men? I’ll have your names, the two of you,” he pointed at the two officers, “and report you for harassment to the Blind Beak of Bow Street himself, Mr. John Fielding. He and I are old friends; I can’t imagine he’ll be pleased to hear two of his finest assisted an unjustified home invasion.”
“Don’t be an ass,” snapped Mr. Mauntell. “John’s my friend, too. And as for unjustified—this boy has already given you up as the snake who has poisoned my ambitions with a jape unworthy of the lowest scoundrel. Do not deny it, Bewit! The lad has no reason to lie.”
“He must, for I’ve never seen him before in my life.”
“Please, cousin—do excuse us,” said the other gentleman, who was also possessed of those distinctive waving locks. His, however, draped greasily over his face in an artfully unkempt manner, and his clothes, while finely made, were wrinkled and unbrushed. “This dispute does not concern us, and Mrs. Dryden cannot bear all this shouting.” Indeed, the pale woman was trembling, and her appearance had shifted from the angelic to the ghostly.
“Of course, Mr. Dryden. I can handle a blowhard and a coward by myself—even if he puffs himself up with an entourage.”
The lady rose as Mr. Mauntell fumed, but he respectfully held his tongue as she toddled away on unsteady legs, supported by her husband’s arm. Mr. Bewit waited until she was out of sight before sitting back down.
“At last, we are alone and can speak frankly.” Reclining in the chair, he tented his fingers over his stomach. “Well, Robert? Out with it. You’ve been here so long already I’d be within my rights to collect rent from you.”
“I know you conspired with this boy to ruin my chances at Brooks’s,” announced Mr. Mauntell. “You secreted playing cards in my wig and did something which caused them to fall during a crucial hand, making me look a cheat. Why are you shaking your head? Do you deny it?”
“I do.”
“Then at least admit you asked your son to do it for you!”
“My son?” Mr. Bewit frowned. “What has Callow to do with this?”
“Tell him,” hissed Mr. Mauntell, staring right at Tom.
“I beg both your pardons,” said Tom, looking from one gentleman to the other, “but all I said was that the only other person who saw Mr. Mauntell’s wig before Lord Chandoss’s party was your son, Callow Bewit. He followed me into the back room when I was packing up some hairpieces for him, for his costume.” Tom’s slight headache was back, but he scarcely noticed it, so interested was he in the outcome of this meeting.
“I see.” Mr. Bewit nodded. “Just what did this boy look like?”
“Like you, sir… he had the same color hair, at least. He was about my height, pleasant, dressed smartly, and well-mannered.”
“Then he wasn’t my son,” said Mr. Bewit decisively. “You might have described Callow’s appearance, but no one has ever called the boy pleasant.”
“An act, then!” Mr. Mauntell would not be put off. “He was trying to deceive the boy, wasn’t he?”
“By telling him his real name?” Mr. Bewit chuckled. “That would be foolish, even for Callow. Regardless, it couldn’t have been him. He’s abroad, away on his tour. Spending my money in ways just as silly as hairpieces for a party, no doubt.” He smiled thinly at Mr. Mauntell. “If indeed you were the victim of a prank, and you’re not simply a cheat with a flair for the dramatic, you’ve been duped twice, I’m sorry to say. This alleged proxy who was sent to this man’s shop to tamper with your costume… he must have known using Callow’s name would have you jumping to the worst of conclusions about me.” He shrugged. “You may apply to my solicitor to find out whether or not I am lying regarding my son’s absence if you like, but I’d suggest wasting your time more pleasantly.”
Mr. Mauntell gawped at Mr. Bewit.
“What…” he recovered himself, “what’s to say you didn’t hire someone to impersonate Callow?” he managed to sputter.
Mr. Bewit laughed. “After my son proved to be such a rotten investment do you really think I’m so silly as to pay for a copy?”
“This is no laughing matter! A crime has been committed!”
“Because a wig shop sold you a wig?” Mr. Bewit shook his head. “Do you Bow Street Runners really have nothing better to do? Was no one murdered last night? Were no maidens raped, no widows robbed, that you may safely spend your morning indulging the specious accusations of a man whose only complaint is he was embarrassed in front of his friends?”
Mr. Bewit had won. The constabulary looked abashed, and Mr. Mauntell’s sails were clearly wanting for the slightest breath of wind. Only Mr. Dray looked as somber as he had five minutes before.
“Mr. Mauntell…” said one of the officers.
“I’m not giving up,” he spat. “I know you’re at the bottom of this!”
“And there’s a man in Bedlam who know’s he’s Julius Caesar.” Mr. Bewit pushed away from the table and stood again. “I, however, know only that I am hungry. My breakfast was interrupted, you see. May I show you out?”
“I know the way,” muttered Mr. Mauntell.
“I insist,” said Mr. Bewit.
It was a quieter party that made their way through the townhouse to the front door. Only Mr. Bewit smiled as he shooed away a footman to open the grand front door himself.
“May your collective days end more satisfactorily than they began,” he said, bowing to them all.
“Very sorry to have troubled you, Mr. Bewit,” said one of the officers, as Mr. Mauntell stormed down the steps. “And you, Mr. Dray. Glad to hear your apprentice is innocent of any wrongdoing. Must be a real relief.”
“Not exactly,” said Mr. Dray. “I feel I can no longer employ Tom as my apprentice.”
“What?”
Tom, the remaining Bow Street Runner, and Mr. Bewit all said it at once.
“But Mr. Dray,” he managed, after a long horrifying moment during which it seemed like he saw his whole life flash before his eyes. “Please, I—”
His master held up his hand. “Dray’s cannot afford such slights to its reputation. This matter has been an embarrassment that will likely cost me one of my most reliable customers. Scandal has never before darkened our door, and I will do what I must to see it never does again.”
“Surely this won’t be seen as a stain on your shop’s reputation,” said Mr. Bewit kindly. “The boy is innocent!”
“My apprentice has not been cleared of wrongdoing simply because you have convinced everyone that you are not to blame.” Mr. Bewit looked rather taken aback at Mr. Dray’s bluntness. “At the very least, Tom allowed a stranger into our back room, which is what began this sordid affair.” Mr. Dray sighed. “Good day, gentlemen. Tom—come along. We will settle the matter between us, back at the shop.”
Tom, fit to burst, exclaimed, “Mr. Dray, no! I love making wigs—I love working with you! Ever since I came to live with you I have had no other ambition in life! And Hizzy and I, we—”
“What has my daughter to do with any of this?” Mr. Dray became instantly livid, and Tom realized he had erred in thinking that announcing his promises to Hizziah would sway his master’s inclinations in his favor. “Never mind—I won’t have her name brought into this, before strangers!” He took a deep breath. “Perhaps you should not return home with me. Here,” he counted several sovereigns out of his pocket. “This should get you lodgings and keep you fed until you can find other work—send word where you end up, and I shall have your money and things sent to you.” He dropped the coins into Tom’s shaking hand. “To think that my charity to you should be repaid with such—such villainy!”
“By Jove! That’s a harsh thing. Won’t you reconsider?” said Mr. Bewit, who had become visibly upset.
“Trust me, I have duly considered how best to preserve the reputation of my business and my daughter. Good day, Mr. Bewit—Tom.” And with that, Mr. Dray took his leave of them. He did not look back.
Mr. Bewit was clearly not accustomed to being contradicted; he stood there in silence as the icy winter air whirled into his home. Tom, too, watched his master’s retreat without a word. There would be no arguing with Mr. Dray. He’d known the man long enough to read his moods, and his master—former master, rather—had made up his mind.
It was the end of everything. Tom would never be a wigmaker. He would never open his own shop, much less with Hizzy by his side. He could scarce contemplate the enormity of what had just happened. Everything had seemed so assured. Now, he could not see any future for himself, save becoming one of those ragged street-people…
“My poor boy…” Mr. Bewit at last shut the door. “I owe you the most sincere of apologies.”
Tom looked up at him. “Sir?”
“The rivalry between myself and Mr. Mauntell is… long-standing, and to be fair, absurd.” He looked almost sheepish. “I cannot even recall why it began, only that it has grown out of all proportion. We have both acted foolishly because of it… but until today it had only ever been a quarrel between ourselves.” Tom didn’t understand what the man was driving at. “What I am trying to say is that it pains me that you’ve lost your living all because of a silly prank.”
“You mean… you did send your son to our shop?”
“Certainly not. Callow is in Geneva, just as I said.”
“Oh. I see.”
“What I am saying is that you were unwittingly caught in a web woven by others,” Mr. Bewit continued, “and for that I am sorry—Tom, was it? Tom. You seem like a good boy. Are you? A good boy, I mean?”
Tom shrugged. “I tried to be. I did all that was asked of me and more, for six years.” He fought to keep the bitterness from his voice, but was not entirely successful. “I loved making wigs, sir, and wanted to do it all my life. With Mr. Dray’s daughter beside me… that’s all I meant when I mentioned her. I never harmed the girl, we had only talked about… such matters.” It was close enough to the truth.
Mr. Bewit made a grave, pained sound. “I see. Well then, I don’t really have a choice, do I?”
“A choice, sir?” Tom was growing more perplexed by the moment. “What are you choosing?”
“Actually, it’s you who will be doing the choosing, my boy.” Mr. Bewit gave him a warm, lopsided smile. “All I’m going to do is offer you a job. It’s up to you whether or not you take it.”



 
 
 
 


 
Whatever Mr. Bewit might believe, Tom didn’t really have a choice, being so suddenly without food, shelter, or wages. As to what he would be doing to earn said food, shelter, and wages… well, Mr. Bewit had called the position ‘cup-bearer,’ but promised, chuckling, that he would not ‘make a Ganymede’ of Tom, whatever that meant. Tom hadn’t asked; he felt so fortunate to be offered the job in the first place that he could think of no task he would balk at performing.
As far as Tom could tell from Mr. Bewit’s brief discussion with his housekeeper, Tom would be running little errands and fetching things—basically, whatever Holland, Mr. Bewit’s valet, didn’t feel like doing at any given moment. That didn’t sound like such a bad job… in fact, it seemed like his days would be far easier than those spent laboring in Mr. Dray’s shop.
Even so, Tom couldn’t help but feel bitter over his time as a wig-maker coming to such an abrupt end. As he wrote to Mr. Dray telling him of his new lodgings, and where to send on his effects, more than once he wiped his eyes. He had slept in the same bed every night for close to half his life, had eaten his breakfast at the very same table every morning, labored the same hours, and so on. The mattress in his new closet felt strange beneath his bottom, and being idle at this hour of the day felt… wrong. But what could he do? He’d been shoved into this room by the busy but unflustered housekeeper, Mrs. Jervis, and told to wait there until she had a moment to show him around the house and teach him his duties.
I beg you, do not judge Tom too harshly for his melancholy thoughts, or for his fear. Changing from one thing into another is never easy. Ask any butterfly.
Or you might take my word for it. Over the course of my life, I, like Tom, have changed dramatically—multiple times, actually—and while it was always painful, it was always rewarding.
Tom knew he was being terribly ungrateful, sitting on his bed, moping. Mr. Bewit had offered him more than a job—he had offered him the opportunity to save himself from the treadmill or the poorhouse. The wages promised by Mr. Bewit were thoroughly decent, and Tom would live in the household with the rest of the servants, meaning he would sleep more comfortably, eat better, and be more entertained than he had while apprenticed to Mr. Dray. Mr. Bewit would even buy all of Tom’s clothes, not just his livery, so he could save virtually all of what he made.
Still, it troubled him that in all likelihood he would never again craft another peruke; never feel the joy of seeing disparate locks come together as one seamless head of hair; never tint a box of wig-powder the perfect shade of shell-pink; never experience the thrill of seeing something he made with his own hands gracing the head of a gentleman. No… even if he managed to save every guinea he earned serving Mr. Bewit it wasn’t likely he’d ever have enough to open his own shop, to say nothing of how he’d be run out of any town if the wigmaker’s guild found out he was trying to do business without having completed his apprenticeship.
A brief knock and a quiet “Hello Tom?” alerted Tom that Mrs. Jervis had come for him. A handsome woman in her mid-fifties, with steel-grey hair and a jaw that looked like it could batter in a door, she exuded strength and competence; it was obvious that it would be to her that he answered.
He stood quickly. “Good morning—afternoon,” he said, hoping his face wasn’t too puffy and red.
“How would you like to see the house?”
“Very much, madam.”
“You may call me Mrs. Jervis,” she said firmly. “You’re not a shop boy now, Tom Dawne.”
“Yes, mad—yes ma’am. Yes, Mrs. Jervis.” Tom felt a pang—he had always been praised for his manners; it was disheartening to say the least, realizing that yet another skill he had worked so hard to perfect was now worthless.
“You’ll figure it out,” she said, smiling. “Come along with me.”
 
***
 
12 Bloomsbury Square was a grand townhouse. The servant’s quarters alone were larger than the apartment above Mr. Dray’s shop, and as for the rest… well, Tom was extremely grateful Mrs. Jervis gave him such a thorough tour—especially the attention she paid to showing him the ways that he, as a servant, should move through the house as unobtrusively as possible.
“I’ll let Holland tell you about Mr. Bewit’s habits,” she said, as she showed him into his new master’s study. “He’s a very simple man, though, and keeps regular hours except for nights when he’s at his club, so you oughtn’t have much trouble about it.”
“Brooks’s?” asked Tom absently. He was paying more attention to the room. Large windows looked down on the tree-lined street below; two walls were entirely taken up with books, and the other, portraits and paintings. A desk sat in the center of the room, covered in papers. It was not as grand as he might imagine, but perfectly serviceable. “Is that his club, I mean?”
“No,” said Mrs. Jervis. “Mr. Bewit is a member of Waddles’s, though what it is to you, I don’t know. If he takes you along, you’ll be waiting on him, not gambling or drinking—not that Mr. Bewit does so much of that, mind. Now, come along, this way is—”
“Pray—a moment,” said Tom. One of the portraits had caught his eye, a full-length painting of a young man. Entranced, Tom stood before it.
In spite of Mr. Bewit’s protests, the boy in the picture looked uncannily like the lad who had come into Dray’s claiming to be Callow Bewit. He had the same posture, the same height and build, and was dressed in a similar fashion. Even his face was the same, save for a hardness to his gaze, and a weakness in his mouth and chin. The artist had clearly tried his best to make his subject seem lordly and commanding; unfortunately, the lad looked petulant and demanding, and thus strangely unlike the boy from the shop.
“That’s young Master Callow,” said Mrs. Jervis, coming over beside Tom. “He’s away in Geneva. That was painted very recently though—after he graduated from Eton, before he set off on his tour.”
“So he really is in Geneva?”
“Yes,” said Mrs. Jervis, sounding confused. “Why wouldn’t he be?”
“Oh, I only meant…” Tom scrambled, “he’s there now? As in, he’s… arrived?”
“I should hope so. He left three months ago.”
Tom looked a little more at the picture; tried to divine something, anything, from the portrait’s cold gaze.
“Master Callow is about your age, I believe,” said Mrs. Jervis. “Sixteen this last March.”
“And this must be him as a baby,” said Tom, turning to another portrait, a pretty young woman with sparkling blue eyes and a lighthearted, laughing expression. She was holding a swaddled, chestnut-headed infant in her lap, cradling it with one arm as she held a book in the other. She was richly attired and bejeweled, gems shining in her ears and glistening at her wrists; she even had a beautiful pocket watch depending from the sash at her waist, inlaid with a rose of jade and carnelian. Tom stared at it—he was certain he had seen that design somewhere before… but then Mrs. Jervis interrupted his thoughts with a heavy sigh.
“That’s not Master Callow,” said the housekeeper wistfully. “That is… was, I should say, Master Callow’s elder sister, Miss Alula, and Mrs. Bewit, Miss Josian Saynsberry that was. I served her from when she was the same age as that babe there.” Mrs. Jervis smiled sadly. “Mrs. Bewit died two days after giving birth to Master Callow, and Miss Alula… she passed, why, it must be just over four years ago. It was very sad. We all loved Miss Alula, she was high-spirited, but kind and intelligent. Just like her mother, though as you can see she favored her father.”
“What happened?”
“A fever took her,” said Mrs. Bewit. “It was quite a shock to Mr. Bewit when we received the news. She was abroad at the time.”
“I’m very sorry.” Tom turned back to the other portrait, and was once again struck by the boy’s unpleasant aspect. “Is Master Callow… much like his sister?”
“He is Mr. Bewit’s only son. It is not for me to judge him, nor is it anyone’s right to speak ill of him behind his back.”
“Yes ma’am,” said Tom quickly, though privately he thought her reaction had told him more than she’d intended. “I didn’t mean—”
“Of course not. But just the same, you’d be surprised how much low talk happens in a house like this. I don’t hold with it, and I advise you not to engage in it, especially you being so new. The temptation is always there, to gossip, but keeping yourself apart from all that will serve you well.” She looked keenly at Tom, and he nodded his enthusiastic assent. “Good. Well, let’s move along… I want to show you Mr. Hallux Dryden’s chambers. Not that you will have much cause to visit them—Mr. Dryden prides himself on keeping no personal servants, and Mrs. Dryden has a lady’s maid to see to her needs. Still, you should know where they are.”
“Does Mr. Dryden spend much time with his cousin?”
“They go everywhere together,” said Mrs. Jervis. “They grew up together; even went to school together. Mr. Dryden’s mother was a Bewit before she married, and after she was widowed with naught to live on she moved back to keep house for her brother, Mr. Bewit’s father.”
Curiously, in spite of his being the penniless relation, Hallux’s bedchamber was more luxurious than Mr. Bewit’s, and his study was better-appointed—at least, as far as Tom could tell, for not only was the room a disgusting mess, the view of the yard and the kitchen garden was obscured by a collection of the strangest objects Tom had ever seen in his life. Mrs. Jervis said the constructs of colored glass, bits of mirror, springs, and more obscure materials were “scientific equipment,” but Tom couldn’t ascertain the function of a single device. Tom didn’t think he did anything wrong by remarking on the mess or the disparity between Hallux’s rooms and his master’s, but when he did he was rather sternly reminded by Mrs. Jervis that his lot was not to remark upon the goings-on at 12 Bloomsbury Square.
“I beg your pardon,” said Tom, abashed.
Mrs. Jervis pursed her lips, looking thoughtful. “I do not reprimand you for observing the obvious; merely for commenting upon it,” she said, as they made their way down toward the green baize door that marked the entrance to the servant’s quarters. “It is only natural. But, I would advise you to you keep your observations private… even if, I confess, certain things are… unusual in this house.”
Mrs. Jervis, like any experienced servant, was a master of understatement.
“Yes, Mrs. Jervis,” said Tom, his curiosity piqued, rather than the reverse.
“Well. As I said, Holland and Mr. Bewit will make clear what’s expected of you,” she said over her shoulder as they descended the servant’s stair. “Mr. Bewit said you were begin in earnest tomorrow. There will be plenty to do before he rises, but when you see that bell,” she pointed to one clearly labeled T. Bewit, “bring up tea or coffee immediately, whatever Holland tells you tonight. Other than that…” she hesitated.
“Yes, ma’am?”
“You haven’t asked me for advice—and that’s fine,” she said, smiling and speaking over Tom’s embarrassed apology. “I’m old enough not to wait until asked. So my advice to you is this—do what’s asked of you. Don’t try to do more, and certainly no less. That’s not to say be idle. That’s a great sin in service. When servants are idle, that means there are too many of them, so we make work for ourselves. Come to me, or Holland, if you need something to do—do not ask Mr. Bewit.”
“I understand.”
“I’m cautioning you about all of this because I know from experience how difficult it can be, going from a trade to service. My mother owned a millinery, when I was a girl. I grew up helping customers, and I know you offer them more than they want, carefully, politely, yes—but you put yourself in their way. When you’re in service, you’re not to get in anyone’s way. Your job is to serve, not to suggest or to prompt. Unless Mr. Bewit asks you something direct, think of yourself as a third hand or an extra pair of legs… while you’re working, I mean. Of course I do not mean to suggest you are less of a person now that you’ve joined us.”
“I understand. Thank you.” Tom was grateful for Mrs. Jervis’s candor, even if he found her counsel a bit daunting.
“Tom Dawne?” a handsome young footman with a simply outstanding pair of calves stood in the door, a crate in his arms with another, rectangular box balanced on top. Tom recognized it immediately as a Dray’s box. “This just arrived for you.”
“Oh! Who delivered it?” Tom took the wig box like a drowning man grabbing at a rope. He had a foolish, momentary hope that Hizzy had carried it all this way, and might be waiting for him. “Did they stay?”
The footman set the crate on Tom’s bed. “He didn’t give his name—just said it was everything that was yours, and to send word if something was missing.” Clearly, the story of how Tom came to be in Mr. Bewit’s employ had not circulated among the servants yet; the footman lingered, watching him. Tom set down the wig box to hide from the obvious question in the young man’s eyes.
“I’ll let you unpack,” said Mrs. Jervis, earning yet more of Tom’s gratitude. Seeing every piece of his former life packaged up into two small boxes was making his eyes smart and his nose prickle. “Don’t worry, my boy,” she said, as she shooed away the footman. “You’ll do fine. I’ll have Cook make you up a meat tea so you can go to bed early, and I’ll tell Holland when I see him to come and tell you what you need do tomorrow morning. All right?”
“All right,” he managed.
Tom tore off the lid of the crate the moment she shut the door behind her. On top was a sack of coins containing the balance of his wages, plus a fair parting bonus. Underneath were his clothes and his Sunday shoes. Packaged between his coat and shirts were his few personal items—two pocket-knives, a ball of fine if ancient hempen twine that had been his father’s, and a shell Hizzy had brought him when the Drays went to the sea for a week the previous year. He also found his mother’s Bible and the dog-eared copy of Robinson Crusoe that had been a birthday gift from Mr. Dray. That was all.
Tom sat down on the bed, holding the shell, too unhappy to cry anymore. There was no note, as he had hoped—no message from Mr. Dray or Hizzy saying good luck, or expressing regret at the manner of their parting, and it stung Tom as much as if he’d been driven out with a whip.
“So you’re the new bug, eh?” A tall man with face heavily scarred by acne or smallpox poked in his head, startling Tom. “I’m Daniel Holland, Mr. Bewit’s valet. I was told you need some help settling in?”
“Yes, thank you,” said Tom, on his feet in an instant. “Thank you. It’s all very… sudden.”
“Yes, I’d imagine so.” Holland sidled in. He was dressed very finely indeed, in a coat and breeches reminiscent of the footmen’s livery, but simpler, and far more elegant. “I heard you were sacked from some wig shop and Mr. Bewit took you in.” The valet looked at Tom keenly, as if he were some kind of curiosity in a show. His smile was not particularly pleasant. “You know, I haven’t the foggiest idea what purpose you’re to serve here, given that Mr. Bewit has me—and more than enough footmen to do what I won’t. He says I’m to ‘make use of you.’ What do you think that means?”
Tom wasn’t so sure he liked Daniel Holland. “That’s for you to decide,” he said, keeping his tone studiously even. His time spent doting on customers at Dray’s had trained him to manage his temper quite effectively—at least that would serve him well in his new life.
“Yes, it is,” Holland drawled. “I could make you do anything I like—you know that, don’t you? I could make you bring me my tea as well as Mr. Bewit’s, or make you polish my shoes—why, I could make you lick my bottom clean when I’m done taking my evening shit. And if you don’t like it, you can kiss my tips.”
“I’m not sure if tips-kissing is quite what Mr. Bewit had in mind when he took me on,” said Tom coolly.
“Perhaps not,” Holland allowed, “but keep this in mind—I’ve been Mr. Bewit’s right hand man for onto five years now. I have his trust and his ear. Whatever I say about you he’ll believe, so I’d advise you curry favor with me first. All Mr. Bewit knows about you is that your master shit-canned you. If he hears you’re being a sauce-box to the staff, or if something went… missing… well, you’d find yourself once again out on your rump, mark my words—and this time without a convenient gentleman to pick you up and dust you off. So you’d best watch your step. Oh, and speaking of stepping…”
“Yes?” Tom tried to sound polite, but it was a challenge.
“Be up early tomorrow. He’ll have some correspondence for you to deliver. And he’ll want coffee at nine sharp,” said Holland—and was gone.
Tom wanted to kick something, but didn’t, lest Holland be lurking outside his door, listening for some sign of weakness. It frustrated him, having no outlet for his fury. Mrs. Jervis had seemed like an anchor; Holland, a hurricane. How could he trust such a man—at all, but more specifically, to convey what their mutual master truly wanted?
Tom would just have to establish his own line of communication with his Mr. Bewit. No, more than that—Holland knew that because Tom was in an unusual position, that made him vulnerable. Tom would have to make himself indispensable to his new master. He wasn’t quite sure how he would manage it, but he would just have to figure it out.
Tom sighed, his fear giving way to frustration and disgust. He hadn’t even officially begun his new job, and already he was having to fight for his place!
Mr. Dray’s parting bonus wouldn’t last long if Tom lost this position; he had no idea what he would do if things didn’t work out. Become a porter, as his father had been, before the typhus took him? What a thought that was—it wasn’t like any of his father’s cronies had agreed to take him in as a boy, when he might have been trained to the trade. What would they make of him now, with his shopkeeper’s manners and skin pale from a lifetime spent indoors?
There was nothing for it; he would just have to find a way to manage. Tom turned back to his crate. He would likely feel better after he was settled in—not that he had much settling in to do. The clothes all went into the small wardrobe, and his few possessions were quickly placed on the single shelf.
He was pleased to find that the Dray’s wigbox contained his best wig, sitting on what had been his first, halting attempt at painting a wig stand. The eyes were off-center and the nose was too narrow, but looking at it made Tom’s heart ache once again. He’d labored so hard on it; had been so pleased when Mr. Dray praised his efforts.
As he re-settled the wig, which had shifted slightly during transport, Tom noticed one of the curls had been mussed—it had unfurled slightly, and it made the whole piece look uneven. Upon further inspection, he discovered his wig hadn’t been knocked about incidentally—something had been stuck into the gap. Carefully, so very carefully, he retrieved it. To his delight, he found the note he had longed for:
 
Dear Tom,
 
I’m so sorry about all this. Mother and I argued with Father, saying he was being cruel, and a villain, but he says he cannot trust you. Well that’s the most foolish thing I ever heard in my life; I don’t believe for a minute you sabotaged Mr. Mauntell’s wig. I watched you labor on it—talked to you about it—and I know you wanted to do your best work for Mr. Mauntell, because he’d been so kind to you! But Father will not hear of granting you a second chance and I suspect there is something behind his wroth. He interrogated me awfully about you—for some reason he will not disclose he suspects we may have reached an understanding, which of course we have. I denied it as thoroughly and casually as I could to him… not in my heart, though, Tom—never. I still love you, and want to be your wife.
I cannot imagine how you must feel, all alone in a strange house. I hope the other servants are kind and helpful. But even if they are all like brothers and sisters to you, you must long to come home again—yes, I still call it home, for I have hope you will once again call it that!
How? Well, let me tell you. I noticed when Father described what happened he mentioned the gentleman, Mr. Bewit, insisted you were innocent. Father suspects this means Mr. Bewit was indeed involved, for how else could he be so very certain? Of course, when I pointed out to him that it was unreasonable to punish you if he suspected Mr. Bewit he just shook his head. “I can replace an apprentice but not my reputation,” was all he would say. How do you like that? He doesn’t want to say anything against a gentleman, the coward.
So here is what I think: It sounds like you’ll be serving Mr. Bewit directly, from what the servant said who came to pick up your things. Why not try to find out the truth? If you uncover what really happened, then you could come to father with that evidence and show him, really prove to him that you were innocent! At this point, it would be much easier on him to have you back than train up a new boy… and of course I want you home again, and soon.
Try, Tom—try to prove you had nothing to do with the incident. Ask subtle questions of Mr. Bewit and the rest of the staff, and when you uncover the conspiracy that I know must exist, come back and tell us. Then perhaps you can complete your apprenticeship and we can be married.
Pass any return letters to Jane. She does the marketing most mornings, and she is trustworthy.
 
I remain,
Your Hizzy
 
Tom read the letter several times, amazed once again by the brilliance of his future bride, and then folded it up and tucked it into a crack in his wardrobe. He wouldn’t put it past Holland to rifle through his belongings.
It was amazing how much better he felt now that he had a plan. He would do exactly as Hizzy suggested, he would try and find out the truth. And Hizzy’s ideas nested nicely with his own resolutions—he would be allowed more liberty to ask pointed questions if he established himself as deserving of Mr. Bewit’s confidence. Once he got to the bottom of the matter he could go home, resume his life, and everything would go back to the way it was.
Tom smiled to himself. He’d beat Holland at his own game, yes he would. He’d be the best servant Mr. Bewit ever had in his life, so good Mr. Bewit would trust him with all his secrets. And he’d begin first thing tomorrow—in spite of what Holland had advised, Tom would bring Mr. Bewit coffee and tea.



 
 
 
 


 
In spite of his initial concerns, Tom’s first month serving Mr. Bewit was actually quite enjoyable. He had to rise early, true, but Tom was accustomed to rising early—just not from a decently comfortable bed in a decently warm room, to find a breakfast table laden with thoroughly decent things to eat. These might seem like but small changes to you, but to Tom, they made more of a difference than he would ever have imagined. As an apprentice, he’d felt lucky when there was butter with his morning bread; in Mr. Bewit’s house, even the servants ate meat, and there was toast, and tea, and sugar, and sometimes wine, and once when Cook slightly burned the family’s drinking chocolate she gave it to the staff to share. The scant spoonful Tom snagged was the most delicious thing he’d ever tasted.
After eating as much as he liked, Tom dressed in his elegant livery. Though Holland had made a few snide remarks about ‘better servants’ not needing to wear uniforms, Tom loved the tan breeches, white stockings and gloves, and green waistcoat. The ensemble was grander than any outfit he’d ever owned, especially the hunter-green coat trimmed with rich silver braid and tin buttons embossed with the Bewit’s coat of arms: a hooded falcon perched on a falconer’s glove.
Once dressed, Tom attended to anything that required seeing-to before Mr. Bewit rose, such as delivering any correspondence for Mr. Bewit, Hallux Dryden, or his wife Sabina. Mr. Bewit was very pleased by Tom’s ability to perfectly mix ease and respect when talking to his betters, and recommended he be assigned those kinds of tasks from almost Tom’s first day, so it fell to Tom to run any family errands too personal for one of the interchangeable footmen but not dignified enough for a servant like Holland.
Once Mr. Bewit rose, Tom was expected to stay near to his master’s side, as a great man was always in need of something. This fit well into Tom’s plans to try and draw him out, so he kept closer than a beggar fetching a new quill while Mr. Bewit was writing; tying back the curtains or trimming the candle-wicks while he was reading; getting him a glass of cognac or a sandwich when he desired some refreshment. It got a bit tedious, but Mr. Bewit always thanked him, which he did not have to do, so quickly Tom came to consider Mr. Bewit the best of men. Even if serving him wasn’t as intellectually stimulating as making wigs for the gentry, being a cup-bearer wasn’t a bad job at all; Tom quickly discovered, as I did, that pleasing people is remarkably rewarding work.
And best of all, his diligence seemed to be softening up Mr. Bewit nicely, just as Hizzy had predicted. In fact, Tom made himself so useful that within a week Mr. Bewit hardly let him out of his sight. Tom was initially surprised this didn’t seem to bother the prickly Holland… but then again, Holland was too dignified to sprint like the Devil was after him just to fetch a new deck of playing cards during a game of polignac, or haul the enormous new Encyclopaedia
down to the parlor when company was over, and some point of fact needed to be settled. Tom, of course, had no such qualms—and eventually, he was rewarded by Mr. Bewit taking him along when he dined out, with friends, or at his club.
The hardest thing for Tom was, as Mrs. Jervis had predicted, the expectation of invisibility. A craftsman’s apprentice—especially one who spent most of his day in the front of the shop, serving customers—was never invisible. He flattered, he fawned, he bowed and complimented. He did not quietly bring what was required and then do his best to blend into the wainscoting, pretending to be just another piece of furniture. This simply wasn’t in Tom’s nature. He prided himself on the swiftness and precision with which he obeyed all orders, but when it came to the matter of his presence, more than once during those first weeks Tom caught himself failing to simply blend in.
The odd thing was, it didn’t seem as if Mr. Bewit minded. In fact, he seemed to enjoy the way Tom put himself forward. He even laughed at Tom’s little attempts at humor, and emboldened by these successes, after watching his master struggle for half an hour over a certain turn of phrase in a letter one night, Tom suggested something based on Mr. Bewit’s mutterings. When it turned out to be “just the way to put it, my boy,” Mr. Bewit began consulting him regularly about such matters.
Thus, between his increasingly intimate relationship with his master and the friends he made among the servants, Tom felt confident he was doing well in his new position. He seemed to please everyone, even Mr. Bewit’s prickly, bombastic cousin Hallux Dryden and his dizzy, distant wife Sabina; a feat in and of itself, for to Tom’s mind, those two were the queerest couple he’d ever met in his life.
I can assure you, it was not simply his ignorance of the private lives of the gentry that led him to think this.
Sabina Dryden might look in perfect health—better than perfect, in Tom’s opinion, for she was a rare beauty—but she was said to be sickly, and her behavior, if not her appearance, confirmed this. She kept mostly to her rooms, her only company her husband and a mute French maid called Maritte. When she emerged, to visit with company or to eat, she did little, and said yet less—unless it was to praise her husband. Hallux was her favorite, practically her only, topic of conversation, and she spoke of his virtues any chance she got, describing him as ‘a man of fearless candor,’ ‘the bold innovator needed by our nation,’ or the like, when anybody would listen to her. But when he was not present, or when the conversation turned to other matters, she would lapse into the strange saint-like silence that was her most common state. It seemed to Tom that once she had taken a chair she scarcely moved unless told to, and she did not occupy her time with reading novels, painting fire-screens, embroidering, or music, like the other gentlewomen he met.
Sabina might be strictly ornamental, but just the same, Tom liked her—liked her very much indeed. When she spoke to him she was always extremely courteous, if remote; between that, and her astonishing loveliness, it did not take him long to decide she was one of the most pleasant women he had ever met. And, given the muffled but ecstatic cries Tom frequently heard while passing Hallux’s chambers after leaving Mr. Bewit’s, she was a most obliging wife.
As for the husband whom she held in such high esteem… well, Tom wholeheartedly disagreed with her assessment of the man, and he was not alone. Hallux Dryden was hated below stairs, and no great favorite above them either. Perhaps it was his self-described “scientific turn of mind,” whatever that meant. As far as Tom could tell, it involved collecting and fiddling with abstruse mechanical devices that emitted light or sound when activated, and pouring over enormous tomes that all seemed to be about the mind, the spirit, and memory. That was about it.
Hallux’s dearest wish was to join the Royal Society, which seemed to be some sort of club, like Waddles or Brooks’s, but for brainy people—natural philosophers, moralists, and doctors, who also possessed a ‘scientific turn of mind.’ But first, Hallux had to publish something called a “monograph.” To that end, he spent the bulk of his time in his study, tinkering with his toys, or scribbling notes in the most appalling handwriting on reams and reams of paper. But when company asked after Hallux’s pursuits, he claimed to be a brilliant doctor, a specialist in something called “nerves.” Tom was suspicious, for Hallux saw no patients, but following Mrs. Jervis’s advice, he said nothing about it to anyone.
If eccentricity and ‘scientific-mindedness’ had been the whole of Hallux’s faults Tom would not have disliked the man so much. Mr. Bewit was himself something of an eccentric, after all—he had never re-married, was idle, and was given to melancholic episodes unless distracted by cards or company. But Hallux was neither mercurial nor dull—he was a pompous ass. He never wanted for an opinion, and when he did not have an opportunity to speak one aloud, he made one. No one was safe; even Tom was frequently held up in the process of carrying out Mr. Bewit’s orders because Hallux saw fit to stop him in the hall to lecture him on this or that matter concerning his person, on matters as various as his posture, his reading habits, or the obvious flaws in his upbringing.
Tom found this vexing, as you might imagine—but he was not the sole subject of Hallux’s lectures, not by a long shot. Hallux was an absolute terror when the Bewits had company, giving long lectures on the difference between the male and female mind, the faults of modern English parents when it came to raising their children, and, oddly enough, the necessity of Colonial independence. He also, in spite of owning over a dozen silk coats, absolutely condemned fancy dress in men, but most especially in women, and considered manners a failure rather than an accomplishment of polite society. Indeed, he was deliberately rude and abusive when anyone disagreed with him over his pet passions, making his points by presenting evidence until all were sick of it—and if that didn’t work, he resorted to hurling insults, and once—just once—the sugar bowl. Mr. Bewit once called his cousin a “firebrand,” but the only conflagrations Hallux Dryden seemed to ignite were under the bottoms of anyone who came to dine or play cards, prompting them to run out the front door with all possible haste.
Thus, while Tom was happy enough to run errands for the man, as they were always peculiar or interesting, he found Hallux’s society completely hideous. But, he couldn’t complain about it, not too much at any rate—Hallux was the one thorn in the rosebush that was his new life. Even Daniel Holland, after his initial nastiness, seemed disinclined to actively torment him—he just teased Tom, and pushed him about a little.
Tom missed his wigs, and Hizzy too, of course he did… but at the same time, he could hardly be blamed for noticing there were undeniable advantages to residing in the servants’ quarters in 12 Bloomsbury Square instead of in a garret in St. Martin’s Lane. In fact, the longer he spent away from his apprenticeship, the less he wished to return to it.
He should have known it was all too good to last.



 
 
 
 


 
The worst day of Tom’s new life began much like any other. During breakfast one of the footmen handed him a delivery, a heavy leather tube containing some of Hallux’s diagrams, to go to some doctor in Westminster. As he was going out anyways, Cook told him to pick up a few items at the market, a simple enough task… but to Tom’s dismay, Jane was there, with yet another letter from Hizzy tucked up her skirts.
Hizzy had written to Tom several times during their month-long separation, but Tom had replied only once—after her first missive, to tell her that he would do exactly as she suggested. Jane made disapproving noises when once again he replied he had no return; nor did he appreciate her broad hint that her mistress should like to hear back from him sooner rather than later.
It wasn’t that he didn’t think of Hizzy—he did! He just had no idea what to say to her. He had made no progress in the investigation, and the prospect of admitting that to Hizzy in writing was intolerable. Mr. Bewit had not so much as mentioned Brooks’s since Tom entered his service, and there was no way to pry without seeming obvious. He had to wait for the right moment. Anyone could see that—anyone except Hizzy, apparently.
At least he had his reasons for fleeing Jane’s furrowed brow and low tut-tutting. Mr. Bewit had decided to take Tom with him to a luncheon appointment at Vauxhall Gardens, but Tom didn’t mention that, sensing Jane would not appreciate being brushed off in favor of a visit to a pleasure-garden. He still told her the truth, however; Cook needed her shopping quick as he could pelt back to Bloomsbury Square, as that evening Mr. Bewit had invited several of his friends over for supper that night.
Such a full day meant an early start for a gentleman like Mr. Bewit, so Tom was unsurprised to find Daniel Holland already seeing to his master’s toilet when Tom came in with breakfast.
“Thank you, Tom,” said Mr. Bewit, though he scarcely looked at the rolls, butter, spiced peaches with cream, and boiled egg. He had a gloomy air about him that morning, as he accepted the cup of coffee Tom handed him. “No need to run off just yet. Stay a while, won’t you?”
“It would be my pleasure, sir.”
“May as well butter yourself one of those rolls—and get yourself a cup of coffee, too.”
The look Holland shot Tom was unmistakably annoyed, but that was just too bad. How could he eat anything while filing Mr. Bewit’s nails?
“I do hope I’m not keeping you from any pressing duties?”
In reality, Tom had ten thousand things to do before they departed for Vauxhall—minimum—but he said, “No, sir, of course not.”
“Good… I’d like some company this morning.”
To Tom’s mind, the only flaw in Mr. Bewit’s character—if flaw one could call such a trifle—was his master’s tendency to suffer from bouts of melancholy. Yet even at those times, Mr. Bewit was never cross—he was just inclined to sigh and stare into the middle distance. Though the man was an open book about most things, he never spoke of what might make him so disconsolate, which was odd—and even more intriguing was that these episodes tended to come upon Mr. Bewit before an especially pleasant-sounding day, or after a good night playing cards. Tom had come to expect that Mr. Bewit would always be “a little down” after meeting with his lawyers and finding out how much his wealth had increased due to this or that investment. While understandably curious about the source of these moods, Tom knew instinctively it would be an impertinence to ask, so he did not.
“They say that Queen Caroline of Denmark has appealed to our king regarding her situation with her court, and her son the prince,” said Holland, as he finished up Mr. Bewit’s left hand and went on to begin manicuring his right. “The goose wants to take her gosling back under her wing, I suppose.”
“Such a scandal,” agreed Mr. Bewit. “I thought it would all end with Doctor Struensse’s beheading, and yet…”
They discussed the queen’s compromised position for a time. Holland made several amusing remarks regarding her virtue that made Mr. Bewit laugh heartily, improving his mood; once he had finished with Mr. Bewit’s manicure, Holland was also invited to partake of the repast, which then mollified him.
The trouble began after they had polished off the last of the rolls and butter, when it came time for Mr. Bewit to put on his wig. Tom had not yet observed Holland’s method of powdering Mr. Bewit’s wigs, and frankly, what he saw appalled him. To begin with, the valet used three times the amount of wig-powder needed because he didn’t first mist the damn thing with pomade or oil. No wonder Tom was sent out so often to buy it! And due to Holland’s powdering technique, the majority of the disgraceful amount of powder he used flew around the room, settling not on Mr. Bewit’s wig, but on his desk, his rug, and his silk dressing gown. Tom experienced something akin to horror when Holland finally noticed his error and began brushing at the silk like a drunk hostler tending to a nag.
Tom resolved to hold his tongue watching the first part of this disaster, knowing it would be better to speak to Holland in private—but when he saw him scraping at Mr. Bewit’s silk gown, he could bear it no longer.
“I say,” he interjected, sidling over, “have you ever tried a damp sponge instead of… brushing at it like that? The silk I mean?”
“I think I know how to brush wig-powder from a coat,” snapped Holland, all his improved humor gone.
“Now now, Holland, the boy’s just trying to be helpful,” said Mr. Bewit, removing the paper cone from his face. “You should hear him out—you know what he used to do for a living.”
“Yes, and we tried all sorts of ways to remove powder from every kind of cloth,” supplied Tom, hoping to smooth things over with Holland, who was now looking murderous. “We liked to be able to advise our clients on every matter concerning wigs. You know,” he continued, figuring in for a penny, in for a pound, “we also sold a pomade for wigs, so one doesn’t have to use so much powder and risk getting it on clothes and… things,” he said, looking around at the snowy chamber. “I could duplicate the recipe very easily.”
“Oh, just pick some up next time you’re out! You’ll only get in Cook’s way if you take over the kitchen, compounding tinctures and unguents,” said Mr. Bewit, with a wave of his nicely-manicured hand. “Make a note of that, Holland, please? Have Tom run out for some of this wig-oil tomorrow, I imagine the cost will be balanced out by the reduction in the volume of powder I must buy. Don’t you think?”
“Oh, absolutely,” said Holland icily.
Tom certainly felt the chill.
 
***
 
Tom wanted to apologize to Holland as quickly as possible, to staunch any bad blood. Though he was as busy as he’d ever been, he kept popping downstairs all that day until his calves ached for overuse. Sadly, it was all for naught; he did not manage to catch the valet alone.
This was only one of Tom’s frustrations that day. After his uncomfortable early meeting with Jane at the market, and the awkward interaction with Holland mid-morning, Tom had looked forward to relaxing at Vauxhall. Unfortunately, they were rained out so completely they ended up leaving early. Mr. Bewit and his lawyer had been out strolling when the sky opened up, Tom trailing behind, and by the time they found shelter, they were all so wet that Mr. Bewit and Mr. Wallace took their leave of one another as soon as their carriages could be summoned.
On their sodden drive home it was unclear if the meeting or the weather had depressed Tom’s master. Mr. Wallace had reported a substantial increase in the value of certain tea plantations owned in part by Mr. Bewit, so it was only to be expected that Mr. Bewit should feel some crushing anxiety or dismay over the happy news. Whatever the cause, it was a drive as cold as it was quiet; as damp as it was depressing.
As if they were not a somber enough party, they had come home still dripping to find that Sabina Dryden had gone into the kitchens to check on the dinner preparations only to suffer a fainting spell and burn her hand when she overturned a very complicated white sauce Cook had been laboring over. Everyone was upset, out of worry for Sabina, but also because Hallux Dryden was now storming around the house half-dressed, raging at everyone he could find about “vanities” like parties, and white sauces.
Sabina had not been harmed more than incurring a light redness of the wrist from the hot cream, but that she had gone downstairs at all seemed to enrage Hallux, and he was in a devil of a mood. As he told everyone that day, while it was seemly for women to take an interest in household affairs, Sabina was delicate, and prone to fainting in hot environs like a kitchen, where she would be overwhelmed with scents and motion. Sabina tried to laugh off his concern but he then turned his ire on her, ranting at her for so long that she fainted again, and it was discussed whether or not the party should be put off until another evening. But, as it was simply too late to send word to all who were invited, the servants were kept extra-busy attending to any number of things beyond readying the house, preparing the food, and helping the family dress.
“She wasn’t always like this,” commented Cook, when Tom asked if he should regularly expect this sort of occurrence. “When Mr. Dryden brought her home, she was plenty featherbrained, but she could butter her own bread without cutting herself on the blunt edge of the knife. Gave him a bit of his own back, too, every once in a while. Now…” Cook clucked her tongue. “Never met a young woman more useless.”
“I’m amazed her bottom hasn’t grown into a chair,” opined Kitty, one of the maids. “Might be easier for us if it did—there’d be a lot less fussing if we could just pick her up and move her around into a patch of sunlight, like an orchid. Funny though, I’ve heard she used to ride and play and do all sorts of things, even, whachacall it, archery. Before Mr. Dryden sacked her to hire that damn Frenchwoman, her maid said she could scarce be kept indoors for love of the sunshine, except to play her harp.”
“Ah, but what use is archery, or harp-playing?” replied Cook. “But, I’ll own she used to be less trouble for us. Even if she just took up riding again, it might be good for her.”
“Oh, I think she’s kept up with her riding,” said Kitty, with a saucy wink at Tom.
Tom blushed to hear he wasn’t the only one who’d overheard the couple, and made his excuses before he embarrassed himself.
Really, it was for the best, as it wasn’t only the female servants kept busy by all the excitement. On top of attending to everything Mr. Bewit needed, Tom was sent out to fetch a pomade from the apothecary to revive Sabina’s strength, and a length of ribbon from the milliners to trim her gloves so that her burned wrist would not be noticed. The weather was still very wet, which meant Tom was very wet by the time he returned, not to mention his boots being covered in the sort of unspeakable substances London produced during a rainstorm. All he wanted was to bathe and go to bed, but as Holland was just as occupied as everyone else, Mr. Bewit commanded Tom to help Hallux Dryden make himself look respectable, as he was still coatless and wigless and stomping about in his stocking feet when Lady Sanburne was announced. Hallux loudly protested this indignity, but in the end he submitted—and when Tom had finished, for once Mr. Bewit’s cousin looked quite the dashing figure… much to his dismay.
“An ape with a mop on his head,” was his final pronouncement, as he looked at himself in the glass. “You might have a future ahead of you, my boy, at either the circus—or the zoo.”
“Thank you, sir,” Tom replied automatically, wondering how it was that Hallux Dryden and Tiercel Bewit had grown up together, for the men were as dissimilar as they could be.
Expected to join the footman during dinner, Tom was present when the guests came in to eat, and thus he heard their remarks favorably comparing Hallux’s appearance to other occasions. It gave him a sense of pride in his work; it would turn out their praise should have elicited nothing but dread.
“Have you hired a valet, Mr. Dryden?” asked Lady Sanburne, as she took her seat. “You look positively handsome this evening.”
Tom saw Hallux shoot a sharp look his way, as if the Lady had told him he looked an utter fright and should go back upstairs, ashamed.
“If handsome in the mouths of ladies today means taking pleasure in seeing a man stuffed into silk like sausage-meat into intestines, then I’m not sure if I approve of handsomeness. Or ladies.”
“But Mr. Dryden,” said Sabina sleepily, “you married one.”
“It is the way of men to marry women, is it not? Approval of your sex hardly factors into it.”
“My cousin is such a wit, is he not?” said Mr. Bewit, forcing a laugh as the company exchanged significant looks. “But, Hallux, it’s a bit early, is it not, for philosophy? We have not even sipped the soup.”
“Is soup a requirement for philosophy? I suppose it is lubricating to the throat.” Hallux looked amused. Everyone, including the servants, relaxed—given his mercurial temper, things could have gone either way. “All right then. But once it’s cleared away I cannot make any promises.”
To everyone’s displeasure, Hallux forgot his vow before they were halfway through the first course, and by the time sweets and nuts were set out, the party had discussed (meaning listened to) his current views on religion, sexual desire, the ideal behavior of wives, and English table manners. He was in rare form, ruling the table from the foot as if it were the head, and it was only when he had bored them all with a long speech on the proper education of children that at last he noticed everyone’s attention wavering—long after the trend had become fashionable. That was when he cleared his throat… and looked to Tom.
“See this boy?” he had said, gesturing at Tom with a piece of hard cheese.
“Boy?” Mr. Bewit looked up from his walnuts. “Tom, you mean?”
“Tom, Dick, Harry, whatever. He’s really more of an object lesson than a boy. This Tom,” continued Mr. Dryden, “has clearly been indoctrinated to value politeness above all else—even reason, freedom, and liberty! Hallo, Tom, what would you say if I told you the shade of green of your coat makes you look a silly ass?”
“You go too far,” said Lady Sanburne. Tom felt a rush of gratitude; the lady was the only one who had been willing to gainsay Mr. Dryden all evening.
“Oh, for once let me make my point,” he cried. “You’ve every one of you been interrupting me all night. All I’m asking is you just look at the boy. See? See him blush to be called to our attention? And now, you can see he’s mortified that I’ve noticed his discomfort! A man—a real man—would have stood up and challenged me for insulting him. But he shan’t. That is the problem with England, and with Englishmen. We breed up lads to hold their tongues rather than exercise their minds! Do you see now? Education must begin in infancy, as Rousseau says in his wonderful Émile. It’s too late for this one—trust me. He’s ruined.” Hallux’s countenance grew momentarily dark. “I have seen first-hand the poor results yielded by trying to educate half-grown subjects. Now, had I or some other teacher gotten my hands on him when he was a lad, perhaps today he would not be little more than a trained dog awaiting his master’s next command. Perhaps he could be made to think and feel. As it stands, he will always be a servile blockhead, and that shame should be felt by us all, not just those who bred him up!”
Tom might have taken very understandable offense at these words if not for Sabina unexpectedly piping up in the shocked silence that followed her husband’s extraordinary speech.
“Mr. Dryden is so brilliant, is he not?” she breathed, her eyes limpid and sparkling. “He is free of the fear that binds other men like chains. His only desire is to help us all by educating us. I have never known him to be wrong about anything—we are so lucky, are we not, to have the privilege of knowing his broad and remarkable intelligence through the benefit of his conversation?”
“My darling,” said Hallux sternly, though he was clearly delighted, “if you are not more moderate in your praise then everyone will think I put you up to complimenting me!”
Given the disbelieving expressions on some of the faces around the table, Hallux had indeed divined their thoughts.
“Surely not,” said she, seemingly shocked. “I allow that a few nights ago you said something similar about your cousin having improved by means of your influence, but—”
“Silence is a woman’s wit, Mrs. Dryden,” said Hallux, coloring. He withdrew his pocket watch and made a distracting show of checking the time, as though he couldn’t read it despite the brightness of the candle before him. As he fussed about with the object, opening and shutting it several times, Sabina became once again quiet and distant, and after a few moments, asked to be excused, pleading a headache.
Tom was outraged by Hallux’s behavior, and it was obvious that neither did Mr. Bewit’s guests esteem Hallux’s treatment of his wife, nor her evaluation of his virtues. Mr. Bewit appeared nothing short of dismayed, but as usual he did not call Hallux to task. It occurred to Tom that he had never seen the ostensible head of the household chide his cousin for anything. Instead, Mr. Bewit cleared his throat, thanked Sabina kindly for her contribution to the conversation, and then suggested it might be time for brandy and cigars, if the ladies were of a mind to make their way to the parlor?
“Yes, yes, send them away,” said Hallux, with a wave of his lace-framed hand. “You, cousin, have ever been one of those who would hide a light under a bushel, out of the same fear that holds us all back—that those first moments of true illumination may smart the eyes. Just remember—only savages and animals fear fire. Though it interests me that such a sensible man as yourself would protest shedding a few tears, especially after seeing you reading The Vicar of Wakefield.”
“I say, Dryden,” said one of the gentlemen, “’tis no crime for a man to let himself feel the admirable emotions authors wish to induce in their readership.”
“Recall yourself—you speak to one who studies nervous complaints in men and women. I know better than you that tears are often a symptom of release—of joy—of sensibility! But should not we feel and express yet stronger emotions over ignorance, emasculation, and waste? For what I see too often is men like my cousin, who are more sensitive to the plight of the imagined than the real!”
The men did not linger over their port that night, nor did the ladies, with their sherry and tea. Once Mr. Bewit and his friends joined the women in the parlor, all took their leave as soon as it was polite.
It was fair to say the evening had not gone well. Indeed, it had seemed to drag on for ages, in spite of ending so early—though curiously, when Mr. Bewit at last dismissed Tom, he looked less preoccupied than earlier. In fact, he seemed downright cheerful, and Tom wondered if whatever was behind Mr. Bewit’s melancholy made him feel he deserved miserable evenings.
It seemed Hallux had also felt invigorated by the events of the evening. As Tom passed by the Drydens’ darkened bedroom, he heard the familiar sounds of Hallux enjoying his privileges as a husband. The ecstatic cries indicated his enjoyment was rapidly reaching a crescendo, and a rather entertaining image of Hallux, red-faced and clench-jawed, grunting like a pig at the slop-trough, flitted through Tom’s mind.
As to what Sabina might be feeling, Tom had little idea. As often as he had overheard Hallux taking his pleasure, Tom never heard any answering sounds from her—neither cries of delight, nor protests of pain. Briefly, Tom wondered if perhaps she did not notice what he did to her, but he quickly dismissed that thought. Hallux did not seem the sort of man who would tolerate a woman sleeping through his attentions. And yet, even as the banging of their headboard against the wall indicated Hallux had reached the short thrusts, Sabina uttered nothing… or at least, nothing loud enough to be heard through the closed door. Well, perhaps she whispered in his ear about what a brilliant lover he was.
Tom was so preoccupied by these thoughts that he did not observe much beyond the tip of his nose as he descended into the servants’ quarters—not even that a light shone from under Holland’s door, and that he might have spoken to the valet about their misunderstanding. No, what finally interrupted his musings was Hizzy’s most recent letter still waiting for him, unopened and unread on his bed. With a sigh he broke the seal and skimmed it.
Haven’t heard from you… worried about you… have you had any luck with Mr. Bewit… do write when you can… miss you… think every day of our future shop and family… please do write to me…
Tom frowned. He knew Hizzy well enough to know she did not mean to nag him, worrying at him like a dog worries a bone, but the girl should understand that he was no magician. He couldn’t just make things happen. She should trust her future husband to know he was doing his best.
He tossed the letter aside and it fluttered pathetically to the floor like a broken-winged dove as he fell into bed. He could not help but compare Hizzy to Sabina. Sabina did not plague Hallux; no, it was quite clear she saw Hallux as infallible, at a minimum. Her love seemed less like that of a woman for her husband, and more like a heirophant for a god.
It would be a fine thing indeed to find himself a girl like that—a girl who saw him as her lord and master, a king, a godling. Perhaps Hizzy might learn, given enough time. And if she didn’t, well, he’d find someone else. An ideal mate, not just a convenient one.
As he drifted off, it seemed to Tom he could see before him the face of the woman he would one day marry. Chestnut curls framed her sweet face, her cheeks rosy with laughter, her skin pearl-pale, only lightly dusted with powder. She was fussing with an enormous old-fashioned wig, doing something with fine catgut and a needle, lifting the curls one by one as her fingers flew.
“It was made in Versailles,” she said, not looking up from her work.
“The wig?”
“No, the time,” she said, withdrawing a silver pocket watch from her… frock coat?
Tom sat up in bed with a start, very awake with his heart pounding and his cock standing, pressing gently but urgently against his smallclothes and lifting the duvet. He tried to urge it down; it troubled him deeply that the girl in his dream had turned out to be Callow Bewit—or, at least, the boy who had come into Mr. Dray’s shop pretending at being Callow Bewit. Giving the nightmare up as a bad job, Tom leaned back on his pillow and closed his eyes. Eventually his cockstand subsided. He fell asleep, and by morning he had forgotten all about the dream.



 
 
 
 


 
First thing the next morning Tom cornered Holland to sincerely and profusely apologize for stepping on the valet’s toes, if indeed he had done so. He might have overdone it a bit, actually, but he did not want the man harboring a grudge; Tom hated to think he’d lost all the ground he might have gained by making himself pleasant and cheerful.
Holland assured him that he wasn’t displeased with Tom at all. His first duty was to Mr. Bewit, as he put it, and if Tom’s unique expertise helped him better please the man, well, that was wonderful. Holland was perfectly polite about it… but Tom suspected it wouldn’t be the end of the matter, even after several days of unforced cordiality between valet and cup-bearer.
Unfortunately, the results of Tom’s indiscretion did end up materializing… but as a change in the other servants toward him. Tom could not fail to notice that where the staff had been friendly, they now treated him more like a visitor and less as one of their number. Even Mrs. Jervis seemed distant. Tom was curious just what Holland had told them—for he was sure that must be the source of the coolness—but decided to carry on as normal. All he could do was hope his new unpopularity would blow over, as he had learned most things did in the servant’s quarters, like the time one of the serving girls was found to have snuck the fishmonger’s boy into her room during working hours. She had been called a slut and a piper’s wife, and had her bottom pinched by housemaid and footman alike for a few merry days, but now was let alone for the most part. Sadly, even after a fortnight, Tom saw no evidence of a sea change.
At least Mr. Bewit’s favor had not waned; if anything, he kept Tom closer. It was a rare evening that Tom spent alone in his room; usually, he was summoned to Mr. Bewit’s side the moment he was dressed, if not before, and was bid to remain until the man was ready for bed. The hours were long, but that was just fine by Tom. The less time he spent below stairs the better—for his peace of mind, and for the other servants’. After all, he reasoned, eventually they would forget about whatever canard Holland had spread that prejudiced them against him.
His optimism was not rewarded.
 
One afternoon late in the spring Mr. Bewit could not find a book that a friend had asked to borrow. It was not in the library, nor had any of the family taken it. Mr. Bewit prided himself on keeping an excellent record of what books he had lent, and to whom; thus, he was convinced it had to be somewhere on the premises. Thinking he might have shelved it in one of the guest rooms, he sent Tom to the third floor to check the bookshelves there.
As Tom gained the landing, he heard what sounded an awful lot like fucking. Intrigued, he crept along the hallway as quietly as he could. The first room was empty, but the second had two occupants. For a time, Tom idly listened to the giggling, rustling, and groaning, not particularly curious beyond natural human prurience. He rubbed himself through his trousers, adjusting the angle of his stiffening cock, wondering who was having a go with whom, and where they were in the act. If it was early enough in the proceedings he might be able to get in a quick frig, and had just decided to press the advantage when he heard his name.
“I do hope you’re not disappointed that, ungh, it’s not, ungh, Tom doing this to you. I know you, ungh, fancied him for a time.”
It was Holland’s voice! Tom’s arousal subsided, replaced with burning curiosity. Who had fancied him? And if so, why was she fucking Holland?
“Well, from what you, ah, said, he never would have looked at me even if I’d, ah, snuck into his room and climbed atop him with my skirts raised. It’s a shame, but I ain’t, ah, in the habit of offering what’s not, ah, wanted.”
It was Kitty! Tom grew rather warm under the collar—Kitty wouldn’t have been his first choice among the serving girls, but neither would she have been his last. Regardless, he certainly wouldn’t have turned her down under those circumstances. In fact, without Hizzy around, he’d hesitate before turning down an offer from one of the more girlish footmen.
“He’s an, ungh, arrogant, ungh, bastard. You’re much better off, ungh, with me, ungh. I might currently be, ungh, atop you, but I’d never, ungh, look down my nose at you.”
“You’re ah, awfully hard on him. I wonder if, ah, he doesn’t realize how he comes across, oh, ow—I say, that’s too deep!” The volume of swishing fabric and thumping reduced somewhat. Tom felt a renewed tightness in the twist of his trousers, and in his jealous heart as well. “That’s better.”
“Oh, trust me, I, ungh, spend more time around him than, ungh, any of you lot. He knows exactly how he, ungh, comes across. Thinks he’s, ungh, better than, ungh, the rest of us, as if working in a shop was some sort of pedigree, ungh, ungh, to brag of. Stop that, woman, it’s nearly coming as it, ungh, is.”
Tom startled, nearly giving himself away when he knocked into a pedestal table with a loathsome little china stag on it. The nerve of the man, lying to her like that! It was an outrage!
“The funniest part of it, ungh, is how he brags and brags of it, given, ungh, that he got, ungh, sacked. You should have seen it, when he tried to, ungh, embarrass me in front of old Bean-Wits. I think he wants my, ungh, job.”
Tom would have laughed at this rather broad pun but for his rage. If these were the stories Holland was telling, no wonder everyone was cold and unforgiving!
“He’d be surprised, ah, how many extra duties he’d have to, ah, take on.” Kitty giggled. “You, ah, do so much around the house! And for the staff—like that, yes, please, oh! It’s so nice!”
“Very nice,” gasped Holland, before starting to grunt with a great slapping of flesh on flesh that drew squeals from Kitty and panicked appeals that he withdraw and spend into a cloth at the crisis.
Listening to the climax of their rutting, Tom fumed. How dare they speak about him so candidly—and hatefully—and most of all inaccurately—all while performing the act of love! Tom prided himself on being an agreeable fellow to everyone in the house, especially the girls, so hearing such sordid lies about his character was unendurable.
Tom felt like a kettle left overlong on the hob as he slunk back along the corridor to look for Mr. Bewit’s book in the first guest room. All the water in him had been boiled away; he was at risk of heating up too much—and cracking.
He’d done his best to follow the rules, to settle in without making waves. Yes, he had erred by correcting Holland in front of Mr. Bewit, but he’d owned it—he’d apologized! That Holland would pretend to his face that it was water under the bridge, and then go on to actively prejudice the staff behind his back seemed the lowest, pettiest sort of skullduggery.
Spying the desired book Tom seized it with unnecessary force, and clutching it to his chest, he shook with righteous indignation. He would not let Holland win this war against him. He would defeat him—would defeat all of them.
He had been polite, kind, and solicitous—and what had it gotten him?
What had it ever gotten him, actually?
Chucked out by his former master, to start with, and now he was in trouble with his immediate superior as well as his fellow servants. Taking a deep breath to calm himself, Tom tried to get hold of his anger—to use his reason instead of his rage. Think, Tom, he told himself, and it was then that it occurred to him that he was not without recourse.
He might only have one friend in this house—but that friend was its master.
If Holland wanted to do things this way, fine. Tom could—and would—fight back. And he wouldn’t be nice about it, either. Holland wasn’t being honorable. He’d just have to fight fire with fire.
“Oh, Tom!” Passing by the open door, Kitty called to him, looking charmingly rumpled. She seemed nervous, as well she might. “How… how long have you been there?”
“Long enough,” he said coolly. “Funny time for it, though, don’t you think?”
“Beg pardon?” said Kitty, coloring.
“Well, you know what they say. All cats are grey… but only in the dark.”
“I’m sure I don’t know what you mean,” she gasped, before running for it.
Tom smiled to himself in the empty room as he listened to Kitty’s feet padding down the hall, away from him. She might be in a hurry, but he wasn’t. He had all the time in the world to figure out what to do, and he’d make good use of it—oh yes he would.
 
***
 
Some days later, as he shut Mr. Bewit’s curtains against the intense afternoon light, Tom made his move. “Mr. Bewit,” he said, “I wonder if I might be so bold as to ask for your opinion on something?”
“Of course, my boy,” said Mr. Bewit, not looking up from the letter he was mulling over. “Just let me finish this, and I’ll give you my full attention. I’m always happy to lend you my ear. ”
While it was true that Holland had been more civil to Tom since the incident in the upstairs bedroom, Tom knew in his heart that the reconciliation was not real repentance. Kitty must have informed the valet that Tom had overheard part if not all of their conversation, and it wouldn’t be good for Holland’s reputation among the servants if it got out he was a blackguard and a backstabber. Holland was simply trying to pour oil on troubled waters, but anyone who knew anything knew the truth about oil and water. Even if staff were no longer treating Tom like quite so much of a pariah, he would never again attempt to mix with Holland—indeed, he would see them separated forever, if he could manage it.
Tom was less enthusiastic about the notion of being separated from Kitty, who despite the reservations she had expressed in flagrante delicto with Holland, had come to Tom one night and climbed atop him with her skirts raised. The romp had been as delightful as it had been educational; Kitty allowed him liberties he would never have taken with Hizzy, though not so many as she had granted Holland. Even so, the affair was only an imperfect enjoyment for Tom, as he knew she, same as Holland, was only making up to him. That was what had decided the matter for him—well, that, and her refusal to meet him in the upstairs bedroom for a mid-day romp. She put him off, claiming evening engagements were so much more enjoyable and relaxed… but Tom sensed it was because she was still meeting Holland up there.
By means of a few veiled questions Tom had ascertained that Kitty was assigned to clean those upstairs rooms every Tuesday and Thursday. While his inclination to ruin them both had waned in the wake of her pleasant attentions, Tom knew there was more at stake here than his personal pleasure. It was his life—his livelihood—that he had to protect, and that meant being as ruthless as everyone else in this most ruthless of worlds.
“All right, Tom.” Mr. Bewit took off his pince-nez and rubbed at the bridge of his nose. “What is it?”
This was it. Tom took a deep breath.
“Thank you, sir… it’s just…”
“There’s nothing to be afraid of.” Mr. Bewit indicated that Tom should take a seat. “I trust you know by now that I am always delighted by your conversation… even if I see by your expression that what you wish to discuss is troubling rather than gay.”
“Well, sir… as you know sir, I’ve never worked in a house before… in service I mean. Mrs. Jervis told me I was never to gossip about the family—not that I’d never consider it.” Mr. Bewit smiled indulgently. “But I wonder what constitutes gossip when it’s about, well… the other servants.”
“The other servants?” Mr. Bewit was clearly bemused. “If you’re on good terms with Mrs. Jervis, perhaps you should speak with her about this?”
“I should not like to mention it to a woman of her… respectability.”
Mr. Bewit leaned forward, intrigued. “I think I understand. Go on, and tell me all.”
Tom had already crafted an edited version of events where he had simply overheard ‘two servants’ engaged in some pully-hauly in one of the upstairs guest rooms. Being so new, he did not know whether this was a matter that should concern him or not.
“I know it must seem strange, my boy, but things like this will happen in a large household.” To Tom’s annoyance, Mr. Bewit seemed amused, rather than outraged; he sensed he needed to up the ante to make his master take this seriously. Maintaining the air of an innocent just trying to do the right thing, Tom shook his head.
“It’s just… I heard them at it twice… around the same time, three o’clock, as I was sent up there by chance a second time.”
“Twice, you say,” said Mr. Bewit thoughtfully. “Once might be forgiven, but I suppose it would not do for them to make a habit of it, for the household’s sake—and for hers. Nothing worse than turning out a maid when she starts to show. You’ve no notion of who it was?”
Tom looked down, pretending modesty to hide his elation. “I wouldn’t have looked in for my life, sir.”
“Of course.” Mr. Bewit drummed his fingers on his desk. “I’m glad you came to me, boy. You’re right, this is far too delicate a matter for Mrs. Jervis, I can see why you wouldn’t have wished to trouble her.” Then Mr. Bewit chuckled, a twinkle in his eye. “You’ve done well, coming to me about this. Now run along, and don’t trouble yourself further about it.”
Tom bowed himself out of the room feeling rather disappointed—he’d hoped Mr. Bewit would take the slight to his trust and his money more seriously than he appeared to. But an hour later, when a riot of shouting and shrieking and sobbing drew every person in the house to the foyer like hot water drawing pus from a wound, Tom found he wasn’t disappointed at all. In fact, his machinations had resulted in a reprisal far more dramatic than he had ever hoped for.
At the top of the stairs stood Mr. Bewit, red-faced and furious, shaking his finger for all he was worth at Daniel Holland, who was backing down the stairs and away from the onslaught of imprecations and remonstrances with his shirt-tails hanging out of his trousers and his wig askew. Also condemned by Mr. Bewit’s rantings was poor Kitty, who was similarly mussed and loudly wailing into her apron, great fat teardrops running down her red cheeks, leaving streaks in her face-powder.
“Snakes!” cried Mr. Bewit. “Fiends! How dare you! Never in all my life have I been so abused, I don’t think! Mr. Bean-Wits, indeed!”
“What is all this racket?” Hallux joined his cousin, looking worse even than Holland with a smudge of ink on his nose, and his lace cuffs spattered nearly to the elbows. “Poor Mrs. Dryden fainted, convinced there must be a fire, and I cannot possibly work under these conditions!”
“Apparently, neither can they!” Mr. Bewit gestured angrily at the valet and housemaid. “So be it then,” he said, turning back to the disgraced couple, “as you find your service to a bean-wit so distasteful, then be done with it! I expect you both gone by nightfall, and don’t you dare ask for a recommendation!”
He might have said more, but at that moment a knock at the door brought everyone up short—save for Kitty, who was still sobbing into her apron. The five or so footmen scattered among the crowd looked at one another, unsure what to do.
“Someone answer it!” cried Mr. Bewit, when a second knock echoed through the entryway. Then all the footmen leaped forward at once, creating quite the scuffle as they jockeyed for the handle.
On the opposite side of the door was another liveried young man, bearing a note on a silver tray. He looked quite surprised to see the entire household gathered in the foyer, but at least Kitty had stopped weeping and was now just snuffling.
“A missive for Mr. Bewit, from Brooks’s,” announced the messenger, after a long moment.
Tom was distracted from his quiet triumph—Brooks’s was the club Mr. Mauntell had wanted so badly to join! He was madly curious to know what the note said. Perhaps it contained some information that would be of use to his investigation… such as it was…
“We, ah, thank you,” stammered Dick, the tallest of Mr. Bewit’s footmen. He took the envelope and bowed. “I’ll see that he receives it—are you… expecting a return?”
“No,” said the lackey, eyeing the assembly. “Good day.”
Dick shut the door, and looked from the note to Mr. Bewit.
“Bring it here,” said Mr. Bewit, obviously intrigued. Not only did the man practically tear it open, he scanned it eagerly in front of everyone.
“By Jove!” he cried, and then collapsed.
 
***
 
Before I tell you what happened next, I think it would be wise if I revealed what had caused the usually mild Mr. Bewit to become so furious at Daniel Holland and Kitty the maid. Of course, this is mostly extrapolation, but given my knowledge of the principle players, and the interviews I have conducted over the years, I believe it to be as accurate an account as everything else I have reported to you.
Though at first disinclined to investigate what he had declared a relatively minor infraction, Mr. Bewit’s mind had returned time and again to what Tom had told him. Inevitably, perhaps, when the clock struck three he found himself possessed of a burning curiosity regarding the affair. That, as Tom had told him, was the fatal hour—and before the bell for quarter-past sounded Mr. Bewit found he could resist no longer. Quietly he slipped into the hall; after ascending the staircase, he kept to the carpet when he gained the corridor to dampen his footfalls.
First he heard, as Tom had, the grunts and creaks and moans that usually accompany the act of love, but also whispered conversation. Intrigued, Mr. Bewit crept yet closer.
It might not have gone as badly for the couple if they had not once again decided to speak of others when they had better reason to be focusing on themselves. Unfortunately, Holland was rather cross that afternoon, and was using Kitty’s ear as well as her more personal parts to vent his frustrations. Angrily, he spoke of how Mr. Bewit had spoken fondly of Tom that morning—their master had noted with pleasure how Tom’s suggestion of using pomade had greatly reduced the amount of wig-powder Holland used to make his wigs look smart. Holland had taken the remark as a slight, and was complaining in the strongest of terms to Kitty of what it was like to serve “an oaf who cannot discern a flatterer,” and accused “Mr. Bean-Wits” of being “less sensible than a violin to when he is being played.”
Neither the complaints nor the unflattering pun on his name sat well with Mr. Bewit, but his temper was further roused when Kitty replied that Mr. Bewit’s preference for Tom must simply be poor taste—certainly there was no other explanation for why a man with his apparent intelligence would sleep in the second-best bedroom and work in the second-best study, as well as preferring Tom to Holland.
No longer inclined to be lenient, Mr. Bewit flew into the room, letting the pair know his opinion of both of them as he let his hand punctuate his sentiments. It was not a pretty scene. Kitty screamed and wept as Holland, shoving his wilting cock back into his breeches, stammered feeble apologies. Neither performance convinced Mr. Bewit that he had not been most egregiously wronged, which is why he chased them to the front hall.
I bring this information to your attention not to keep you in suspense over Mr. Bewit’s collapse, but to elucidate his heated frame of mind when he received the note from Brooks’s. The intensity of the pairing proved simply too much stimulation, precipitating his frightening and embarrassing loss of consciousness.
 
***
 
“Tiercel!” Hallux Dryden was at his cousin’s side, fingers at his neck, before anyone else could reach him. “He’s alive!” he announced, to Tom’s extreme relief. “He’s just fainted. Someone send for Mr. Fitzwilliam, and someone else help me move him into bed!”
Tom and Holland moved toward the stairs at the same time, but Mrs. Jervis put her hand on Holland’s shoulder, restraining him with a touch. Though anxious to help his master, he also dearly wanted to stay to hear what Mrs. Jervis would say to Holland.
“Let the others do it,” is all she whispered. “You must go and pack your things.”
“Surely, under the circumstances—”
“Mr. Bewit was not at all confused when he expressed his desire for you to go.” She pushed him gently toward the servant’s stair. “Leave an address where you may be contacted. If he changes his mind, someone will let you know.”
Holland’s face went red as a boiled lobster. He whirled, advancing on Tom.
“You,” he cried. “It was you!”
“Of course it was!” sniffled Kitty, beginning to cry again. “How could you, Tom? And after…”
“It was me what?” asked Tom, with such an innocent air he almost convinced himself he’d had nothing to do with the scandal. “I don’t even know why he was so cross with you, I’ve been helping polish the silver all afternoon. What happened?”
“Yes… what did happen?” asked Mrs. Jervis, looking up at Holland. “What were you two doing that made him so angry?”
“None of your business,” snarled Mr. Bewit’s former valet. Kitty, with a sob, held her apron to her face again, and would not look up from it.
“Well!” exclaimed Mrs. Jervis. “I would say it was indeed my business, if you were not leaving. As it is, perhaps you’d better go, and at once.”
Holland raised his hand, as if he might strike Tom or Mrs. Jervis, but the moment passed without incident when Hallux Dryden called to Tom from upstairs, demanding his immediate presence. Mr. Bewit had awoken, and asked for him.
“I am needed,” said Tom, keeping his face carefully empty of any expression save concern for his master. “Pray excuse me. And Holland…”
“What?”
“Good luck,” he said, and scampered away without a backwards glance at either him or Kitty. He paused only once before entering Mr. Bewit’s bedchamber—to pocket the crumpled letter that lay forgotten on the landing.



 
 
 
 


 
Mr. Bewit had awakened but briefly from his stupor, to beg Hallux to summon Tom. He was roused again, when the doctor arrived, but after drinking a concoction of wine, laudanum, lavender, and gentian he fell into a deep sleep, and did not stir.
“He should take another dose when he wakes,” said Mr. Fitzwilliam, setting a phial upon the nightstand. “I do not fear for his recovery; it seems he was simply over-excited and collapsed from the strain. One of the servants was good enough to describe to me the circumstances of his fall; I believe his nerves were simply—”
“If any diagnosis of nervous complaints is needed,” said Hallux airily, “I believe I should be the one to do it.”
“Yes… of course…” said Mr. Fitzwilliam, not sounding at all certain that was indeed the case. “Forgive me, Mr. Dryden. I did not mean to offend.”
“I am not offended.” Hallux stuck his nose in the air. “I agree with your assessment. It is my informed opinion that he should recover, and quickly.”
Tom was very glad to hear it. Mr. Bewit’s collapse had given him a genuine start, and the favorable prognosis genuine relief… and not only because without Mr. Bewit, Tom would not have a position.
“My only real concern is for the future.” Mr. Fitzwilliam eyed Hallux, to see if he would again be interrupted. “Mr. Bewit should be kept from overexcitement for several months at a minimum. I fear he may have a relapse, and of a more serious nature, if he is not kept calm and quiet. As for now, he requires nothing more than rest. I advise you assign someone to stay with him until he wakes.”
“The boy here will.” Hallux gestured to Tom with a jut of his chin. “I would of course do anything for my cousin, but he asked for Tom specifically, and would not be easy until the lad was in sight. Most convenient, as my important researches cannot brook further delay. Who knows—perhaps my cousin really will suffer another episode, and I will be called upon to assist him.” He sounded ghoulishly hopeful about the prospect, and when he swept dramatically out of the room, Tom noticed he was smiling.
Mr. Fitzwilliam seemed torn between amusement and disapproval. “Well,” he said, shutting his bag, “it’s up to you, Tom, so I leave you to it. He’ll be groggy when he wakes, but that’s all right. Send for me if there’s any real change; otherwise I shall stop by tomorrow morning.” And he too left Tom alone with only his thoughts for company.
It was a dull office to sit by a sleeping man, no matter how much one might enjoy his company when he was awake. Other than mulling over his triumph regarding Holland, Tom had little to do, so he lit some candles, and scanned the bookshelves for something, anything, entertaining, finally settling in with The Adventures of David Simple.
As the sun set, a storm rolled in. Tom lit a few more candles as thunder boomed, and rain spattered the window. It being late in May, the weather had been warm; even so, Tom was most grateful when a housemaid brought him a tray with some crusty bread, a bowl of soup, and a pot of tea.
Not long after he had finished his repast he heard a rustling. Mr. Bewit stirred and raised his head.
“Tom?” was his quiet call. “Is that you?”
“Yes, Mr. Bewit.” Tom was at his side in an instant. “How are you, sir? The doctor said you were to have another glass of—”
“Never mind that, I’m fine,” said Mr. Bewit, scooting against the pillows to sit up. “A glass of cognac to wet my mouth is all I want. And get yourself one, if you like.”
He seemed a bit woozy, as the doctor had predicted, but well enough otherwise. Tom decanted a liberal dose for his master, and after handing it over, poured himself his first-ever taste of the stuff.
“I’m dreadfully sorry to have given you all such a start,” said Mr. Bewit, after taking a few long pulls. “I’ve made such a fool of myself.”
“Not at all, sir. You are the most even-tempered man I ever met. If you were made angry by something I’m sure it was justified.”
Mr. Bewit’s pale face reddened. “If they had been merely abusing my trust, that would be one thing. But abusing my name! To overhear your most trusted servant thinks you a fool and an imbecile… to hear yourself mocked…” Mr. Bewit’s bleary eyes momentarily focused on Tom, as he studiously kept all signs of interest from his face. “You did well to tell me what you heard, though you could not know the full extent of Holland’s betrayal. But I confess, that was not what really caused my fit,” he said, and sighed. “How silly of me, to be—” Lightning sizzled across the night sky, startling them both.
“Silly, sir?” Tom asked, looking back to his master. Ordinarily, Tom wouldn’t have pressed the man, but he got the sense that Mr. Bewit wanted to be drawn out.
“Yes, of course. You wouldn’t know.” Mr. Bewit looked around. “Did the letter I received make it up here?”
Tom had completely forgotten about the note after he’d tucked it into his pocket. He withdrew it hastily. “I retrieved it for you, sir,” he explained, as Mr. Bewit watched him, “and then in the chaos, forgot it entirely—I’m sorry, it’s quite crumpled.”
“That’s all right. I must have given you all quite a turn. Well, go on—read it.”
Tom set down his cognac and pulled the letter from its envelope. The stationery was very fine and the waxen seal a rich flame yellow.
 
Dear Mr. Bewit,
 
We are pleased to inform you that not only has your name come up for Brooks’s, our current members have agreed you would be a most suitable addition to our number.
If you are interested in becoming a member of our club, please do let us know and we will take care of everything. While the formal induction ceremony and banquet will not take place until 5 June, you should consider yourself welcome to make use of our facilities upon receipt of this letter. Your name is already known to our staff.
 
With pleasure,
Your servant,
Phillip Whitehead
Membership Coordinator
Brooks’s
 
So Mr. Bewit had been up for Brooks’s, too! That meant it would have been in his best interest to see Mr. Mauntell blackballed… especially if, say, his rival had been first in line. It wasn’t evidence that Mr. Bewit had played a rôle in the farce that precipitated Tom’s dismissal from Dray’s, but it was at least an opportunity to start a conversation about the affair…
“This is wonderful news, sir,” said Tom, refolding the letter to give himself an excuse to compose himself. “Congratulations. I hear that Brooks’s is very exclusive. You must be thrilled.”
“Yes.” Mr. Bewit took another meditative swallow of cognac. He didn’t actually seem all that happy, but that wasn’t too surprising, given his strange tendency to grow melancholy over good news.
“It’s a shame the doctor’s orders were to keep you in bed,” said Tom, trying to mollify his master, “otherwise you could go tonight.”
“Yes, it is too bad.” Mr. Bewit sighed. “It was my fondest wish for so long… to make Brooks’s, I mean. But now that I have…” He shook his head.
“Sir?”
“Oh, I don’t know. It’s just… now that I’m in, I cannot help but think there is so much I ought to have cared more about than that, were I not the sort of man to let ambition rule my reason.”
Tom wasn’t following him at all. “I’m afraid I don’t understand…”
“Of course you don’t. You’re young.” Mr. Bewit’s sad smile quirked to one side. “You will find, Tom, as you learn more of the world, that sometimes, when a man’s desires are realized, they often pale beside what might have been had one not sacrificed certain things to achieve them.” He emptied his glass with another long pull of the fragrant distillation; Tom leapt up to refill it. He wanted to keep Mr. Bewit talking. He tried to think of a way to ask just what Mr. Bewit had ‘sacrificed’ to get into Brooks’s—and if those sacrifices had to do with a certain wig—but didn’t know how to phrase the question without seeming too interested. Thankfully, Mr. Bewit answered his unspoken question after taking another sip.
“I sacrificed little enough to get into Brooks’s, that is true,” he said. “A little of my time… some money. And yet I’m certain those hours and pounds might have been spent more thoughtfully. I mean—really, Tom, tell me honest, do you think I should go to Geneva?”
Perhaps Mr. Bewit wasn’t quite over that dose of laudanum the doctor had given him. “Sir? Why would you go to Geneva?”
“To visit Callow. To get to know my son better. To guide him. He is a spendthrift and a coxcomb, and while I have done my best with the boy, he has turned out a ruin. Only now it occurs to me how little time I have spent with him since he went off to school! He has had much opportunity to fall under fell influences, and I fear what I once thought were mere youthful indiscretions show signs of becoming permanent flaws.”
Mr. Bewit had never much spoken of his son. Tom had asked a few questions here and there—being careful to keep away from what Mrs. Jervis might consider “gossip”—and had come to the conclusion that the boy in the wig shop must have really been an impostor, for none of the descriptions matched the lad who had come in that morning. Cook had called Callow “limp,” and Kitty had once described him as “the worst-tempered young man in London.” When Mr. Bewit’s hostler had spat and opined that “no amount of perfume could disguise the scent of a turd,” Tom had stopped asking; the matter seemed settled.
“Well…” said Tom, trying to think of something to say, “why not go? I’m certain you’ll be feeling better by the time the necessary arrangements can be made.” Tom idly wondered if an impromptu trip to Switzerland would be considered ‘too much excitement’ by Mr. Fitzwilliam—but it wasn’t for him to decide.
“I know he does not want me.” Mr. Bewit’s lower lip trembled before he could compose himself. “Ah, but to be fair, what young man would? All fledglings long to forget the nest when they take their first flights. And yet it plagues me. You see what I am trying to say? Why should I celebrate getting into Brooks’s when I know I might have spent my time endeavoring to raise a wiser son?”
This was nothing Tom knew how to answer, so he improvised. “A man can have a good day at the racetrack but a miserable night at cards, can he not, sir?” Mr. Bewit was looking at him curiously. “I just mean you need not condemn a success because you perceive a failure elsewhere.”
Thunder rumbled, and wind gusted, sending a spray of raindrops against the windowpane. “You’re right, of course,” said Mr. Bewit, “but I tell you truly… if I could, I would trade my membership for a son who did not despise me. I would trade it, as well, for my cousin’s respect. But, to his mind I am as feckless as my son. I read novels instead of journals, follow racing rather than politics, and have no real opinion on colonial independence. To Hallux, these are all as much a crime as profligacy… but as all the family’s money is his, I cannot safely request that he bugger off.”
Tom was deeply uncomfortable. This was the last conversation he’d expected to have with Mr. Bewit, not just tonight—ever.
“Oh, don’t look so shocked. There’s no reason my cup-bearer should not know my financial situation. And anyways, you may not long be only that.” He smiled weakly as Tom coughed on his cognac. “Yes, you should be intimately aware of my situation, Tom—and its history, for it does not begin with me.”
“Yes, sir.”
“For generations we Bewits have stood unsteadily on the sharp cliff of ruination due to this bad decision or that poor exercise of judgment. It was my father’s misfortune to be the one who finally lost his footing… and fell. The knowledge we were bankrupt killed him, and I inherited his debts. I was in danger of losing everything… until Hallux got word that an uncle on his father’s side, a Colonel Dryden, had left him a fortune.”
Thunder boomed again, closer this time, and when the wind picked up a candle guttered. Mr. Bewit’s bedroom was always so drafty, and until this very moment, Tom had wondered why Hallux’s chambers were the nicer. Now he knew.
“Hallux left Bergamot Mews—our country house—by post, and came back in a coach… oh, how jealous I was! And when he burst through the door with his fine new clothes in disarray, as if he cared nothing for their richness, expensive gifts for us all from London in his arms… but at the same time, I was glad. I had just had a visit from my solicitor that very morning, asking when certain funds would be received for certain bills. That evening I begged Hallux to save me—save our family—from ruin. I applied to his sense of Christian charity, and to his duty—his mother had been a Bewit, after all, and he had grown up at the Mews since he was a small boy.
“He agreed to save us… for a price. It was high, but at the time I thought it worth it to keep us from the poorhouse. Now… I no longer know if I did right. I look around me, I see all the appropriate signs of prosperity, courtesy my cousin, but I wonder… would I be happier if I hadn’t sacrificed… hadn’t…” He sighed. “What a hypocrite Hallux is! But never mind, it is late, and you have too long listened to an old man’s rambling regrets. All I mean to say is, I thought the time and money I spent getting into Brooks’s was not wasted, until I got that letter. Who can say?”
Unlike before, Tom did not press Mr. Bewit. His eyes were moist, and the way he shut his mouth indicated the conversation was over. Too bad. Tom was more intensely curious than ever. For being such a simple man, Mr. Bewit was apparently full of secrets. What had been Hallux’s price? What made him such a hypocrite, in his cousin’s eyes?
There was only one way to get his hands on any answers. He would have to insinuate himself deeper into Mr. Bewit’s confidence. But to get to the bottom of these mysteries would require more than presence. It would require boldness—and a bit of cunning.
“Mr. Bewit,” Tom cleared his throat, “if you would allow me to speak candidly…”
Mr. Bewit seemed surprised. “Of course, my boy. I’ve been candid enough with you.”
“All I want to say is… I have not known you long, but everything I have seen indicates you are a generous and intelligent man. I think it’s admirable that you’ve gone after what you wanted with such… clarity of vision. The only thing that saddens me is how you doubt yourself. You have made your choices; why not enjoy how well they have worked out in your favor? You will do nobody any good tormenting yourself over your victories, least of all yourself. Your son will not behave more like the gentleman if you fail to enjoy your membership at Brooks’s. And as for the other… I shan’t pry, but it seems to me that failing to enjoy your wealth seems like it would make your earlier sacrifices… pointless.”
Mr. Bewit looked at him as if seeing him for the first time. “Why, Tom,” he said slowly. “You have touched my very heart with your words. I had never thought about things that way. But you’re right—one must never dishonor one’s sacrifices, I learned that when I was a just a schoolboy puzzling through my Euripides. Or was it Sophocles? I can’t recall. Regardless, it was a lesson I failed then to take to heart… but no longer.” He chuckled. “I knew I did right to take you on after… everything.”
The clock struck half twelve. Mr. Bewit sighed. “I should take my medicine and go to sleep. If Fitzwilliam hears I’ve been up late jawing he’ll bleed me just to keep me quiet. You need your rest, too… for whenever I’m well, we’ll go to Brooks’s. Members are not known to get to bed before two.”
“Very good, sir,” said Tom.
He poured Mr. Bewit’s draught into his empty snifter, and after the man had gulped it and settled in, Tom bowed his way out of the room, shutting the door very, very carefully behind him. For better or for worse, Tom’s fortunes were intertwined with his master’s. He would do everything in his power to see the man’s nerves were nothing short of pampered—for it seemed to him, if they fared well, so would he.



 
 
 
 


 
“The tailor is coming this afternoon, Tom—so don’t you go running off anywhere.”
Tom looked up from the second volume of The History of Tom Jones, a Foundling, which he had been reading by the window; across from him sat Mr. Bewit, who was perusing something in Latin. It was a fine hot day in mid-June. Tom was sweating into his coat, and Mr. Bewit had just cast aside his wig and called for barley-water for them both. Next week they would repair to Bergamot Mews, where it would be cooler, and therefore more suitable for Mr. Bewit’s convalescence.
“I have no plans to run anywhere in this heat,” said Tom. “I’ll be here to assist him in any way he wishes.”
“You misunderstand me.” Mr. Bewit gave him a lopsided smile over the top of the leather-bound, gilt-edged tome. “The tailor is coming for you, my boy. Got to get you a summer livery made up before we head into the country. The weather will be pleasanter in Somerset but not so much you’ll want to traipse about under so much wool. You’d sweat to death.”
“I see, sir. Thank you sir.” Tom was extremely relieved. Wearing his livery while caring for his master was already a warm endeavor; he couldn’t imagine donning it to trot after Mr. Bewit when he was well enough to ride and hawk.
“I thought it might be nice to get you fitted for a few other pieces, as well…” Mr. Bewit said casually, turning an onionskin page. “Perhaps a coat to wear into town on your nights off, a few shirts, and a new Sunday best. There isn’t much society in Puriton, but Bridgwater is a market town, and not far off. We shall be dining with several fine families, and of course there will be balls and picnics and the like. I should not like you to feel self-conscious.”
“Thank you very much, sir,” said Tom.
He was gratified but not particularly surprised. Ever since the night of his acceptance to Brooks’s Mr. Bewit had treated Tom with substantially increased favor—and generosity. His first excursions after his collapse had been to shops, where he had bought Tom, among other things, three new pair of shoes, silk small clothes, a clock for his room, and a feather mattress for his bed.
Tom was delighted, and refused to be embarrassed by his master’s generosity. If the rest of the staff chose to raise their eyebrows whenever some new trinket was delivered, let them. Their jealousy didn’t bother him. Ever since the incident with Holland and Kitty, everyone was too wary of Tom to bully him. Whether it was due to Mr. Bewit’s increased reliance on him, or because they suspected he had played a part in the valet’s downfall Tom neither knew nor cared. He was too busy to take much notice either way—he might no longer be sent out in all weathers for this or for that, but his days were undeniably longer. Whenever Mr. Bewit ate alone in his rooms he almost always wanted Tom to dine with him, and when he felt strong enough to visit his new club or go to a play or party he invariably kept Tom by his side. If the other servants assumed he was being given light duty, they were wrong.
“You’ll like Puriton, I think.” Mr. Bewit set aside his book. “Have you ever been into Somerset?”
“No, sir.” Tom had never actually been outside of London. Whenever the Drays had gone away, they had left him behind to mind the shop.
“It’s beautiful country. So green! The rolling hills are glorious in all seasons but particularly now, when everything is growing. Oh, when I was a boy how I loved the summer! Before I could ride I used to plunder the woods for bird’s eggs to roast, harass great herds of sheep to see them run… I would try to find fox-dens and rabbit warrens, and go on quests like I was one of the Knights of the Round Table. Of course, when I grew older, I came to love the good hunting and good company… yes, Puriton is most agreeable, though very rustic. But they did build a hall for public dances three years ago.”
“It sounds charming, sir.” Tom could almost see it in his mind, from Mr. Bewit’s description, though of course his imaginings looked much like the sets in various plays he had lately seen.
“So you like to dance, then? Well, there will be at least one servants’ ball over the summer if you’d like to go, but I daresay you’ll see plenty of late nights of gaming and dancing and fine-eyed ladies when you come along with me.”
“I’m looking forward to it.”
“Are you? I’m glad.” Mr. Bewit’s smile faltered. “Callow never found much to enjoy, he would always beg me to let him stay with his more fashionably situated friends. I tried to show him my old haunts now and again, but nothing gave him the least pleasure after he went away to school. You can understand why that vexed me… I have always tried to give Callow the best, but his tastes and mine are not always in alignment. Or perhaps it all reminded him too much of the humble summers of his youth, before Hallux restored our fortunes.”
“That’s a shame, sir. Forgive me, but I don’t appreciate a good steak and kidney pie any less after eating Cook’s more refined vittles for the past few months.”
“Ha! Good lad, that’s the spirit,” said Mr. Bewit, and chuckling, turned back to his book.
Tom was pleased. He never criticized Callow, sensing it would be an impertinence—but Mr. Bewit spoke so often of his son that Tom had needed to figure out some way to respond. Constant silence would seem like disapproval; instead, he made bland, oblique remarks that in some way confirmed Mr. Bewit’s point of view. His master seemed to enjoy that.
Tom knew for certain he had pleased Mr. Bewit when the day before they departed for Somerset the tailor’s boy arrived with a brand new trunk packed full of tissue-paper packages. Tom found not only the promised summer livery, shirts, Sunday frock, and plain but elegant evening coat, but also a tailored day coat, a country suit that looked like it might be worn hunting or riding, several new pairs of breeches, a few lovely waistcoats, and, of all things, a peacock-blue banyan with matching cap.
For the first time, Tom felt a faint flutter of unease looking upon Mr. Bewit’s munificence. This was not the wardrobe of a servant, not even a senior one—it really ought to belong to a young gentleman. Wearing any of it, even on his days off, would alienate the household staff and confuse any stranger he chanced to meet.
Regardless, Mr. Bewit would want to see him in it all. Well, except perhaps the banyan. It would create just as many problems for him—quite possibly more—were he to reject the gifts.
“My goodness,” said Mrs. Jervis, passing by Tom’s open door as he tore away the tissue protecting yet another waistcoat. “What a lot of clothes!”
Tom blushed. “They were Mr. Bewit’s pleasure to purchase,” he said defensively, looking up from the subtle floral embroidery.
Mrs. Jervis raised an eyebrow at him. Uninvited and unwelcome, she stepped inside and picked up a pair of breeches.
“He bought you all of this?”
She had noticed the mother of pearl buttons. They were a bit ostentatious in Tom’s opinion, but he wasn’t complaining.
“I thought I was to never judge the Bewits—including how they spend their money?” Embarrassment sharpened Tom’s tongue, but it was none of Mrs. Jervis’s business what Mr. Bewit gave him, and they both knew it.
“He once bought me a pair of combs… on my birthday, after I’d served him faithfully for five years,” said Mrs. Jervis. She spoke slowly as she looked over the piled finery. “You’ve been here two months, and…” For a strange moment, Tom thought she might start to cry, but then she glanced up sharply. “If he has found a kindred spirit in you, Tom, my heart rejoices.”
“If? What do you mean, if?” Tom had considered Mrs. Jervis more or less an ally below stairs—or rather, he appreciated that she had not been openly hostile to him during the period where Holland had tried to turn the staff against him. Now he wondered if jealousy had infected her, too. If he would have to watch her as closely he did the rest of them.
“Why, Tom,” she said softly. She had recovered her composure, and now seemed quite cool and disinterested in their conversation. “I did not mean to give offense. You must understand, I came with Miss Josian when she married Mr. Bewit, which means I’ve known my master for close to twenty years. Forgive me if I’ve grown a bit attached… it’s just, I have seen many servants come and go during that time. You see, one of my duties as housekeeper includes keeping a eye out for those who might betray his trust, be it through shirking work, or some other deception.”
“Well then, it’s a good thing he didn’t become angry with you for failing to notice that’s exactly what Kitty and Holland were doing.” He had gone too far. Mrs. Jervis stiffened, obviously insulted, as Tom scrambled to find some way to take the sting out of his words. While Tom resented her threatening him, he did not wish to make an enemy of Mr. Bewit’s housekeeper. “I do hope you aren’t cross that I reported that incident directly to Mr. Bewit,” Tom continued. “It was just that I did not like to speak of such things to a woman, out of respect for your sex. In future, I shall of course come to you with any concerns, if you would prefer…?”
It was obvious Mrs. Jervis did not appreciate being out-fenced. “Indeed I would,” she said coldly. “And of course, given your obvious concern for propriety, I suppose I need not worry that you’re nothing but an opportunist who has recognized how lonely Mr. Bewit is for a proper son. Someone with your… strength of character would never use that for personal gain, I’m sure.” She curtseyed as Tom flushed red as a beetroot. “Just keep in mind that the landing between up and downstairs is too narrow to stand on for long—and Sir Issac Newton proved that bodies never fall up. Good day, Tom.”
Tom shut the door behind her, taking care not to slam it—he didn’t want to give her the pleasure of knowing she’d rattled him. But of course, she had; throwing himself into his new mahogany chair, another gift from Mr. Bewit, Tom sulked for a few minutes, staring at the finery strewn everywhere around him.
To the devil with Mrs. Jervis—and to the devil with his earlier unease! He had earned all of his good fortune by providing good service to a good man. By being a good man. He would enjoy his presents, just like he’d told Mr. Bewit to enjoy his fine things.
Tom stood and began to fold his new clothing, replacing it all carefully in his new trunk, with his more delicate items packaged in between the layers of soft clothes. Thank goodness that tomorrow they would be leaving for Bergamot Mews. Tom was sorely in need of a change of pace.
 
***
 
The following morning Tom went up very early with his master’s breakfast, and found Mr. Bewit already dressed and poring over some documents in his unusually barren study. Most of his library had been sent ahead to Puriton with all but the most essential staff, and save for his desk and his favorite chair, all the furniture was covered with cloths to keep off the dust while they were away.
“Just a moment, Tom,” said Mr. Bewit. “I won’t let our eggs get cold, but I simply must finish this…”
Tom poured his master a cup of coffee and doctored it with the impossibly white sugar he’d never seen, much less tasted before coming to work for Mr. Bewit. “Here, to tide you over,” he said, handing it over.
Mr. Bewit shook his head, smiling ruefully. “Get yourself one while you wait. Damn all the lawyers and their paperwork, eh my boy?”
My boy. Perhaps there was something to what Mrs. Jervis had said—perhaps Mr. Bewit was treating Tom as a surrogate son. That begged the question of what would become of Tom when Mr. Bewit’s actual son came home, as he must one day. Surely Callow would not tolerate a servant usurping his place…
“There we are,” said Mr. Bewit, interrupting Tom’s thoughts. “At last! And now, to breakfast. What have we today, Tom?”
“White toast, fresh baked wheat rolls, some lovely butter, and strawberry preserves,” said Tom, lifting the lid of the breakfast tray.
“Very nice!” Mr. Bewit rubbed his hands together with excitement, which banished Tom’s uneasy feelings. It was wonderful to see how his master took more pleasure in everything these days, including his vittles. But just as Mr. Bewit had taken the top off his egg, and Tom was crunching through a bite of buttered toast, Hallux burst through the door, wild-eyed as a hermit out of some sort of legend or tale.
In spite of the doctor’s orders, and his own alleged interest in nervous complaints, Hallux Dryden showed no respect for Mr. Bewit’s. He threw his hands into the air dramatically as he cried, “Still eating, cousin? Are you man or sloth? Don’t you realize we’ll be late if we don’t start out soon? We’ve at least thirty miles to cover today, and it’s already half seven!”
“I am well aware of the time.” Mr. Bewit, with pointed calmness, spooned out a bite of egg and chewed thoroughly while Hallux paced, clearly annoyed that his cousin hadn’t leapt right up. Tom was deeply annoyed, given Mr. Bewit’s fragile nerves. Not for the first time did he wonder if Hallux was really a specialist.
“Even my wife is ready, dressed and waiting for us to depart.” Mr. Dryden tapped his toe on the floorboards with a sharp report amplified by the absence of any rugs. “If a woman can get herself together on time, then surely a grown man—”
“Yes, Hallux, I am a grown man, and as such will not be hurried through my breakfast. I will leave on a full stomach; we shan’t get much on the road today.”
“We’ll sup all the earlier if we arrive at the dinner hour!”
“We’ll arrive all the earlier if you leave me to my vittles!”
Tom was as surprised as Hallux at this unexpected show of spirit. Flustered, Mr. Bewit’s cousin ran his hand through his mane of uncombed, and it must be owned, unclean hair, and then shook it out dramatically.
“Butter makes one fat in the stomach,” he snapped, looking pointedly at Tom, “and white bread is bad for the bowels,” he said, turning back to Mr. Bewit, who had his teeth in a slice. “You would both do better to follow a plain diet and keep more regular hours. And with that, I bid you good day. Perhaps this evening, or the end of next year’s season, when at last we set out, we shall meet again.”
Mr. Bewit looked amused as Hallux flounced from the room—that had changed, too, since the night of their conversation. No longer did Mr. Bewit look like a man passing a stone whenever his cousin used him ill; he had clearly reconciled himself to the situation, and decided it was worth it to enjoy a gentleman’s life. He was keeping true to his resolve of honoring his sacrifice—whatever it had been.
“Well, Tom,” said Mr. Bewit, as he polished off an impossibly flaky roll, “what do you think? Should we finish breaking our fast and get on the road?”
“It might do much to keep the peace,” said Tom. “Better to sit on the corner of the footboard than share a carriage with a quarrelsome cousin.”
Mr. Bewit roared with laughter as he slathered preserves on another piece of toast. Pleased with himself, Tom treated himself to another roll—buttered, despite Mr. Dryden’s warnings.
“I concede Hallux is right—it is a long drive to the coaching inn,” said Mr. Bewit, dabbing at his lips. “Better go and get dressed, my boy.”
“Sir?” Tom, as far as he was concerned, was already dressed.
“Go put on a different waistcoat and that country coat I had made up for you,” said Mr. Bewit. “No need for you to wear your livery while you ride in the carriage.”
Tom had assumed he’d be traveling in the stage with the remaining few servants, so he was not displeased to hear he’d be going in Mr. Bewit’s more comfortable equipage—and dressed like a young gentleman, no less. He hoped they’d keep the shades open. Everyone they passed on the street would be fooled into thinking he was some person of note.
“Yes, sir,” said Tom, as he collected their breakfast tray. “Thank you sir.”
“No… thank you, Tom. With you along, I’ll have someone with some sense to talk to.”
It was undeniably exciting to settle in beside Mr. Bewit in his fine carriage, dressed elegantly and anticipating imminent views of the countryside… but it didn’t take long for Tom to wonder if he wouldn’t have had a better time traveling by stage with the servants. They had gone on ahead to ensure the family’s arrival would be comfortable, and seemed a most merry party as they departed. By contrast, Hallux was cross and querulous as they rolled away from the family’s town house; Sabina, anxious to mollify him, making neither of them particularly good company. Mr. Bewit was cheerful… only because he was enjoying their mutual displeasure.
Usually Tom could see the humor in the Drydens’ quarreling, but in spite of his enthusiasm for the open shades of the carriage, he found he’d rather wished they’d been shut. As they passed through the market Tom had spied the Dray’s serving girl, Jane, lingering near their usual meeting-spot near the fish-stall. She was obviously keeping an eye out for him—her basket was full, she had no other reason to be there. Likely she had yet another message from Hizzy. Anxious she should not see him, Tom leaned back in his seat as they passed by, but the wench still managed to spot him. For a moment, it was obvious she thought her eyes were playing tricks on her, she rubbed them and then gawped at him, mouth hanging open, eyes like those of the fish beside her.
It had used to be that when Tom thought of Hizzy, he felt a rush of hopefulness over his future. Now, he merely felt a sense of guilt. Whatever would Hizzy think, when she heard the story? He had still not written to her—in part, because in spite of being deeper in Mr. Bewit’s confidence by the day, he had not learned anything definite… and in part because he was, in truth, less anxious than before to return to his former life. Of course he missed Hizzy, and his wigs… but he was fairly certain that if he left Mr. Bewit’s service he’d miss coffee and butter and fine clothing and cognac a lot more.
Not that he was ready to break things off with her… not yet, anyway. He was simply keeping his options open—it was only sensible, in a young man his age, and with his potential. After all, it might be that he could offer Hizzy a life grander than any she’d imagined, if she would only be patient.
Well, patience had never been Hizzy’s greatest virtue—just look at the way she’d seduced him. Perhaps if she hadn’t given herself away so freely, she wouldn’t feel as anxious over their future. Well, that was her problem, not his.
Satisfied, Tom began to listen more attentively to the conversation in the carriage, which was currently a rather tense exchange between the cousins.
“—I don’t know,” Mr. Bewit was saying. They had finally made their way out of the city, and there were clear roads and rolling hills outside the coach-windows. “You know I hold your translations in the highest esteem, but…”
“But what? What? Is it really so much to ask that we use this time to improve ourselves, rather than sitting in stupid idleness, inmates of prisons both physical and mental?”
“I wouldn’t call this carriage a prison, cousin,” said Mr. Bewit, looking a little offended. “It’s only five years old, and I just had new cushions made up. Beneath your seat there’s a—”
“Bugger whatever’s under my seat,” rejoined Hallux, drawing a little gasp from Sabina. “It’s what’s beneath my skull—and yours—that concerns me.” He looked from Tom to his wife. “And our companions’ skulls as well, I suppose. Neither of them is in possession of any excess of sense, so it could hardly injure them to listen to something worthwhile, like The Social Contract, for a few hours.”
Hallux got his way, as he always did. Pulling a bunch of dirty crumpled papers out of a case he rifled through them for a time, and then began in earnest, denying Mr. Bewit even the pleasure of a glass of brandy from the decanter located in the specially-constructed bar under his seat. “A sober mind learns better,” was his final word on the matter.
Tom, as always, felt pained to see this poor treatment of one cousin by the other. Despite what Mrs. Jervis had implied about his motivations, he was really very fond of Mr. Bewit, and did not like to see the man bullied.
At least Hallux read well enough, and for a few moments Tom wondered if Mr. Bewit had been wrong to try and prevent the entertainment. They would be spending hours in the coach, and the diversion was, well, diverting.
“Even if each man could alienate himself, he could not alienate his offspring,” read Hallux. “They are born free; their liberty belongs to them, and no one has the right to dispose of it. While they are too innocent to make decisions for themselves, their father can, in their name, lay down conditions for their preservation and well-being, but he cannot make an irrevocable and unconditional gift of them; such a gift is contrary to nature, and overreaches the rights of paternity. Therefore—”
“Stop!” cried Mr. Bewit.
Tom startled, worried for Mr. Bewit’s nerves. His cry had sounded most agitated. Hallux also looked up in surprise, and Sabina, who had been dozing, began to shriek.
“Are we beset by highwaymen?” Her eyes were bright and wild, and she clutched at her neck in panic. “Will we be robbed?”
Hallux set aside the pamphlet and withdrew his pocket watch. He opened it and showed the face to his wife in the clear bright light coming in through the coach window. She quieted instantly when she saw it. Tom looked inquiringly at Hallux—it was the second time he had seen the man fiddle with the thing when Sabina seemed agitated, which struck Tom as curious.
“Look at the time, my darling—it’s far too early for highwaymen,” he said evenly, holding Tom’s gaze, as if challenging him to remark on something, and indeed, Tom relaxed to hear Hallux accounting for what had, for a moment, seemed passing strange. “I doubt even the boldest rogue would rob us before tea-time, and on a stretch of road as open as this.”
“Of course.” Sabina nodded vaguely. “Of course you’re right, my darling. I’m sorry, I must have dozed off… you know how the jolting of the coach makes my head ache so.”
Mr. Bewit had recovered his composure during this exchange, mopping his brow with a handkerchief and staring out the window of the coach.
“I apologize for my outburst,” he said. “I did not mean to alarm you, Sabina. But please, cousin—if you are of a mind to keep reading, move on to some other bit.”
“Does something about this passage particularly discomfit you?” The ghost of a smile hovered at the corners of Hallux Dryden’s mouth. “My apologies. Had I known, I should never have begun it.”
“Nothing bothers dear Hallux.” Sabina was apparently herself again, twisting a scarf in her lap as she stared out the window. “The bridle of society does not lead his reason.”
Sabina’s remarks were, as usual, nonsensical, but Tom was always grateful for an excuse to look at her. Even slightly disheveled from travel, she radiated a rare and precious beauty. Her complexion needed no powder to give it luster; her slender waist was evident even under the shapeless dress she wore. Her plump white arms were luminous as a pearl, and her pale gold hair as smooth as silk.
“Yes, well,” said Mr. Bewit, glancing a trifle irritably at Sabina, “some would consider it no grand thing for a man to be undisturbed by the disturbing.”
“What is disturbing about the proposition that fathers should not sell their children into slavery?” asked Hallux.
Mr. Bewit’s expression darkened, and for a moment, Tom thought he might actually strike his cousin.
“If you must read Rousseau,” Mr. Bewit said, a bit heatedly, “why not try his Pygmalion? Surely it would be more entertaining—don’t you think, cousin?”
“I do not care for his Pygmalion,” said Hallux, so cool the temperature inside the carriage seemed to lower. “It is a story that holds no interest for me. I prefer philosophy to fairy-tales.”
And with that, Hallux began again, but Tom scarcely listened to him as he rattled on. He had just witnessed something… but what, he could not say.
The cousins’ mutual dislike seemed to run deeper than simple resentment over money. Tom wondered if it might have something to do with Callow… rarely did a day pass where Mr. Bewit failed to make some remark about his disappointment in his son, and the passage that had so disturbed him had had to do with the raising of children. Hallux had a particular interest in the rearing of children—or at least, their education. Might Hallux have demanded the right to raise Mr. Bewit’s only son? Might that have been Mr. Bewit’s sacrifice? If Callow had been an early, failed protégé of Hallux’s, that would certainly explain why Mr. Bewit would blame himself for his son’s shortcomings…
Whatever the case might be, Hallux’s remarks haunted Mr. Bewit for the remainder of the day. Only after they arrived at the coaching inn that evening, and Hallux had refused the very good roast beef and claret presented by the innkeeper, storming upstairs with his wife in tow, did Mr. Bewit seem himself again.
“More for us,” he remarked, spearing another tender morsel. “Fine beef, this. And better company.” He winked at Tom. They had already shared two bottles of wine, and both were rather lubricated. “I hope you will not suffer for losing the Drydens’ society this evening?”
Tom took another long pull on his claret, though the wine did not aid him in thinking what would be best to say. “A quiet meal is never a bad thing, sir,” he managed.
“Would you and your son like more wine?” interrupted the serving girl, with a brief curtsey.
“Yes,” said Mr. Bewit, before Tom could protest her mistaking their relationship.
“Drink up, Tom,” advised Mr. Bewit, with a wink. “With no one around to chide me for drinking to excess, I’m of a mind to do so.”
“Tomorrow, let’s us sit on the bench with the brandy beneath,” said Tom, as they toasted one another. “That way, no one could gainsay a mid-drive tipple.”
“Genius!” Mr. Bewit was very merry. “Ah, Tom. What would I do without you? Better question—what did I do before you arrived on my doorstep under Mauntell’s arm? I know it’s wicked, but I’m ever so glad I—” he stopped short as Tom shifted forward on his seat. “Glad I took a chance on you, my boy. It’s proven to be one of the best decisions I ever made.”
Tom sat back, his heart thumping so loud he wondered Mr. Bewit did not comment on it. He sensed that tonight of all nights he could successfully press Mr. Bewit on the mystery of whether he had actually hired the impostor whose interference had caused Tom to be dismissed.
Tom cleared his throat.
“Yes, Tom? What is it?” Mr. Bewit was mellow, happy, and at his ease. Tom, by contrast, felt tense, unsure, like a blacksmith hesitating before a hot piece of iron.
“Well, Mr. Bewit… I just wanted to say… I’m glad you took a chance on me, too. I can’t think when last I spent a pleasanter evening.”
Perhaps it was cowardice—perhaps not. But the expression of contentment his words brought to Mr. Bewit’s face made Tom certain he’d done the right thing.



 
 
 
 


 
The orange-lined drive of Bergamot Mews would have been a welcome sight after four long days on the road even if Tom hadn’t been sharing a carriage with Hallux Dryden the entire time. But he had, so when the small but elegant house appeared on the horizon mid-morning their fifth day traveling together it seemed as though heaven itself had come into view.
“Looks like the gardeners haven’t been idle,” said Mr. Bewit. With his hands pressed to the greasy window of the carriage he looked more like a young child than a grown man. “My! Just look at the height of that yew-hedge around the formal garden! And the greenhouses! It’s possible we shall taste pomegranates grown in our own soil this year, isn’t that exciting?”
“All I hope is that Sebell saw to the leaks and drafts,” said Hallux. “I can take my walking exercise on a bare moor as easily as in a garden, but I cannot sleep comfortably with rainwater dripping on my nose.”
The man was in as black a mood as Tom had ever seen him, for they had taken two days longer than expected to get to Puriton. The roads had been very bad, and they had often been forced to stop and rest the horses at inns with little but cold roast or pie for hungry travelers. With Hallux refusing all but vegetarian fare, he had been subsisting on bread, and sometimes millet porridge; in spite of his claims that the diet was good for the humors, it seemed to have put his out of sorts.
“How do you like it, Tom?” asked Sabina, as they drew nearer, and could admire how the curving drive stood out handsomely from the straight, rather Grecian lines of the house. “Do not you think it a fair prospect?”
Sabina rarely addressed Tom, or even noticed his presence, so her attention surprised him. “Yes—yes ma’am, I do,” he stammered. “I like it very much.”
“I thought you would,” she replied. “A few weeks ago, when Lady Frideswide came to tea, she asked you how you liked our London residence… you replied so elegantly, and with such heartfelt praise, I knew you could not fail to appreciate the charms of Bergamot Mews.”
“Every mule loves his paddock,” said Hallux shrewishly, glaring at his wife.
“Not every mule,” contradicted Mr. Bewit. “I say, cousin, do you not recall the summer my father bought that piebald hinny from Farmer Cox? That she-demon bit every one of us, and kicked you so hard in the twist that you—”
“I remember well enough,” said Hallux, coloring.
Tom was pleased; he recalled the exchange Sabina had spoken of, but would never have guessed Sabina might. Studiously keeping his eyes from her face or person, Tom cultivated a look of curiosity about the approaching manor, but in truth, it was Sabina who occupied his thoughts. That she might recall anything he said—anything at all, really—came as a surprise. Could it be that her general stupidity was merely an act to please her husband? The man did seem happiest when his wife sat quietly, attracting no more attention to herself than a particularly artful flower arrangement or well-painted fire screen. It was said that the deepest rivers flow without sound…
“And here we are!” cried Mr. Bewit, as the carriage crunched to a stop in front of the house, scattering chickens, and disturbing the peace of the bees that buzzed in among the wild stands of lavender and tangled rosebushes. The staff were already assembled to greet them, squinting in the summer sunlight, standing quite straight and still, save for a young man who rushed up with a step to aid Sabina’s descent from the carriage.
“Hello all!” cried Mr. Bewit heartily, as he clambered out after her. Tom hoped his master would not overtax himself in his enthusiasm; his stay in the country was intended to be restful. “My goodness, you’re all a sight for sore eyes! I had hoped to see you yesterday, but the roads were so very poor. Mrs. Jervis, is everything ready?”
“Yes, Mr. Bewit,” said Mrs. Jervis, who was holding the leash of an enormous but stolid wolfhound. “Everything is waiting for you.” She seemed genuinely glad to greet her master, but when Tom came up behind him, her expression soured slightly. “The family rooms,” she put a distinct emphasis on those words, “are all in order, and your gamekeeper would like you to know that the ponds have all been stocked, and the snares and guns polished.”
“Excellent! Excellent!” Tom had never seen this side of Mr. Bewit; the man was experiencing unalloyed rapture over every thing. He seemed far more at ease in this rustic environ than in the streets and halls of London. “My word, but it is nice to be home.”
“Shall we go in, cousin?” Hallux, shading his eyes. “Mrs. Dryden is wilting.”
“Yes!” Mr. Bewit clapped his hands together. “Yes of course! Let us go in! Tom—come with me, I’ll give you a tour!”
Tom flushed as every servant looked at him, their expressions ranging from bewilderment to contempt.
“I can’t imagine anyone would want anything of the sort before getting a cup of tea and some refreshment,” hinted Hallux as he tapped his toe, waiting for Mr. Bewit to go in first. “Don’t you agree?”
“Tea! What a capital idea!” cried Mr. Bewit, as if Hallux had just at that moment invented the idea of drinking and eating something after a long journey. “Yes—in the orangerie perhaps, under the Roman pavilion?”
“Wherever,” said Hallux, now openly edging toward the doorway, “as long as we get out of the sun.”
“Ah, of course!” Mr. Bewit finally began to move. His cousin followed, Sabina steadying herself on his arm, but Tom stood awkwardly, unsure what he should do. He elected to wait until Mrs. Jervis and the other senior staff had gone in, but before they took a single step Mr. Bewit called to him to hurry along.
“Go on,” said Mrs. Jervis, and Tom blushed again to be looked at so keenly by everyone, as if he were some kind of oddity at a gypsy circus. Even the damn dog was staring at him with the same goggle-eyed expression as all the maids and cooks and footmen. “Don’t keep the master waiting.”
Tom bowed to her, and followed quickly after Mr. Bewit, though he refused to break into an undignified trot to catch up. It made him feel queer, knowing he was going in before those who should have had the honor, given their seniority, but there was nothing he could do about it. All he could do was hope that this awkward introduction wasn’t an ill omen for his summer.
 
***
 
To a boy who had lived in London his whole life, the ramshackle victualler, small millinery, ancient church, mill, white-washed dance hall, moldy-looking primary school, and smoky, low-ceilinged pub of Puriton were not much to behold. Pigs and sheep wandered the streets of the village, adding their turds to the mud, and chickens and cats coexisted more or less happily on rooftops, doorsteps, and on midden-heaps. Even the Castle Bally disappointed, being little more than a mound of earth—Mr. Bewit’s remarks about playing at being the Knights of the Round Table as a boy had made Tom imagine something akin to Camelot, but that was assuredly not the case.
Tom had been through some truly dreadful neighborhoods in London, but Puriton, while the air was fresher, seemed somehow more squalid. To Mr. Bewit, however, the village was as full of delights as any pleasure-garden, as sociable as any club, and as worthy as any cathedral. First thing their first morning Mr. Bewit dragged Tom the three miles from the front door of Bergamot Mews to the church, all the while regaling him with tales of the mischief he used to get up to when he was a lad. Tom worried for his master’s health, but the exercise seemed to invigorate him… soon enough, however, he came to wish he’d invoked Mr. Fitzwilliam’s advice, or really anything that would have prevented hiking so long over rough terrain in new boots. Getting monstrous blisters in order to “see the sights” when the sights were all indistinguishably shabby structures seemed a fool’s errand, and did little to endear Tom to ‘country living.’
But everything pleased Mr. Bewit—even simply spying the vicarage pear-garden after they crested a knoll. “Ah!” he gasped. “Look there, Tom! See those pear trees? You’d never believe it to see me now, but Denny Allard and I scaled the largest of those trunks and inched along a bough no thicker than your arm to get onto the roof of Priory House to see if there were any eggs in the nest on top of the disused chimney. Unfortunately, our local blue lias is better suited for tombstones and paving slabs than roof tiles. It was too brittle to bear our weight when we jumped down upon it, and bang! We crashed through and down onto the vicar’s desk. Old Chowne was in the outhouse, for it was September and we were all shitting on the hour every hour from the pears, but he heard the ruckus, oh yes he did, ho ho, and rushed out shouting. We saw him through the window, still hiking up his britches as he came loping toward us. Well, Denny and I scarpered, shaming every fox in five counties with that run. Slipped out the back door and out of sight, me with a sprained ankle and Denny with a bruise on his hip that looked just like a trout’s nose.” He slapped his thigh as he laughed. “Chowne never found out who or what had done it, but for the following three Sundays after he preached sermons about fallen angels, shattered morals, and sharp descents into sin.”
Tom pretended he had a stone in his boot to cover his yawn. “A fine outcome for such a tale of high adventure,” he said, after he had recovered. “But as you were always getting into such scrapes, you must have been well-practiced in the art of a quick getaway.”
“Ahhh, well,” said Mr. Bewit, very pleased, as they rambled down the hill, “it was all innocent enough. Boys will be boys, and all that… I’m sure the neighborhood scamps give Reverend Tucker just as much trouble, if not more. But look you there—that’s the spire of St. Michael’s! Soon, you shall see it closer, and Priory House, and the stables where I first saw what a woman has under her skirts, and…”
Tom concealed a sigh, and was obliged to do so again many times after, for that was how it went for days, until the days became weeks, and still it seemed to Tom that every barn in Somerset was made of as many memories as wooden planks and thatch-bundles, and every room in every house held not only furniture and people and books and rugs and windows but also stories about when Tiercel Bewit was a lad.
Tom knew he shouldn’t complain. Listening to his master’s constant reminiscing wasn’t all that high a price to pay for such a summer. In spite of Mr. Bewit’s constant enthusing, he had never had so much fun. It was if he were on an extended holiday—better, even, as he still received his wages.
By day, Tom learned to shoot tolerable well, fish in both running and still water, and ride—though the latter he did not take to, having never been on a horse in his life. Not that he minded; he preferred walking or traveling by coach when they needed to get somewhere, and he rather liked the foxes he’d seen scurrying about, not being used to wildlife beyond pigeons and rats.
By night, he learned the rules of polignac, speculation, and whist, and those that governed polite society, too. He became quite accomplished at bowing like a gentleman, exchanging bons mots, dancing, and treating with fine-eyed ladies, just as Mr. Bewit had promised. Some of this he was taught; the rest he picked up by attending his master scrupulously.
And all of it he did as a gentleman… or, something close to one. His livery hung starched and pressed in his closet in the servant’s quarters; the rest of his clothes were the ones more regularly laundered. This wasn’t his choice—Mr. Bewit demanded it.
Tom wasn’t sure if it was his clothes or his manners, but from almost day one strangers took him for some distant, unknown relation, rather than a servant, in spite of any intelligence or rumors to the contrary. Mr. Bewit’s staff might gossip when they walked into town, but Mr. Bewit himself preferred not to confirm who or what Tom was when asked, which led to all sorts of speculation. At informal gatherings Mr. Bewit introduced him as “my dear Tom,” and whenever his friends brought up the subject, he put them off with smiles and promises of telling them “the whole story” later. Mr. Bewit also gave Tom extra nights off whenever he attended or hosted formal dinners, where seating might be a question.
Tom followed his master’s lead in these matters, sensing some design. The result was, by withholding his occupation while displaying his manners, he created a sort of liminality of situation that gave him more freedom than he might have anticipated, with gentlemen… and more importantly, with the ladies.
None of the household maids would have anything to do with Tom after Kitty’s disgrace; he could not so much as speak to one of them without her begging his pardon and hurrying off, and his pride would not permit him to press them. This wasn’t a problem in and of itself, usually, but as the summer wore on, his celibacy became maddening.
Part of this was being so close to Sabina. Tom had of course noticed her beauty before her attentions in the carriage, but here in the country, Sabina began to… shine. Her plain garments looked fetching rather than odd among the walks and views of Bergamot Mews, and her manners seemed less unfashionable. Perhaps it was the sunlight, and her close association with growing things, but Sabina seemed to be waking up and blooming, like some long-dormant iris or other elegant flower. Every day she looked more beautiful, and Tom longed to take her into the hedge maze, where they might turn a blind corner and have a bit of sport… fantasized about tumbling her on a soft hillside somewhere, seeing her golden hair spread against the green grass, legs parting as he nuzzled her white calves under the blue sky…
His letch became so pressing that more than once he considered inquiring if any of the girls who served at the public house might consider relinquishing some of their virtue for a few shillings. Pride kept his money in his pocket, however, for Tom would not pay for what should be freely given, to his mind. Fear played a part in his reluctance, as well; Tom had seen too often and too closely the diseases that plagued the working lasses who sold their hair at Dray’s back door. But, eventually Tom discovered that Puriton contained all the willing womanflesh he needed—all he had to do was set his sights a bit higher than the village’s serving-girls.
Unlike the female servants at Puriton’s other grand houses, who had all heard about Tom from the gossiping, lying maids at Bergamot Mews, the young ladies of lesser houses in the neighborhood knew only that he was a favorite of Mr. Bewit’s, not bad looking at all, and as well-dressed as any young man in the neighborhood. It took some weeks for Tom to realize how interesting he was to all of them, but once he did, he took full advantage of their curiosity.
His first triumph was during a hunting party hosted by the Jepps of Puriton Manor, which Tom had begged off due to his ineptitude in the saddle. While the rest of the guests whipped their horses over gate and stream, Tom hunted a different quarry, and managed to get Miss Alys Gill alone for a full hour.
Like Tom, Miss Gill did not ride, and had resigned herself to a dull afternoon. Her two elder brothers were both experienced horsemen, and none of the neighborhood swains stayed behind to keep her company, for she was possessed of neither beauty nor fortune. Tom wasn’t particularly enraptured by her plumpness or her spots, but he reasoned these misfortunes would make the girl all the more desperate to please a gentleman kind enough to pay her the compliment of attention. Indeed, she was more than willing to let him take several enjoyable liberties with her person—and though she blushed and giggled, she agreed to give him the stocking she used to clean up the warm token of affection he spent into her downy armpit. The scent of it helped him over the main several more times, to his extreme satisfaction.
Tom went on to collect trophies from all his subsequent conquests that summer. The idea came to him when he finally cornered Miss Lucy Clark, for a scrap of lace came away in his hand when he pulled up her shift. He hadn’t meant to tear it, but she would struggle and squirm, though the wetness between her legs assured him it was all in good fun.
Miss Lucy, like the rest of Tom’s conquests, seemed surprised when he didn’t fuck her, instead satisfying himself with a hand, petticoat, or mouth, or upon a thigh or buttock—but Tom was no fool. He wanted no squalling, crying keepsakes for his collection—and was not fool enough to believe Mr. Bewit would protect him if a girl pointed to him when her slim waist began to thicken.
Making up for lost time, Tom soon had not only a stocking and a scrap of lace, but a white glove that had once protected the delicate hand of Miss Judith Frith, a lock of chestnut hair formerly attached to the head of Miss Martha Black, a second-best handkerchief, a shoe button, and a silk flower that had formerly graced the fair Miss Wexcombe’s Sunday bonnet.
All this made life above stairs even more congenial than ever before. Below them, however…
In a house without a butler, it is the housekeeper who leads the staff. She directs them in terms of their work—and their opinions. Therefore, as Mrs. Jervis’s contempt for Tom grew more and more evident to the rest of the servants, it meant they felt free to follow suit in their dealings with Tom.
For a time Tom was able to ignore their jibes and barbs. If he had been merely a footman, perhaps the pit of hissing snakes that was the servant’s quarters might have disturbed him—but he was Mr. Bewit’s favorite, which meant not only was he away from their disdain most of every day, he was a dignified enough person to keep above it all.
All that changed one evening in high summer. Dressed in his best, for Lady Charlotte had condescended to host a card party at Downend, and she had particularly requested Mr. Bewit bring his “handsome young friend,” Tom emerged from his room to find the servants sitting down to their dinner. They had been laughing uproariously about something, but immediately fell silent when they noticed him, which made the subject of their mirth rather obvious. Tom stared at them, feeling the awkwardness keenly, when Mrs. Jervis rose from the table… and bowed to him.
“Master Tom,” she said, as the other servants sniggered into their hands. “We are honored. It is not often we common servants find ourselves in the company of such an elegant personage as yourself.”
The laughter resulting from her jibe was as hearty as it was universal, and followed Tom upstairs as he fled, red-faced. But fleeing was the wrong thing to have done, he realized too late, for after that he was always called “Master Tom” by the other servants. It was mortifying. Chalking up their disdain to envy, he tried to let it go… but it was a hard thing, having no friends in the house.
Or anywhere, really. It occurred to him one evening as he danced with Miss Gill that if she knew he was a servant, she and the rest of her breed would shun him at best—at worst, they would see him as an up-jumped no-account scoundrel.
Which, actually, wasn’t too far off the mark…
He had never assumed he would be such a sensation with the ladies, but he was—Miss Gill and Miss Wexcombe both shocked him by hinting they would neither of them turn down an offer, should he make one… but being in no position to marry (as well as lacking inclination to do so), Tom put them off as gently as he could while still coaxing them into letting him take as full advantage of their charms as he desired. It didn’t bother him that he was deceiving them; they were masters of deceit. All of them, in public, pretended to be virginal and pure—the sort of girl one could marry, feeling secure in her virtue. But once they were alone with a man, well! More than once Tom felt like a choice bone thrown to a particularly keen bitch, the way he was pawed over and worried. It was a bit alarming, actually, discovering that every girl in England was just as eager for it as he was.
If you feel the urge to laugh at Tom’s ignorance, do try and remember he was just starting out. It has been my experience that most young men have genuinely no notion that young ladies are every bit as interested in matters carnal—if not more so, for being denied the same outlets and indulgences. This discrepancy comes in part from our society’s attempts to keep separate boys and girls, as well as curbing the sexuality of young ladies, due to our cultural anxiety over legitimate patrimony; a shame, for it would likely go better for men and women alike the first few times they attempted a lubricious liaison if both knew more of what they were about, instead of leaving such things to chance. I certainly credit my early successes when it came to love to education.
And, if we allowed young men and women to know more of each other, it might give them more reasonable expectations regarding the behavior of the other. Tom, though he enjoyed himself with many young ladies that summer, all as different as they were alike, couldn’t help but think a little less of those whom he claimed as conquests as compared to those who eluded him. After all, if they offered him their charms, who else might they favor with their embraces? Thus, while satisfied in his body, at night Tom’s mind produced for his enjoyment dreams of pale, remote, angelic beauties and chestnut-haired sauceboxes, more scrupulous in their morals… and at the same time, more obedient to his wishes. I am sorry, but I cannot say if it ever occurred to Tom that these desires were fundamentally incompatible.
 
So did Tom’s summer pass, with one day beginning and ending much like the next, with nothing to distinguish one from the other save for a particularly fine day’s shooting, good dinner, successful conquest—or cruel prank or taunt below stairs. In fact, Tom scarcely noticed it was autumn until Mr. Bewit dragged him to Farmer Young’s to pick out a brace of stubble-geese for Michaelmas Eve, as they were to host a nut-cracking party at the Mews for a select group of friends.
That evening was one Tom never forgot—and not because of the savory, juicy geese, nor the excellent bannocks prepared by Cook, nor the roasted nuts, nor the keg of crisp pear cider brought by the Brydges that they washed it all down with, though it was the best he’d ever had. No, it was the evening’s entertainment—and what followed—that Tom found particularly memorable.



 
 
 
 


 
Hallux Dryden was not a man one would ever call sociable. Even during the height of the season in London, he entertained no one, and only grudgingly (as you have seen) joined his cousin’s guests at supper. He breakfasted in his rooms unless Sabina came down, and afterwards spent all morning locked away in his study, working on his various ‘experiments’ which he discussed with nobody. His afternoons were devoted to calling on his philosophical and medical colleagues for professional reasons; his evenings, attending lectures at the university or scientific demonstrations at private residences or the Royal Society—engagements Hallux insisted were not for his personal pleasure, but rather for his scientific edification.
In Puriton, with no fellow scientists to visit, the man had become a veritable hermit. He had resolved to spend the summer finishing his monograph on nervous conditions, in the hopes his application would be complete by Christmas, and the task had wholly absorbed him. He had attended neither balls nor assemblies; graced neither pleasure-parties nor luncheons with his presence. From breakfast until tea-time every day, rain or shine, he holed himself up in the library, scribbling his way through an entire flock’s worth of goose quills and ringing for frequent refreshment in the form of barley-water and oaten cakes with butter.
He consumed an astonishing volume of both, but never missed a mealtime, to no one’s pleasure save his wife’s. The only topic of conversation allowed when Hallux was at the table was, well, Hallux. Sabina invariably prompted him with questions regarding his research that seemed specifically designed to elicit the longest, most complex responses—and when she had run out of inquiries, he was always happy to report on such trivia as how much ink he was using, how much paper he wasted, even the number of words he had written in a single afternoon, as if that information could possibly be of interest to anyone. He expounded at length upon the process of composing, as well—in fact, the only matter he would not discuss was the actual content of his writing. Any inquiries beyond the most basic were met with stony silence, especially when guests were present.
Once Tom noticed this pattern in Hallux’s behavior, he suggested using this to their advantage. It worked beautifully; after Mr. Bewit began pressing his cousin to reveal just what he was writing all day every day, Hallux became substantially less interested in discussing his work. The situation improved so dramatically they were even able to invite others to dine with them, which enhanced not only the quality of the society at the Mews, but everyone’s digestion.
This is what had made Mr. Bewit more amenable to hosting a Michaelmas Eve nut-cracking party when Sabina suggested it. She wanted to do something “for the neighborhood,” and Mr. Bewit agreed, after she had made an almost rational case for it. At first, Tom thought it would all come to nothing, for Hallux protested the slaughtering of geese “simply to mark the receiving of our tenant’s rents,” but Sabina seemed to have her heart set on the idea, and was so disappointed when he made a fuss that eventually he relented.
 
The excitement was palpable the day of the event. Everyone was in a good mood, and Sabina had decorated the house beautifully with bouquets of fall leaves and silk ribbons in glorious autumnal colors. Not only that, she and the more artistic female servants had produced a centerpiece for the table—an enormous cornucopia made of thick hempen twine wound round a paper cone. They had stuffed it with apples, pears, walnuts, sweet buns, and other treats, and it looked magnificent, especially after the sun went down and the candles had been lit.
As was usually the case when Tom was to be one of the party, dinner was an informal affair, a cold collation on the sideboard comprised mainly of cold roast, hot goose, salad, and pâté. Walnuts were already set out by the fire, and they had hired a quartet of musicians for the evening, if anyone wished to dance—which they certainly did. Tom stood up twice with Miss Gill, once with Miss Wexcombe, and once with Mrs. Cassel, so he was more than ready to take a rest when Mr. Bewit called for everyone’s attention to make a little speech. The party quieted eventually, and all turned their attention to their red-faced host, who, it must be owned, had drunk quite a bit of cider by that time.
“Thank you all for coming to my little gathering this fine evening.” Behind him, servants brought out rustic baskets filled with traditional seed-studded bannocks. “You are all too kind, honoring Bergamot Mews with your fine dancing and lively conversation. I will now be so bold as to raise a toast to you all, and express a hope that we shall enjoy many more evenings together!”
Glasses were raised, and toasts were sipped. Hallux was the only one who looked nonplussed by the sentiment. Guests had come up to his wife to praise the luxuriousness of the meal and the handsomeness of the decorations, but the attentions paid to her clearly displeased him—surprising none of the family, but all of the guests.
“While our esteemed musicians take some meat and drink, I wonder if anyone has a mind to provide us with an entertainment?” asked Mr. Bewit, still commanding the gathering’s attention. “The pianoforte is tuned, we have books aplenty if someone is of a mind to read to us, and we have enough rags and scarves if anyone wished to play at fortune-telling?”
“Fortune-telling!” ejaculated Hallux, from a dark corner of the room. When the company looked toward him, he glared at them all defiantly, weak chin jutting out as far as it could. “What, I wonder, would be the point of performing—or participating in—such a ridiculous spectacle?”
Poor Mr. Bewit was at a loss. “Yes, well…” was all he managed, eventually, before trailing off.
“What would you propose, my darling Mr. Dryden?”
It was obviously not Sabina’s intention to rescue Mr. Bewit—she was as usual gazing at her husband, eyes limpid and full of love, insensible to the discomfort his poor manners had caused. Tom’s heart ached at the sight of her devotion—Hallux Dryden did not deserve such an angel!
“Perhaps you might enlighten us all with some kind of intellectual entertainment?” she proposed. “I know you detest a meaningless passing of an evening. Be our guide, then! There has already been much dancing and frivolity—let us retire tonight having enjoyed both physical and intellectual amusement!”
Sabina’s initial intervention had lessened the general tension, but her conclusion as to what was needed did not prove particularly popular. Even after living with the man for the better part of a year, Tom wasn’t sure what Hallux would deem either “intellectual” or “amusing,” but when he stood and stretched, looking extremely gratified, it was evident they should all find out directly.
“I suppose I could be convinced to help this evening attain some sort of distinction,” he drawled. “I had not expected to be called upon in such a manner, so you must give me a few moments to prepare, of course… but… yes, I believe an intellectual amusement might be just the thing.”
“Indeed, cousin?” asked Mr. Bewit, a bit nervously. That was understandable—many of the guests looked as if they wished it would not be impolite to rush out the door right then and there. “I hope it is nothing that might upset the ladies…”
Hallux bowed. “I wouldn’t dream of it. Make yourself easy, Mr. Bewit. Tom!” he cried, startling everyone. To Tom’s horror, everyone looked at him. “Fetch me a few of the saffron candles from the chest in my room, as well as the bone pipe you’ll find atop it. And, oh, the larger of the two magnetic stones on my dresser, and the orange banyan and cap hanging in my wardrobe.”
Tom blushed. While it was not unheard of for Hallux to call upon him to go and fetch things, the guests tonight were by and large the sort Mr. Bewit had painstakingly kept in the dark about Tom’s exact position in the household. Perhaps it was not as effective a dissembling as Mr. Bewit had hoped—it was evident his person and his rank had been discussed among them all; from the various expressions of triumph or shock, he was surprised not to see money changing hands as bets were seemingly settled.
“My cousin is very sensitive about who handles his personal items,” said Mr. Bewit quickly, equally aware of what was occurring. “His research materials are extremely delicate. Tom… please, if you would be so kind as to assist us preparing for whatever entertainment Mr. Dryden has in mind…?”
Though disinclined to help Hallux in any way, Tom was only too glad to have an excuse to leave the room. After a low bow he retreated with dignity.
He escaped into the cooler portrait gallery, which served as a shortcut to the grand staircase. Alone and unobserved, Tom strolled through the corridor. He knew he should be hurrying, but his resentment over being treated like a servant made him disinclined to rush. The man had quite a nerve!
Hallux was of course within his rights to order him about as he had—and ordinarily, it did not pique Tom to be sent on the man’s silly errands. But it was obvious Mr. Bewit wanted to obscure Tom’s position in the household when guests were present, and it was disrespectful of Hallux to destroy his cousin’s carefully-constructed illusions.
Knowing he was in no state to rejoin the company, Tom lingered in the hall, gazing at the paintings of Bewits past and present while he recovered his composure. Most were dressed for country sport, posed with falcons on their wrist, to honor their line’s traditional heraldry.
Tom’s master had chosen to stick with this motif, and held a hooded peregrine on his wrist. Beside him hung a portrait of his deceased wife. She was younger here than in the painting that graced Mr. Bewit’s study in London—and dressed not in a mother’s dishabille, but in a trim sportswoman’s habit, a delicate merlin on her leather-gloved hand. Her gaze seemed to track toward her husband, and his to hers. It was a fine arrangement, though it made Tom sad; he wondered how different Mr. Bewit’s life might be, had she lived.
Hallux Dryden’s portrait was in a less prominent position on the wall. Given the man’s opinion of himself Tom found this surprising… until he noted that Hallux hung beside his mother. Though she sat like a good Bewit should, elegant, composed, and holding a gyrfalcon that elegantly complimented her calm countenance, Hallux’s portrait was more modern. He leaned against a bookcase, draped in a strange, almost Greco-Roman fashion, looking characteristically plump—and smug. Unlike Mr. Bewit, Hallux looked away from his wife, who, most curiously of all, was sitting at a harp, and was very smartly dressed.
Tom stepped forward, intrigued. He had not paid the family portraits much mind before tonight, being far too occupied with other affairs. He had therefore never noticed that unlike the other subjects Sabina did not look out at the viewer. She was wholly absorbed in playing her elegant instrument, her eyes bright and sharp and her cheeks pink with excitement as she plucked the strings. It seemed an unusual depiction to Tom’s mind; having known her for half a year, he had never once heard her play, though he remembered someone mentioning that she had used to…
He felt discomfited that Sabina’s focus was inward, rather than outward, and strolled past her, to the youngest subjects in the progression of Bewits—Callow, and his deceased sister Alula.
Callow’s youthful depiction failed to captivate Tom, but Alula… in her portrait she was a young beauty, but a beauty nonetheless. The perhaps twelve-year-old girl looked like quite a handful, with her bold stance, her hair wild and unkempt, cheeks red from exercise and eyes bright and full of spirit. She held a ferocious goshawk on her arm, beak open in a screech. Tom found her enchanting, and wondered what she would have been like as a woman, had she survived. What tragedies seemed to plague the female Bewits!
A burst of laughter from the great hall startled Tom out of his reverie. Calmer now, he hurried upstairs. Hallux’s study was a mess, as usual, the walls papered haphazardly with enigmatic diagrams and every available surface strewn with strange… things. Knowing how long he had lingered in the portrait hall, he did not waste any time, hastily grabbing everything Hallux had requested, and trotting back down and along the darkened corridors.
“Ah, Tom!” cried Mr. Bewit, when he returned, laden with Hallux’s demands. “There you are! What a shame you missed Miss Gill’s recital. She played ‘The Lincolnshire Farmer’ so sweetly, it was like listening to a bird twittering.”
“I’m sorry to have missed it, but I have had ample opportunities to be impressed by Miss Gill’s flawless high notes,” said Tom, as he set the objects upon a low table.
“Yes, yes,” said Hallux, elbowing Tom rudely aside and shooing poor blushing Miss Gill back into the crowd, a smattering of awkward applause accompanying her return to her brothers’ side.
In arranging the candles, magnets, and bone pipe to his liking, Hallux took more time than seemed necessary. Then again, by the time he finally turned around, everyone was so annoyed by his fussing they were intrigued to see what he would do next, and Tom realized Hallux was actually a born showman. Perhaps, he thought snidely, the man should stop messing about in his chambers all day and set up on the Strand.
At last Hallux leaned back against the table, hands beside his ample rump, elbows cocked, leaning forward. Silence descended.
“Well,” he said at last. “You are all in for quite a treat—a rare treat, I should say. I confess I’ve never exhibited my research before a lay audience before. Yes, of course I’ve obliged the Royal Society with demonstrations of the power of what I call onarprotrepsis, or dream-guiding. If any of you travel in scientific circles,” his tone implied that he found this highly unlikely, “it may be that you have heard of something similar to my theory out of Germany, called animal magnetism, as conducted by Anton Mesmer, which purports to heal via the manipulation of the body’s magnetic fluid. But I tell you truly, onarprotrepsis has more potential. Already in the East this sort of suggestion has been shown to greatly aid all manner of individual suffering from physical complaints—but I believe it is better suited for healing complaints of the nerves, as well as the human mind itself.”
He had captured everyone’s attention, even Tom’s. Hallux smiled, then clapped once, startling everyone.
“So!” he cried. “I must have a volunteer. Someone prepared for an unusual adventure, and bold enough to report his sensations and experiences honestly to this assembly. Who here will put himself forward? I assure you, you will be quite safe.”
Several hands went up among the gathered, mainly men but a few women. Hallux selected young Master Edward Jepp, a kind and handsome youth whom Tom had liked very much on the few occasions they had spoken. Of all the young gentlemen in the neighborhood, Master Edward had been the least standoffish, and for that, Tom appreciated him. The lad had a kind heart, and when Hallux bid him go into the next room and change into the bright banyan and cap before they began, he did so with good humor.
“What I shall do to the young master is something more akin to animal magnetism than my new onarprotreptic technique,” said Mr. Dryden, as they waited. “As you will shortly see, by means of this magnet and certain concentration techniques, I shall convince—” the young man entered, clad now in the loose-fitting garment. Hallux broke off, winking at the assembly. “Ah, Master Edward! I trust you are comfortable, and your breathing is unrestricted?”
“Very much so,” said the youth. “I do feel a bit underdressed, however.”
“Not at all!” cried Hallux, over the chuckles the lad’s quip produced. “Come, come. Sit down here, on this chair. Ah, there we are. Excellent.”
Hallux now picked up the magnet, and passing it from hand to hand, walked around behind the young man.
“Master Edward, I do wonder… would you be so kind as to tell us all where you are?”
“What’s that?”
“Where are you? Currently, I mean.”
“Here… in the parlor, in Bergamot Mews,” said Jepp uncertainly.
“Yes, of course you are. And who are you?”
“Master Edward Jepp?”
“Are you certain?”
Master Edward chuckled. “Yes, of course.”
“And your age?”
“Nineteen this summer.”
“And who are you with?”
“All of you, of course…” said Master Edward, once again vaguely uneasy by the odd questions.
“I just wanted you to state it for everyone. Now, close your eyes.” Master Edward obliged him. Hallux produced a handkerchief and tied it around the youth’s eyes. “I do not think you would peek, Master Edward; this is for the audience’s sake.”
“Yes, of course.”
“Now, Master Edward, do relax. Think of a happy memory, and breathe deeply, in through the nose, and out through the nose. Yes, like that. Now, pause briefly at the top and bottom of your breath. Are you thinking of your happy memory? You are? Good.”
For some minutes Hallux continued to give instructions to the young gentleman regarding his posture, the rate of his breaths, the positioning of his hands, and his feet. After a time Master Edward fell silent, and putting a finger to his lips, Hallux bid the room follow suit.
The magnet, still in his hand, came into play. Hallux, moving as quietly as he could, moved the magnet across the length of Master Edward’s shoulders, side to side, just skimming over his figure, never touching it. His motions were long and regular, and he occasionally murmured something, but so low that none of the party could hear just what he said. It was an uncanny performance, and one that Tom felt certain would have been classified as witchcraft during a less enlightened time. It certainly gave him the chills to watch it, especially when Master Edward, with no ability to see and presumably having heard nothing, began to sway side to side in time with Hallux’s movements. When he leaped to his feet and began making strange motions in the air, as if pulling at some invisible rope, the demonstration seemed even less like a joke or entertainment.
Others shared his opinion, it seemed—whispers punctuated the silence until a sharp look from Hallux silenced them.
“Master Edward,” he said, over the murmurs and scuffles, “where are you?”
“On a boat,” replied the youth, in a high, almost childish voice.
“On a boat,” echoed Hallux, as more gasps and murmurs filled the room. This time, he made no attempt to silence them. “I see. And where is this boat?”
“We’re drifting down the Parrett. It’s a lovely warm day. I’m trying to get the sail up, but there’s not a breath of wind.”
“Charming. And how old are you?”
“Eight!”
“And who are you with?”
“Father, and my brother Geoffrey. We’re going fishing.”
Mrs. Jepp cried out. Tears were in her eyes; her husband put his arm around her as she buried her face in his chest. Tom was quite confused, and enquired of his neighbor what was happening. Apparently, Geoffrey Jepp had died seven years ago!
“Can you talk to him, Edward?” Mrs. Jepp raised her head, eyes bloodshot and puffy. “Can you tell Geoffrey his mother loves him, and misses him?”
“Mrs. Jepp,” said Hallux, “your son is not communing with the… beyond. As I said, onarprotrepsis is all based in suggestion. I suggested to your son that he recall a happy memory, and when he had it fixed in his mind, I suggested he was inhabiting that memory instead of our present company. That is all.”
“The sail’s up!” cried Master Edward, delighted. “Look, Geoffrey, look how fast we’re going!”
“They’re together, I can tell!” wailed Mrs. Jepp, rising to her feet. “Let me talk to Geoffrey, please! There were so many things I wanted to tell him…”
“Stop this!” Mr. Jepp was also up now, angry rather than distressed. He held back his wife, though she struggled to reach their son. “Mr. Dryden, why do you persist in tormenting us? This demonstration is a disgrace! Mr. Bewit, for all your cousin suggested his researches would be an honor and a pleasure to witness, he has upset my wife, and induced uncomfortable sensations in more than one present who knew our Geoffrey, I’d warrant.”
“Yes,” said Mr. Bewit faintly. “Cousin, I wonder…”
“Of course.” Mr. Dryden leaned in close to Master Edward and murmured something. The lad dropped his hands immediately and pulled off his blindfold, looking confused.
“I say,” he said, looking around and noting the audience was something rather less than amused. “What have I been doing? The last thing I recall, I was… was sitting down, and… mother, are you quite all right?” He turned angrily to Hallux. “Just what has been going on?”
“Come here, Edward,” said Mr. Jepp sternly. “Bewit, I can’t imagine you’d be averse to us calling for our carriage, given…”
“Please, calm yourselves,” said Hallux, totally unconcerned by the ill will his entertainment had generated. “Let me make it up to you. ’Twas an oversight on my part, I allow, not to give more delicate instructions to the boy when I told him to imagine a happy memory. Sit, I beg you. My next demonstration will give everyone nothing but pleasure, I promise it.”
Reluctantly, the Jepps returned to their seats, though Mr. Jepp was whispering to his son as they complied.
“Onarprotrepsis has great potential for nerve therapy,” said Hallux, tactfully ignoring the snorts with which his now-skeptical audience expressed their disbelief. “The therapeutic potential of putting someone back in a happy memory, or encouraging them to examine one less agreeable, is undeniable. But the past is not the only place onarprotrepsis may take us. It can help a man cultivate his future—rather as one would cultivate a garden.”
“How is that?” asked Reverend Tucker.
Hallux bowed. “Reverend, I beg you to think of planting seeds in such a way that the finished design is pleasing to the senses. Onarprotrepsis, similarly, can help us to experience, by the process of visualization, what we hope to one day achieve or see come about. I will show you, if you would all bear with me a few minutes more?” He turned politely to his cousin, but Tom knew without looking that of course Mr. Bewit would give his permission.
“Please, all of you take a seat,” said Hallux. “Make yourselves at ease. Yes, that’s right… fear not, Lady Charlotte, I shall induce nothing so shocking as what Master Jepp allowed me the liberty to do. Merely a pleasant thought experiment, of harm to no one—and, I flatter myself, of use to all.”
Once Hallux was sufficiently convinced of his audience’s participation, however grudging it might be, he picked up the bone pipe Tom had brought down. Hallux blew into it once, tinkered with it, then blew again and seemed satisfied.
“I shall play a sequence of notes,” he said. “Listen closely, and as you listen, I want you to think of something you wish for—something you would like to see happen, or like to obtain… something within the realm of the possible.”
Tom tried his best to conjure up some vision of his future hopes and dreams. It was difficult, but eventually a dream of Hizzy in her bridal clothes came to him, standing in front of a wig shop. It occurred to him that he had never written to her, had not even thought of her for months. As he contemplated how his inconstancy must plague her, her image faded… only to be replaced by one of himself, dressed not as a tradesman, but as a gentleman, in yet finer clothes than he already owned, and with a different woman on his arm.
He heard Hallux playing on his pipe, but it seemed very far away. In Tom’s mind, he was standing on the front step of his own London residence, straightening his fine hat and leading his golden-haired bride down to a carriage that waited for them in the street.
“Oh Tom,” said the beauty beside him, “you are, I’m sure, the best husband anyone in the world could want. So intelligent—so discerning—so confident! It is so kind of you to take me to Bath for the next few months, when all our acquaintance have gone there.”
Tom handed her up into the coach, sneaking a look at the clocked stockings that did little to conceal her slender ankles and calves from his view, and felt the beginnings of a cockstand in his breeches. Good thing his lady was always so amenable; he guessed she would consent to letting him have her in the carriage during the drive. It could be managed if they pulled down the shades and kept their raptures in check.
How lucky he was, to have such a wife! And such a living! And all because he had served Mr. Bewit so steadfastly that the man had remembered him in his will. Yes indeed, Tom had been well-favored, much to the dismay of Mr. Bewit’s too-absent son and not-absent-enough cousin. But when had they ever once humored the man, much less made a life of it? Callow was an ass; Hallux, a brute. That was why Sabina was now sitting beside him, after all…
A shrill scream drew Tom from these pleasant fantasies. He awoke with a start to find a dismayed Hallux Dryden trying and failing to restrain his wife. Sabina was writhing on the floor, convulsing, specks of white froth bedewing her perfect ruby lips.



 
 
 
 


 
“Mrs. Dryden!”
Though it would not be unfair to describe Hallux’s usual attitude toward his bride as callous, he was clearly distraught over her fit. He did not at all seem his usual self as he ran his magnet all over the limbs of her body; his motions were hasty, and his expression, wracked, especially as it became obvious that Sabina was not responding to his attentions. Eventually she ceased to cry out, but even then, her wide eyes stared at nothing, and she would not stop shaking.
“Leave us, I beg you,” cried Hallux. Mr. Bewit, whose nerves were also of concern to Tom, stammered and blushed as he herded everyone out of the parlor. Tom only obeyed for his master’s sake… he wanted to see what happened, and managed to dawdle long enough that he saw Hallux retrieve a candle and withdraw his pocket watch. He dangled the latter before his wife’s unseeing eyes, doing something with the face as it glinted in the candlelight.
It made Tom feel queer, watching this go on, and on… it was almost as if something half-remembered and long-buried was rising to the surface of his mind. But Tom could not for the life of him think of what on earth it might be, for he could not imagine what Hallux was doing to the woman, or why it should remind him of anything. And yet, this was the… yes, the third time Tom had seen him do this.
“Mrs. Dryden,” he muttered, as he did whatever he was doing. “Sabina. Come back to me. You hear my voice, I know you do. See this, and…”
Hallux noticed Tom watching. His expression went from concerned to furious in an instant.
“You little sneak!” he cried, jumping to his feet. “How dare you spy on me!”
Tom stood his ground. He would not be cowed by a blackguard who had not only recklessly distressed guests at a party, but also sent his wife into a highly embarrassing public fit.
“What were you doing?” he asked boldly, though his question only seemed too make Hallux angrier. “Why do you show her that watch when she is distraught? Three times now I have seen you at it, and—”
“Hallux?”
Sabina was sensible once again, distracting Hallux from whatever he would have done next, either answering Tom or—more likely—boxing his ears.
“Sabina!” He knelt beside her. “You have had a shock, dear wife. You fell from your chair.”
“I do not recall,” said Sabina vaguely.
“I believe you drifted off, and had a nightmare,” said Hallux, looking at Tom when he said this, as if challenging him to deny his account. Tom said nothing, for Sabina’s sake.
“Of course,” she said, pushing herself into a seated position with her husband’s assistance. “I’m so very sorry. Please… will you make my excuses? I should… I should go to bed. It’s dreadfully rude of me, I know, but lest I fall asleep again… I am so very tired… and I have a headache.”
“Yes, of course,” said Hallux. “I will help you to your rooms.”
“No, let me go on my own,” said Sabina. “Please, go back… go and reassure our guests that I am well, merely… overtaxed. They will understand.”
Hallux seemed disinclined to allow his wife to go anywhere on her own, so Tom, seeing an opportunity, butted in.
“Let me see Mrs. Dryden upstairs,” he volunteered. “My society will be missed far less than yours, Mr. Dryden, and likewise, my report on Mrs. Dryden’s health will be given less credit than your own. I promise I shall see her safely to her chambers, and send her maid up directly.”
“Absolutely not,” he declared.
“Please, Mr. Dryden,” she begged, “I should be much easier, I assure you, if I knew your night was not ruined because of my indisposition. Do this for me, my darling? Please? Our guests would be sorry to lose you for a moment more, I’m certain of it.”
Tom saw Hallux’s resolve crumbling, and secretly rejoiced. “It is a husband’s fate to always be overruled by his servants and his spouse,” he said, looking from Tom to his wife. “Go then. Tom—upon Sabina’s vanity you shall find an opaque green bottle with a cork stopper. See her settled, but be sure tell the maid to give her three drops of that tincture in a glass of wine before letting her lie down.”
“I don’t need any medicine,” Sabina protested. “It was just a nightmare, dearest, please—”
“You have suffered a shock,” insisted Hallux. “As your husband and your physician, I insist on it.”
“Of course, Mr. Dryden.”
It had not occurred to Tom that Sabina might be receiving treatments for her nerves from her husband. He could not fathom why he had not intuited this part of their relationship, especially with Sabina’s delicacy of mind and body. Just the same, he had never heard it mentioned by anybody, not even the servants—and she never saw any other doctors, Mr. Fitzwilliam or otherwise. His realization did not sit easily with him… what business did the man have to be always fucking her when she was prone to fits; treating her for nerves when he seemed to enjoy nothing better than hassling her, and denying her pleasures?
“Thank you for helping me,” said Sabina, as Tom helped her from the room, one hand on the small of her back, and the other under her elbow. She smiled up at him. “It is very gracious of you, to leave behind a party to walk with such a dullard as myself.”
“You are mistaken, my lady,” said Tom. “It is not gracious of me at all. It is entirely selfish.” He left her to open the door to the gallery, then took her back into his arms. “Your company—and the privilege of ensuring your complete comfort—is more satisfying than any assembly.”
“It is kind of you to say. But I cannot help feeling like the selfish one.”
They had reached the stairs, and began progressing slowly up them, resting at the landings to let Sabina recover from the exercise. Tom kept an eye on her as she breathed slowly in and out through her nose, mentally comparing her to the vivacious likeness in her portrait. She might look no paler, nor weaker, than her painted twin… but something was different. She was still the picture of beauty and health; she merely seemed ill, and most of all, she believed herself to be. It was very strange. Tom wondered if her portrait below had been painted before or after she married Hallux Dryden; if her current state was the fault of marriage—or something else.
He decided to ask.
“Mrs. Dryden…”
“Yes?”
“I hope it is not an impertinence to ask, but I happened to notice the portrait of you in the gallery. You were playing the harp, and it occurred to me that not once have I ever had the pleasure of hearing you.”
“Oh.” Sabina revived a little. “Yes… it’s been a long time since I played… or even wished to play. I used to practice, for hours every day… how I loved it…” Sabina smiled wanly. “But you must understand, an unmarried girl and a married woman occupy themselves very differently. I am so busy… I can simply never find the time.”
Tom had never before heard Sabina claim to want more time to herself, or be too busy for anything. To the contrary, she often expressed a want of intelligent employment.
Then again, any time she did step forward to occupy herself in some useful manner typically incurred disastrous result—like the time she burned her hand in the kitchens.
As Tom opened the door of Sabina’s private sitting-room he feared that now even parties at home would become forbidden entertainments, for the sake of the lady’s poor nerves. Poor Sabina!
“Thank you, Tom,” she said, and stepped inside her room—only to trip on the edge of the Turkish carpet. Before Tom could catch her, Sabina windmilled her arms and fell, crying out as she caught the edge of the sofa in the small of her back before collapsing onto it.
“Mrs. Dryden!” Tom was beside her in an instant, horrified. Her eyes were closed, and she was panting rapidly and shallowly. “Are you hurt?”
“I can’t,” she gasped, “please, my dress…”
For the first time, Tom was glad of Hallux’s insistence that his wife dress plainly—there were relatively few buttons, ribbons, and other fasteners on her gown. It was but the work of a moment to loosen her garments, and rather than stays or a corset, she wore a soft jump that was also quickly undone.
Only when he saw Sabina’s white shift, and the sliver of her exposed neck at the top did Tom realize what liberties he had taken. Drawing back after letting her lie down, he apologized, blushing.
“No,” she said, breathing much more easily than before, “your presence of mind saved me, I’m certain of it. Had you shown more propriety, you should have done me more mischief.” She sighed. “Oh, but I am so clumsy! I was not always so, but illness has marked me for sorrow.”
“What—” Tom stopped himself; it was not his place to enquire what on earth could have precipitated such a shift from vivacious musician to drowsy invalid. But Sabina anticipated his question.
“Mr. Dryden calls it a result of shock.” She winced as she shifted into a more upright position. “Several years ago, my dearest friend and I were out riding… her father had bought a new horse, and she would ride it though we did not know its temperament. Lysandra had high spirits and a strong will; she and the horse were… much alike. She was an excellent rider, but the beast threw her. She fell—her neck was broken. She was gone and growing cold before I could dismount.”
“By Jove!” cried Tom, so shocked he forgot himself and pulled up a chair to sit closer to her.
“When at last our servant caught up to us, I was insensate with grief. Her loss… it affected me deeply, and for many months I had no interest in much of anything, least of all company.” A tear ran down her perfect cheek, and Tom’s handkerchief was gratefully received to dry it. “Music was my only solace… until my father arranged for me to meet a young doctor. Mr. Dryden was, he said, a man learned in the art of treating nervous complaints. He believed he could help me—and he did. We spent much time together, naturally, and became very attached to one another. He has cared for me ever since, and I am grateful he was able to love someone as frail as I.”
Tom was doubtful. “He treats you for nerves, you mean?”
“Yes… with many revolutionary techniques not known to men of science or the lay public,” she said evenly, sounding as usual like a pamphlet or advertisement when she spoke of her husband.
Perhaps whatever Hallux did with his pocket watch was one of these ‘techniques.’ “Does he think you will recover? Fully recover, I mean?”
She shook her head. “He says I must be grateful for the health he has restored to me, and not hope for miracles.”
It was more of a history than Tom had expected to receive. Sabina’s frankness explained her trust in her husband, as well as her dependence on him. Perhaps he had misjudged Hallux… then again, perhaps not. Not only did her story not quite match up with other accounts he had heard of her—like that she had been more vivacious when she first married Hallux—it could not be right for a woman as young as Sabina to give up hope of ever being truly well again. She could not be more than five and twenty; she had her whole life ahead of her! In Tom’s opinion, Hallux ought to be more eager for his wife to return to society—ought to encourage her to mingle more, rather than less. Right here, with just the two of them, she was conversing almost normally; surely her nervousness in company was as much the result of lack of practice as anything else. So much for his revolutionary techniques!
“Tom,” she said, “would you… would it be too much to ask for you to help get my gown off and get me to bed? I am so uncomfortable—I fear my back shall be sore, and I’m certain if I could only lie down it would be better much sooner. By the time you go downstairs and rouse Maritte, I’m sure to have a cramp.”
He was as eager to help as she was mad to suggest it. The very thought of it made his blood quicken in his veins—he had never dreamed to hope that Sabina might admire him from afar, as he admired her. She had never betrayed a sign of anything of the sort, but surely a woman would not ask a man for such a favor unless she felt a deep regard for him—felt certain of her safety in his hands.
And all of those sentiments, of course, were likely precursors to… something.
“My lady, while I know you would never suggest anything indecorous,” he said, a bit hoarsely, “I fear it would be seen by others as… inappropriate.” It was the understatement of the season if not the whole bloody year. “Think of the questions Maritte would ask if she found you in such a state. Just to have loosened your clothes is to have violated many… rules.” He was sweating. He could not imagine what Hallux would say or do if found out things had progressed this far, much less… “Let me fetch your maid—I shall ensure she comes to you with all possible haste.”
“See you that metal hook on my dresser? I have used it to undress myself in the past. I shall tell her that is what I did. Please, Tom. We are such friends, are we not? Do me this favor—if not for me, for my health?”
What could Tom do in the face of such a request? It must be owned that with more than can be called friendly inclination to see Sabina Dryden at her ease, Tom helped her rise, walk to the bed, and shed her remaining garments in a haze of joy. Such friends! That is how she described what they were to one another. Not servant and mistress—friends.
He unbuttoned the rest of her grey wool dress, and after her arms were out it fell heavily to the floor in a pile, revealing her jump, petticoat, and the sleeves of her shift. The remaining hooks of the former were easily undone and the fascinatingly intimate garment came away in his hands. When she began to untie her petticoat he took a moment to inhale the smell of it, Sabina’s smell, before putting it aside.
“Just leave them there,” she said, and he turned guiltily around to find her sitting on the edge of the turned-down bed in just her shift. “Thank you, Tom. Now I shall be able to get into bed and wait very comfortably indeed.”
He said nothing. He was too occupied, staring at her. To be suddenly standing before the unclothed object of his utmost desire! It was overwhelming.
Her figure was not quite correct, being neither as slender as Miss Wexcombe nor as busty as Miss Gill, neither as straight as Miss Frith nor as supple as Miss Clark, but Sabina was yet more lovely for her imperfections. The roundness of her arms—the soft shape of her thighs, just barely obscured by the slithery slippery silk—the hint of small nipples under the thin fabric—the fair hair just sticking out from her armpits. His balls ached; his cock began to stiffen. She had bid him undress her… perhaps she wanted, but could not say she wanted, for him to do more? Was ‘friend’ a code for something further? Should he show her some indication that he desired her?
“My lady…” he licked his lips, finding them suddenly dry, and rubbed at his left ear, finding the blood pounding there unbearably loud, “I… would, you know, do anything that you might… might need…”
“You are so kind,” she said, wriggling beneath the covers. She smiled at him—he felt the stirrings of hope. She sighed, her lips parted, and the angel spoke. “Won’t you build up the fire before you go?”
 
***
 
Tom had one object in mind upon returning to the party: to get Miss Gill into some dark, unoccupied part of the house in order to relieve his urgent desire. Of all his country conquests who had come to the party, she was the most desperate for him, which in his experience meant their dalliances could be quickly initiated—and concluded without fuss. It did not trouble him that she believed his free and liberal use of her person indicated some sort of deeper, more personal affection; that was her problem. His was his cockstand.
He found Miss Gill in the parlor with the rest of the company, most of whom were now playing at cards. She was not engaged beyond advising her friend Anne, and so he was able to slyly attract her attention before disappearing into the hall beyond. He waited there for her for some minutes, increasingly anxious she would not come, or had not understood, but then she was there, and in his arms, and his face was buried between her bosoms, tongue lapping at her sweat as she moaned.
“Dearest, dearest,” she whispered, wriggling as his hand found her mound through her voluminous skirts, “not here, let us go elsewhere. We might be discovered.”
“Come,” he said, and pulled her down the corridor after him. But finding candles lit or people occupying every room where a tryst might be conducted, Tom led his giggling companion back through the dining room only to drag her behind an Oriental screen in the empty front hall. He reckoned he could achieve his purpose standing as easily as sitting or lying down, and given how lively the party had seemed, they’d be in no danger of anyone departing before they were finished.
The space behind the scene of cranes in an orange tree was as modest a bower as any couple could hope for. A good thing too, for Tom was reckless that night—far more reckless than was his habit. He licked and bit, pulled and tugged, stroked and toyed with wild abandon. Miss Gill acquiesced to his every demand, but that was no surprise; she had on more than one occasion owned herself quite willing to let him take her maidenhead. Tom, suspecting the invitation was bait set to trap him with a bastard, had denied her the honor… but that night, after Sabina’s teasing, he allowed himself the pleasure of running the tip of his cock along her damp slit as he pressed her against the wall. Up and down, back and forth, he got it slick with her, moaning as he felt the pressure building in his groin. Maddened, enflamed, he decided he would put the tip of it inside her—just this once—and not long enough to risk spending—when voices approached them from the other side of the screen.
“Shh,” he hissed when she gasped. He was nervous, sweating, and worst of all, he could no more tuck away his cock in its current state than a soldier could fold his saber into his pocket. He was forced to stand there like an obscene statue while Miss Gill noiselessly arranged herself as best she could. The only good thing about the situation was that they were not discovered. Yet.
“I’m heartily sorry for it, Bewit, but I can endure the company no longer.” It was Mr. Jepp. “I shall say no more for honor’s sake; we both know of what I speak.”
“Father, let us not dissemble. It is not that we cannot endure it,” that was Master Edward, “it is that we no longer wish to.”
Tom was not surprised that family was the first to leave—indeed, he had been amazed they agreed to remain at all, after the shocking demonstration that had so rattled Mrs. Jepp.
“Of course, of course,” said Mr. Bewit, in his usual agreeable manner. “I understand, really, I do. I just hate to see you go! But, your carriage has been ordered, and should be here directly.”
“Thank you, Mr. Bewit,” said Mrs. Jepp. “You are very kind. We hope to see you again. Perhaps one evening when you are… at your leisure… you might come and drink tea with us.”
“Nay—come shoot with us. Please, any time. The company of a fellow sportsman is never unwelcome.” Young Master Edward was as gracious as his mother, but their intent of excluding Hallux from their invitations could scarcely be clearer. Only terror kept Tom from snickering, but being discovered by Mr. Bewit in such a compromising position would be a nightmare. He would have to marry Alys, to keep up appearances. He glanced at her pale, doughy face, so full of concern, and raised a finger to his lips, praying she was too thick to see it would be to her advantage to betray them.
“Really, we would love to have you over any time,” said Mr. Jepp, “but for now I would not like to keep you from your party. Please—do not stand on ceremony with us. We’ve known one another too long to worry about such formalities. Go back to your guests, and we’ll see ourselves out.”
“But there’s nary a footman to—”
“One will come with the carriage. We’ll just wait here, it’s really no trouble,” said Mrs. Jepp.
Mr. Bewit sighed. “If you’re certain… then very well. Good night… and thank you for, ah, forgiving and forgetting, and all that.”
“Nothing to forgive,” Mr. Jepp assured his friend.
But after Mr. Bewit finally took his leave, it seemed that was not entirely true.
“I won’t see him again, Father. I won’t.” Though his goodbye had been polite, Master Edward was in high dudgeon. “I refuse to be civil to the man. Hallux Dryden is a fraud, a menace and a—”
“Peace, Edward. Tiercel is an old friend of mine.”
“No, Mr. Jepp,” said Mrs. Jepp. “Edward is right. Frankly, I believe we should have given him up after what happened to poor Miss Bewit—Hallux, I mean. Seeing as he was with her when she died, he had much to answer for—and yet, no one knows what happened, not even Mr. Bewit, it seems.”
Now this was some interesting intelligence! Tom had only heard that Callow’s sister Alula was “abroad” when she passed—not that she was under Hallux Dryden’s care at the time.
“My dear!” Mr. Jepp sounded quite shocked. “The man is no favorite of mine, but I must protest this abuse. He was in state over her death, as well he might be! Why, he loved her! Do you not remember? To cut a man, when he was in that condition, would have been unpardonably cruel.”
“Well, he is no longer grieving.”
“Do you think Mr. Dryden had anything to do with Miss Bewit’s passing?” asked Master Edward.
The silence that followed was a heavy one, and Tom feared he would not have a response from either Mr. or Mrs. Jepp, for he heard their carriage crunching up the gravel drive. But then Mrs. Jepp sighed.
“You wouldn’t remember, she said, “you were just a boy, and away at school half the year. I don’t know the whole of it, but I do know when he inherited his fortune every mother in the surrounding counties began throwing their daughters in front of him. He ignored them all to dote on Alula. He even tried to make himself smart for her, if you can imagine Hallux Dryden in a brushed coat and peruke, bowing and making love like a beau.” Tom again had to stifle an unkind snigger. “There was never any sign of affection on her side, however… until he made it generally known that he planned to go abroad. Alula had always longed to travel, and with Mr. Bewit’s consent she went with Hallux when he departed. I still cannot account for Mr. Bewit’s decision there—we all questioned it. But, if there was ever a price to be paid for folly, Tiercel Bewit paid it with interest, poor man. I’m amazed he let Callow go to Geneva, after that.”
“A young man must travel,” cried Master Edward. “Mother, surely—”
A door creaked. “Your carriage awaits, Mr. Jepp,” announced a footman, much to Tom’s dismay. He longed to hear more, but there was no chance of it. The Jepps would not continue such a conversation in front of servants—not knowingly—and they departed without another word spoken on the subject.
So Hallux Dryden had once fancied Alula Bewit! Perhaps the “sacrifice” Mr. Bewit had spoken of was allowing—perhaps encouraging—his daughter to travel abroad with his cousin. A longed-for trip to see the world seemed like the sort of present a suitor would offer a reluctant lover to try to tempt her. No decent girl would agree to it without a father’s influence.
It was most mysterious. He would have to find out more… but later. There was a different girl, a living, breathing girl, who was indicating an ardent desire for his attention by eagerly caressing his now-wilted cock. Poor Miss Gill! Even if she had had two cunts she would not possess enough charms to tempt him to marry her.
“I want it, Tom,” she whispered urgently, “please. I know you would never harm me. Don’t you want it? Do it now, before we’re missed. I long for it.”
“Hum? Yes, Alys, I quite agree,” said Tom. It was stiffening, twice as hard for having twice been denied a release. And the notion of two cunts had given him an idea. Turning her around to face the wall, he lifted her skirts to reveal the milk-white cheeks of her bottom. “I’ve an idea, my love, that will please us both, I’m sure. Just… just hold still a moment. Mr. Dryden isn’t the only one who can concoct an unusual entertainment to wile away an otherwise pointless evening…”



 
 
 
 


 
One warm morning a few days after the disastrous Michaelmas party a note arrived for Mr. Bewit, requesting the pleasure of his presence for a late-season boating-party at the Jepps’s. Hallux’s name was not included. The funny thing was, if it had been, he wouldn’t have gone—Hallux openly detested the water and everything on, under, or beside it—but its absence was a surefire way to secure his interest, as well as deeply annoy him. That was why Mr. Bewit, demonstrating remarkably good sense, pocketed the missive quick as he could, while Hallux was absorbed in his own correspondence. Neither did he mention the engagement before departing—he even met his carriage in the carriage house, instead of in front of his own.
But no secret is long kept in a house with many servants.
Hallux learned of the snub that very day, and it made him furious. When Mr. Bewit and Tom returned home, he was still in high dudgeon though it was late, and his temper was not improved when his cousin refused to admit he had erred in attending a gathering which had, in Hallux’s words, “particularly and unconscionably excluded his own flesh and blood.” Usually, Mr. Bewit made haste to apologize for anything that upset anyone, particularly Hallux, but the wine and the sunshine had made him rather mellow.
“Oh go on,” Mr. Bewit said to his cousin, whose face was taking on the color of the claret they’d been drinking all day, “You mustn’t be so cross over a little thing like this. Do I get sore when your colleagues fail to invite me to one of your Royal Society shindigs? Nay! I simply find some other occupation, and one more pleasing to my sensibilities. Go you and do the same, Hallux—you’ll be happier for it. And really, had you time to go, with your great work occupying so much of your time?”
“That isn’t the point!”
“I beg your pardon, then,” said Mr. Bewit, and excused himself.
Tom was so proud of his master, for finally standing up to Hallux… but soon he saw why it was such a rare occurrence. In the wake of the party, Hallux could not be silenced, musing daily about how he could never stand the Jepps, or parties, or boats for that matter. It was not just to his own family, either, that he spoke ill them—he informed everyone who visited Bergamot Mews, or that he came across when out and about, how he was too busy for frivolous parties with frivolous individuals, but it was obvious to everyone it was just sour grapes.
Mr. Bewit was embarrassed by his cousin’s manners, but Tom saw he was most pained by how Hallux tormented Sabina about the affair. He made endless snide comments to her about how it was surely her delicacy that was the source of the Jepps’s reluctance to extend the invitation to them. Meals, already dreaded affairs for the whole household, became intolerable, and Sabina’s nerves so fragile she scarcely came down. In other words, Hallux took pains to make everyone else at Bergamot Mews so miserable that to keep the peace Mr. Bewit was forced to decline all further invitations from that family—and any others that excluded his less popular relation. Which, of course, had been Hallux’s exact purpose.
This resulted in some very lonely weeks in late October. Few in the neighborhood had ever been willing to call at Bergamot Mews, for risk of seeing Hallux, and now, the family never went out. While there was still excellent shooting and fishing, pleasant walks to be taken, and bonfires to be built, in time the total social isolation began to wear on the everyone. There was little to break up the monotony of the long autumn evenings, with Sabina judged too frail for cards, and Hallux disinclined to do anything but sit in his study, mulling over his monograph.
Tom was plenty annoyed on his own behalf, for Hallux’s imposed quarantine made his life far less interesting—but the fire of his annoyance was further fueled by seeing how profoundly it affected Mr. Bewit. As quickly as his master had recovered his health, it began to slip away from him, and it was truly horrible to watch. The man did ever so much better when pleasure took his mind from his worries, but when the rains came, and outdoor exercise was denied him as absolutely as social interaction, his spirits sank yet lower, and daily Tom feared for a nervous relapse.
It was not lost on Tom that Hallux Dryden was at the center of everyone’s misery—his, Mr. Bewit’s… and Sabina’s. It took more time for him to see how she suffered, given her usual reserve, but when she once again took up her harp, it became impossible to ignore.
A few times after the night of the Michaelmas party Sabina had idly mentioned a desire for some music in the house, but it wasn’t until the dullest and rainiest of the dull, rainy afternoons that she finally called on Tom to ask if he would be so kind as to fetch the harp and some sheet music that had been shut away in a disused bedroom. It took but half an hour to retrieve the instrument and bring it down, and another to dust and tune it—which she did with her own hands, to everyone’s surprise—so within an hour they had music, a welcome distraction from the pernicious grayness within and without Bergamot Mews.
As the patter of rain drummed on the windows Sabina began, first clumsily, and then went on more confidently. She played and played—played until her fingers bled. Mr. Bewit, who had been “only too delighted” when she had asked if he would like to hear her, sat enraptured the whole while. He did not watch her, just looked out the window or sat with his eyes closed, but appreciating her, more at his ease than Tom had seen him in some weeks.
Having had the pleasure of listening to Sabina on many an afternoon, I can tell you that his pleasure was not based in ignorance of the proper use of instrument. She was—and is—a talented woman.
But I digress. Tom was, I fear, less happy than his master. At first, it had given him nothing but pleasure to oblige Sabina, but after a few hours he began to wish she would cease her strumming. She scarcely paused between songs, not even to rest her voice or ask if everyone was as enthralled by her performance now as they had been when she began. Five songs had kept his attention, but when five became ten, and ten became fifteen, plus a concerto, he began to want for a little silence.
Only when tea was brought in did Sabina step away from her harp, in need of refreshment. So, too, was her husband, who came in noisily ten minutes late, as was his custom, speaking loudly of his need of bread-and-butter to keep his mind limber for the afternoon’s labor. As usual, the man’s clothes and face were so artfully spattered with ink Tom wondered if he had done it in front of a mirror, and his hair was rather romantically mussed. He was obviously pleased with himself and his entrance when all eyes turned toward him. Then he saw the instrument in the corner.
“My darling!” he exclaimed. “What is the meaning of this?”
“I’ve been playing the harp,” she said, after swallowing her Ceylon.
“Playing the harp!” It was as if he had met her for the first time, and a harp was something outlandish for a lady to play, like a bagpipe, or a xylophone.
“It has been so tedious, I had nothing else to do but practice,” she replied, not even looking at him. She seemed wholly content in herself.
Hallux stared at her, growing redder by the moment, hands on his hips like a defiant child.
“She’s been playing monstrous well,” said Mr. Bewit, not helping matters one bit, and totally unaware of it, as usual. “Stay for a moment after tea, Hallux, and listen. It’ll do you a power of good.”
“Music is not healthful for you, my darling—I thought we had agreed on that?” Hallux made it a question, though it obviously wasn’t. “The last time you played, it made you weep and faint, if memory serves.”
“That was a long time ago,” she said serenely.
Hallux pointed to the red smudges on her white teacup. “But your poor fingers!”
“Like many things that start out painful, the pleasure is worth it, in the end.” At last, she looked up at her husband. “But only if you take the time to practice, of course.”
This was an unacceptable answer, Tom saw it in Hallux’s expression. He was shocked—appalled. Tom, for his part, was amazed. Had Sabina Dryden just made a dirty joke? She was the last person in the world he would have thought capable of such a feat, but she seemed remarkably changed, energized even. As annoyed as he had been, Tom forgave her in an instant—he liked this side of Sabina, and not only because she was giving Hallux a harder time than anyone usually dared.
“Oh, do sit down, Mr. Dryden,” said Sabina, as her husband silently goggled at her. Tom hid a snigger by turning to look out at the rainy grounds, and Mr. Bewit continued on as he always did, without an ounce of understanding. “You’re making us all nervous, towering over us. Have a sandwich, I promise you’ll feel better.”
“I assure you, I feel just fine,” said Hallux, and turning on his heel, he exited the room with his nose sticking up and bottom sticking out.
They saw nothing of him the rest of the day, not until dinner. This was not particularly unusual… but still, Tom felt uneasy. He sensed something was afoot. Perhaps it was Hallux’s angry egress; perhaps it was Sabina’s change. While she was too sore to resume playing, she did not occupy herself as she was usually wont to do—putting in three stitches every half an hour on whatever piece of embroidery she would never finish, or listlessly turning the pages of a book without reading them. Instead, she either read through the stack of dusty, moldering music books as if they were as fascinating as Clarissa, or she paced the room impatiently, always returning to her harp, to sigh and glance at her fingertips.
It was still raining when they went up (or in Tom’s case, down) to dress for dinner, and raining when they sat down to eat it. The spell of Sabina’s playing had long been broken, and Mr. Bewit was once again out of spirits, fretting over whether tomorrow would be fair enough for any sport. When Hallux joined them, in the same spattered shirt, he too looked irritable; Sabina alone seemed content, for her hands were better after the application of some salve, and she had high hopes for another long practice very soon.
“I think by the time we return to London I shall be able to take a seat at any party and acquit our family admirably,” she said, as she spooned up her soup with unusual appetite. Though she looked her usual radiant self, she seemed healthier—more awake, and happier. Stronger, without a doubt. “It’s so funny, how I did not even realize I had missed my harp until Tom reminded me of how I had used to play.”
Tom winced, and when Hallux looked at him with narrowed eyes, he felt his heart sink into his now well broken-in boots.
“Interesting you should mention London,” he said, loudly scraping his spoon along the edge of his bowl. “I thought about it this afternoon, and I am of the opinion that we should repair there. Immediately.”
“I beg your pardon?” Mr. Bewit seemed to hardly understand what had been said. “London? This time of year?”
“I find the lack of diversion here extraordinarily depressing.” Hallux now slurped his cooling cock-a-leekie. “It is affecting my productivity, and I must finish my monograph soon or not at all. Even with no one being in town I daresay we shall find more companions than in this most unsociable hamlet.”
“But no one will be in London,” said Mr. Bewit, repeating his cousin’s words in his confusion.
“And yet, there will be more people than in Puriton.” Hallux’s logic was cool and unassailable. “I hate this place, cousin, and I cannot stand it another moment.”
“But the shooting,” said Mr. Bewit. “Duck season has but scarcely begun, to say nothing of—”
“What care I for ducks? Their company is not of an intellectual nature, which is what I crave.”
This was actually a lie. Hallux Dryden loved every duck he’d ever met, so long as it was stuffed and roasted. In fact, nothing compelled him to quit his vegetarianism more than a golden crackling bird steaming with sage and onion.
Mr. Bewit, of course, did not point this out.
“Come now, cousin,” he said, and Tom knew the battle was already lost the moment he began to speak. “Do not decide anything in haste. London shall be wet and empty and you shall find nothing to occupy yourself there that you could not have here. The autumn is just the time to be in the country—tomorrow, set aside your pen and quill and come on a tramp with me. I know just the spots to take you. I promise you, by the end of the day you’ll be of an entirely different mind.”
Hallux would not even consider it. “No,” he said. “We go to London.”
“We?”
“Yes, we.”
“Cousin! I would never keep you from your desire. But surely you can spare me? By your own admission, you seek intellectual company.” He smiled in a self-deprecating fashion that made Tom ashamed for him. “You know me, I would hate to miss even a day, much less a season of sport. I shall see that everything is ready for you—send servants ahead to ensure your comfort—spare any help you might wish…” He trailed off, seeing, as Tom did, the cruel smile hovering at the edges of Hallux’s plump-lipped mouth.
The man had no real desire to return to London. He was a tyrant, and this was a punishment, revenge on Mr. Bewit for accepting the Jepps’s invitation—and on Sabina, for her small defiance with the harp.
Mr. Bewit saw it too, and gave over with a sigh and a nod, but Sabina would not give over without a fight.
“Don’t be ridiculous, Mr. Dryden,” she said, with more surprising vigor. “We would be regarded as eccentrics of the first water if we did such a thing. If you would like to go, then go—but do not make us sacrifice our pleasure for yours.”
“It is unbecoming for anyone, man, but especially women, to think only of pleasure,” said Mr. Dryden primly.
“I do not think only of pleasure,” said Sabina, with equal formality. “I think of health. I have found country living particularly invigorating this year, and your cousin seems almost recovered from his shock of last spring. You have chosen not to take advantage of what Puriton has to offer, but you might still… the ancient Greeks believed in healthy mind, healthy body, did they not? If you are unable to properly focus your brain, it is because you spend all day cooped up indoors. Before uprooting your entire family, why not try your cousin’s advice? Society will provide nothing that solitary rambles over green pastures could not do better. Go on a walk with your cousin and see if that makes your mind more elastic. Or come with me, if you like. For the first time in a long while I feel equal to a ride, and if tomorrow is fair, I plan on going first thing.”
“Impossible,” declared Hallux. “You are too weak.”
“I am not,” she replied, eyes blazing.
Tom watched the exchange, amazed. Sabina was acting so unlike herself he wondered if she might indeed be suffering from some sort of nervous fit or episode—perhaps Hallux was right, and they ought to call for the apothecary to concoct a draught to settle her spirits.
Sabina’s transformation was agitating Hallux as well. He turned from her, looking disgusted. “Do you see, cousin?” He gestured at Sabina. “My wife is disturbed and unreasonable, and you and I are isolated. We shall go back to London. Don’t look so dismayed—for what did you join Brooks’s if not to go there and play cards? You have not had a rubber with anyone in over a fortnight.” Hallux looked from Mr. Bewit to his wife and back again. “I have every reason to insist upon this course. We shall go.”
Sabina and Mr. Bewit tried to coax Hallux out of his resolve all evening, but he would not be persuaded. The Drydens took their argument upstairs with them, when they went to bed, but Mr. Bewit took only his own poor spirits. Tom did what he could, but his entreaties and offers had no effect.
“Go,” said Mr. Bewit, looking out his window at the rain-soaked hills of Somerset, hands clasped behind his back, shoulders slumped forward in defeat. “We shall see if tomorrow Sabina and I can prevail on my cousin, but I doubt we shall. Ah, leave me! I am in no temper for company.”
“As you like, sir, but remember your nerves. Mr. Fitzwilliam said—”
“Mr. Fitzwilliam shall see me soon enough, I warrant,” said Mr. Bewit, with uncharacteristic sharpness.
Tom bowed and departed, ready for bed though it was early. It had been a trying day. What a strange family this was, that he had come to serve! Then again, he had little context to judge from; an orphan, with few memories of his father and fewer of his mother, his only point of comparison was his time with the Drays. If they had navigated similar intrigues, they had kept them apart from him. Perhaps this household was not so strange—perhaps every family had their ups and downs, their despots and slaves, their sacrifices and secrets.
Guarding his candle-flame with his hand, he trekked along the shadowy corridor toward the stairs, but he paused upon hearing a muffled cry. He’d have bet his front teeth it had been Sabina—which was odd, given her usual quietude after the door was shut and she and Hallux were alone. Sensing something was amiss, Tom blew out his candle, and setting it upon a low table, tiptoed down the hallway to their door, under which light yet spilled. Oddly, it guttered dramatically, going dark and then bright as Tom approached—odd, but then again, Hallux had complained before about the leaks and draughts of Bergamot Mews. Even so, Tom felt a strange sense of dread as he watched the light flicker, though why, he could not say.
“What has changed?” he heard Hallux say. “Your behavior has been most unsatisfactory, Sabina. How could you! And now, of all times? My monograph is very nearly complete; my application to the Royal Society hangs in the balance! If you fail me now, I shall never recover from the blow!”
Madly curious, Tom decided to take a risk—for Sabina’s sake, he told himself. She might need… rescuing, or something. Pushing steadily down on the door-handle, he tested it to see if it was locked. It wasn’t, and he let the door open barely an inch, to better hear what on earth was happening.
“Look you here!” demanded Hallux.
“Please!” she cried. “Mr. Dryden!”
Tom felt frozen—unable to act. The flickering continued, and from where he lurked Tom could see neither Hallux nor Sabina, but from the shadows cast by the lights, he could see Sabina was sitting in a chair, Hallux looming over her, behind her, holding her head in his hands so that she could not look away from… something. Probably one of his strange constructs. Was this, too, one of his ‘revolutionary techniques,’ meant to help Sabina’s nerves?
Whatever it was, she didn’t seem to enjoy it—at least not at first. She was struggling, but after a moment she relaxed, and he released her.
“Now, answer me—what has being a good wife to do with harp-playing?”
“Nothing,” gasped Sabina.
“That’s right. Only a vain man would want his wife to exhibit herself like a performing monkey before a crowd of onlookers.”
“Of course,” said Sabina, dreamily. “What a vulgar thing that would be, to be a monkey.”
“You are an intelligent woman, and more importantly, a modest woman—an ideal, my darling, worthy of any man’s regard. I am so proud of you, how far you’ve come… how far we’ve come!”
“But we haven’t come anywhere,” said Sabina. “We’re at home, Mr. Dryden.”
“You are a perfect thing, Sabina,” said Hallux, and from the motion of the shadows, Tom saw he had moved around to face her. She stood, and accepted his hand, whereupon he led her away, somewhere. “Beautiful, obedient… sensual… what man could not love you? What man would not want you?”
“I don’t care,” said Sabina, “as long as you want me.”
“That I do.”
Tom quietly shut the door behind him. He felt sickened, guilty, as if he had overheard something far more private than their fucking. He had often wondered what on earth passed between those two in their private moments, but now he resolved never to ask, never to snoop or seek to find out more. Hallux’s treatments clearly worked; perhaps he did deserve to be in the Royal Society. Sabina certainly seemed happier and calmer from his attentions…
Well, Hallux could have her. Tom’s feelings of desire for her, his belief that she needed rescuing, it all melted away that night, in the wake of what he had observed. Sabina was clearly far more trouble than she could possibly be worth, even being as beautiful and pleasant as she was. Keeping her calm was obviously a job for a doctor, especially one like Hallux, who enjoyed his doctoring, odd as his methods might be. 
As far as Tom was concerned, they deserved one another.
 
***
 
The family quit Bergamot Mews on the first day of November. Three and a half days later they saw the dreary, rain-washed front of 12 Bloomsbury Square, looking every bit as wretched as Tom expected to be until after Christmas, at the earliest.
Hallux was ecstatic, and as for Sabina, she was back to her former self. The day following her harp-playing she had awoken with a slight fever and chill, and sat by the fire all day, caring nothing for any food, drink, or suggested activity. She would not even return to her harp, citing the bruising of her fingers and the agitation music gave to her spirits, and did not play it again. When Mr. Bewit suggested she might like to take the instrument with her back to London she silently shook her head and opened the book on her lap, though no motion of her eyes or animation of her face implied she read what was on the page. Mr. Bewit seemed dismayed by her decision, but Tom wasn’t. He agreed with Hallux—music only agitated his bride. She seemed far more content like this, more at peace, and if she had to give up her harp-playing to achieve calm in her soul, then so be it.
Mr. Bewit was not calm; no, he was wretched. The bloom the country had lent him had left him already, and he was peaked and miserable. Even so, Tom believed he was actually the most miserable about their shift of residence. While it was true that anywhere he went with Mr. Bewit he was assured of eating well, drinking better, and paying for none of it, in London everyone knew him for what he was, so he could count on no horde of amenable young women eager to please a handsome and eligible young gentleman such as himself. Mr. Bewit might miss his geese, but Tom would suffer most for the lack of birds to shoot.
This foulness of mood among those trapped in the chill, damp carriage was only increased when they finally rattled to a stop, but a door down from 12 Bloomsbury Square. Mr. Bewit, who for the last hour of their drive had sunk into a silent and gloomy meditation, came to himself.
“What the devil can James be doing?” he mumbled, peering out the window. “Does he expect us to run?”
“Perhaps he believes it is a nicer view from here,” said Sabina, bleary-eyed, repellent, and vague. “Mr. Dryden has often remarked that many things are best viewed on the bias.”
“Jolly hard on the horses,” said Hallux. “James shouldn’t let them stand in this, they’ll—ah, there we go.” The coach lurched forward, and Tom could see the problem—a different carriage had been parked where they wished to be.
At last as close as they could get to their front door, they disembarked one by one so that no one would have to stand in the rain. First went Mr. Bewit, then Sabina, then her husband, and last of all, Tom.
“Out you come, Master Tom,” said James, the great oaf. Tom purposely pushed wide the carriage-door open as he got out, getting more water on the silk interior than was necessary, for it would not be up to him to get the water-marks out. James cursed him as they sprinted up the stairs. “Laugh now,” the driver cried, over the pounding rain. “I warrant you’ll be smiling a lot less once you see—”
Tom, not at all interested in James’s low gossip, darted inside. The relief of the warm interior of the town house was very welcome, and it seemed like the day was looking up—until Mr. Bewit’s voice made Tom aware that something strange was afoot.
“But why did you send no word of your arriving?” he cried. “To think, coming all this way home only to find the house standing empty!”
“I thought it would be rather a fine joke,” drawled someone who was clearly trying to sound more jovial than he actually felt. “I would have spent only a few nights here and then come down to Puriton… but it seems you’ve saved me the trouble. How droll.”
Curious, Tom made his way through the entryway and turned the corner to find his master and Hallux standing with a young man who could only be Callow Bewit. He was the very image of the boy in the painting, though a few years older, and even more opulently dressed and coiffed. Tom noted his sneer was also more pronounced, and his chin weaker. Tom disliked him almost immediately, placing him among the ranks of simpering fops that had been the bane of his existence when he worked at Dray’s; the sort of young man who had become irate over ‘trifles’ like being asked to pay for the wigs they wanted. Not that Callow would have deigned to suffer an elegant, understated peruke from Dray’s, that much was clear—an enormous, and to Tom’s mind rather tacky European wig framed a face artfully made up, and the young man’s togs would have been ridiculous for an evening out… unless he planned to attend the Gold Braid Manufacturer’s Annual Celebratory Ball. To think, he had traveled in such finery!
“Really, though, I should be the one surprised to see you.” Master Callow looked keenly at his father. “Have you some business in the city? Shouldn’t you be knee deep in mud, murdering partridges?”
“We thought to spend Christmas in town.” Mr. Bewit had come up with this as an excuse to tell anyone who expressed curiosity over the family’s unusual presence. “So many of our country acquaintance were going to be elsewhere it seemed… rather dull.”
“How very jolly,” said Master Callow, smiling with a set of uneven, yellow teeth that had not made their way into the finished portrait in Mr. Bewit’s study. “And hullo… who is this?”
“Let me do the honors,” said Hallux Dryden, with perhaps the first genuine smile Tom had ever seen upon his face. “Master Callow, meet Tom Dawne, your father’s part-time valet and full-time surrogate son. Tiercel’s been grooming Tom to be your replacement for, oh, the past six months now, I’d say? Tom’s only a servant, but as you can see, your father’s been playing at Pygmalion, taking the hammer and chisel to him, trying to shape him into the perfect respectable young man.” Mr. Bewit stood stock still, gawping like a carp at his cousin. “Master Tom, meet Master Callow Bewit, your master’s actual heir. Now, please excuse me—I’d like to go change out of these wet things before I catch my death.”
Mr. Bewit found his voice at last, sputtering ejaculations his cousin’s retreating backside like “Ridiculous!” and “Don’t be a fool!” But Callow Bewit had eyes only for Tom.
The look on his face that was not at all nice.
Desirous of not making yet another enemy, Tom bowed low, hoping to do some damage control. “Master Callow,” he said. “I have heard so many fine things about you. I have long… longed… to make your acquaintance.” It was the first time he had ever stumbled over an address, damn his tongue!
“Indeed,” said Callow disdainfully. “Well, father, if you’re trying to replace me, I suggest you find someone with a bit better breeding. This one looks like you picked him up out of a shop somewhere.”
Both Tom and Mr. Bewit colored, though only Mr. Bewit tried to protest this too-accurate conclusion.
“Charmed,” added Master Callow, and with a high-pitched, womanish giggle entirely lacking in real mirth, he left the room.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 





 
 
 
 


 
Tom never found out if Master Callow’s arrival was due to a summons from Hallux, or if something as humdrum as diminishing funds had hastened his return. Knowing what he did of the one’s vindictiveness and the other’s extravagance, he found both scenarios equally plausible. It didn’t really matter—whatever the cause, the young master’s arrival disrupted virtually everything that had made Tom’s life with Mr. Bewit so comfortable.
Tom was not the only one affected, either—Callow’s return had finished what Hallux began. Mr. Bewit became so drawn and nervous that Tom daily feared for a relapse, and the worst part was, neither of his master’s relations seemed the least bit concerned by the ill effects of their actions.
Hallux was obviously of the opinion that dragging them all back to London amounted to a triumph; he swaggered around the house, frequently remarking on how much better situated they all were, now that they were in London. Under ordinary circumstances Tom would have found Hallux’s constant cheerfulness an improvement, for instead of complaining about everything he complimented the food, the wine, the furnishings, and the company—but it only made Mr. Bewit more miserable, as it was all in the service of comparing it favorably to that which they had found in Puriton.
Callow was less onerous only because he was less present. Every day he slept until noon, breakfasted richly, and then went away until the evening, when he would dress for a night out and stay away until the early morning. He would never tell anyone where he went or what he did, but given that he did not speak to his father but to beg for more pocket-money, whatever it was must have been terribly expensive.
Callow’s worthlessness was a source of constant sorrow to his father—as was the young man’s obvious dislike of Tom. Indeed, Callow abused Tom so constantly, and so luxuriously, that Mr. Bewit distanced himself from Tom in the interest of maintaining the peace. Tom no longer spent his days with Mr. Bewit, lest Callow encounter them together and pitch a fit. While Tom resented this treatment, he did not protest it, for it agitated his master so very much to see him abused by his son, it could not possibly be good for health.
Tom might curse Callow for his meanness, but he found he couldn’t actually blame him. While the elder Bewit might deny his cousin’s allegations about Tom’s being Callow’s ‘replacement,’ citing Tom’s quarters below stairs and appropriately low salary as evidence, the younger was no fool, however much he might look like one. He had, after all, come home to find a young man—a young servant—dressed like a gentleman, and standing behind Mr. Bewit in the place where a son ought to be. That in and of itself was not enough evidence, true… but Callow had since then spoken to the servants about the matter, and they, nothing loath to relate what they considered to be ‘the truth’ about Tom to a sympathetic ear, told Callow all.
Whatever Callow’s actual feelings might have been about shooting, card-playing, and dining with his father, hearing that someone else had been doing it in his absence made him furious. When he learned of the staff’s suspicions that Tom had also orchestrated the sacking of Daniel Holland, well, that was just the sugar on the Bath bun. Callow hadn’t been particularly close to his father’s valet, not really, but he keenly felt the indignity of having no male head of staff for their home, a situation Mr. Bewit had never remedied.
Tom had thought there could be nothing more intolerable than being bowed to and called “Master Tom” by his fellow servants, but he soon learned he’d been wrong. It was far worse to be paid such attentions while enjoying none of the privileges that had earned him the nickname.
Though at the beginning of his tenure at 12 Bloomsbury Square the staff table had delighted Tom, it now seemed a punishment. Taking all his meals with his fellow servants gave them ample opportunity to cut him, and as he went out with Mr. Bewit but rarely, he also spent his evenings in their company—but not a part of it. And of course they had no sympathy for him; they all clearly felt it was only his just deserts, even—or rather, especially—Mrs. Jervis. Usually quick to put an end to any bullying, she merely smiled to see Tom so hassled and plagued, and so it went on, and on… and on.
With all this upon him, heavy as any a burden, it will not, I think, amaze you to hear that Tom’s loyalty to Mr. Bewit was tested… and found wanting. Within a fortnight the ex-apprentice began once again to think longingly of his time at Dray’s, and as people began to wish one another “Happy Christmas!” in the street he began to daydream of helping deck the shop-window with holly and pine-boughs, or making wigs long into the December nights with a cup of Hizzy’s mulled cider at his elbow. All the hot breakfasts and fine clothes that had made him rejoice in his change of situation the previous spring lost much of their charm as winter arrived and Tom found himself in the difficult position of having no friends below stairs, and his only ally above them the weakest-willed member of the house. It was not lost on Tom that had he pursued his enquiry into the matter of whether Mr. Bewit had truly gotten him sacked from Dray’s, instead of sucking up to the man, he might have somewhere else to go. It was too late now; he hardly saw Mr. Bewit, and when he did, the man did not speak with him as he had used to do.
It was only a few days until Christmas when Tom decided he could endure his situation no longer. As Mr. Bewit had out gone to a comic opera, Hallux to a gathering of other Royal Society hopefuls, and Callow to wherever he went, Mr. Bewit had told the servants to make merry with some very nice fruitcake and a cauldron of wassail as a special treat. Tom had drunk and eaten his share with the rest, though in the corner with a book instead of in their midst. Though his bacchanal was more solitary than theirs, he had enjoyed the night well enough… until a few more cups than were good for everyone had been imbibed, and he became the subject of some sport.
“Master Tom is such a great reader,” observed Dick, the footman. “I’d wager a sovereign he’d rather poke his nose in a book than his cock in a cunt.”
Ribald laughter rang out as Tom tried to pretend he had not heard. Perhaps, he hoped, they would cease to torment him if he ignored them.
“I never learned to read, but the way he goes at it, it makes me think there might be something to it,” observed another wag, Lucas, who also served at table. “Could it be as fun, do you think?”
“Possibly. I tell you, sir, I almost fell asleep once, during the
act I mean, though the girl was trying her hardest atop me. But as you can see, Master Tom seems quite engrossed.”
Tom licked his finger, turning an page of volume nine of Tristam Shandy with deliberate care, and ignoring them.
“Maybe it’s grand, reading—but I doubt it could ever be as warm!”
Tom had not noticed Lucas approaching him, but he certainly noticed when the footman grabbed the book from his hands and tossed it into the fire. With a shout Tom leaped to his feet, hoping it might not be too late to save it, but both Dick and Lucas stood between him and the fireplace, and blocking his path with a stupid little dance while all howled at the great joke.
“That book is Mr. Bewit’s!” cried Tom, hoping against hope this would cause Dick to get out of his way. He could smell the burning paper and singeing leather. “Please!”
“It’s too late now,” said Dick, shoving him. Tom stumbled backwards into the ample lap of Cook, who pushed him away and then administered an undignified smack to his bottom.
As Tom rubbed the sore spot, Dick and Lucas finally got out of his way, but one look at the ashes told Tom all he needed to know.
“Maybe you can get him another,” suggested Lucas. “Aren’t shops open late this time of year? You’d know better than any of us, wouldn’t you?” Oh, how everyone laughed at that! “Go on—run along, if you’re so worried about it, and pick up a replacement. Surely you have enough to cover it—if not, just sell off some of your clothes.”
Tom stalked off. He was furious, but he was also afraid for what Mr. Bewit would say if Tom did not return his novel, especially in light of him no longer being the man’s favorite. That fear is what decided his course that evening—he would go out, and see if he could find a bookseller open late. It wasn’t his night off, but it was a servants’ holiday; he doubted there’d be any trouble over it.
The night was cold but dry. Frozen shit and dirty slush rimed the streets, but Tom persevered, his hopes having been raised by the few lights he saw burning in the shop-windows… unfortunately, as it turned out, every bookseller was closed for the night.
A gust of icy wind found its way through his coat and down his neck. Tom shivered. Feeling even more depressed and downcast than before, he decided it might be nice to take some refreshment—something warm and bracing to make his journey home more pleasant. He recalled there was a coffee-house somewhere close by, in Russell Street, he remembered passing it in Mr. Bewit’s coach. It had a funny name… Button’s, maybe.
When he found it, the foggy window was brightly lit and hung with living green. It looked warm and inviting, and the crowd inside seemed happy which was just what he needed.
Tom had not had much cause to visit coffee-houses before. Once popular, they had fallen largely out of fashion in recent years, but he knew enough not to be surprised to see men from all walks of life once he went inside, and to buy his cup first thing. One penny was the price of admission, and with the steaming proof of his payment in hand, Tom picked up a newspaper and made his way carefully among the occupied armchairs and clusters of standing people. Having not a single friend in all the world, and truth be told not much in the mood for further conversation that night anyway, Tom repaired to a quiet corner with a little table where he could let his cup to cool a little.
Tom wasn’t the only one who peered over the top of his well-thumbed broadsheet when he heard a great crash and then raucous wild laughter coming from a party of perhaps six or seven youths. As they cleaned up the mess, shouting at one another, Tom watched them with interest, as they were an attractive and diverse coterie, comprised of men and, surprisingly, two women. It wasn’t common to see females in coffee-houses, especially this late at night; any sensible person would doubt the virtue of any girl who would set foot in to such a place at that hour, so they tended to keep away.
“Another round!” cried one of the gentlemen gaily. “And then we’ll decide what to do about Charles, won’t we?”
The darker-haired of the two women bowed in a decidedly un-feminine fashion, and turned so that Tom could see her profile.
He gasped, and set aside his paper.
That was no woman. It was Callow Bewit.



 
 
 
 


 
Tom had heard of mollies—men who donned wigs and stays and gowns and took to the streets in giggling packs—but he’d never seen one before. Not in the wild, at any rate. The comic plays Mr. Bewit liked often featured men dressed as women, and Tom agreed that there was little funnier than a fellow in a dress, talking in a high voice and mincing about upon the stage. But a true molly… that was something he had only ever read about. In fact, he’d always assumed they were just a myth. Not so, apparently.
Oh, it was simply too delicious, to discover this was what Callow did with his time and his money. Well! Tom would use this new knowledge to his advantage, oh yes he fucking would. Catching Callow Bewit sneaking away from his father to dress as a lady! It was simply too delicious for words.
The question was, should he wait to reveal his newfound knowledge to Callow, or go and confront him here and now? Waiting had its attractions; he could spring it on the youth the next time he was being an utter shit, and see what happened. But going over now—casually sidling up alongside his nemesis, maybe making a comment about his lovely bubbies… no, it was too tempting! He had to do it.
Normally, it would be impossible to greet his better in a public place, but such a breach of courtesy was considered quite common within the confines of the coffee-house. Additionally, the strict rules of conduct would protect him if Callow took it as an insult; he’d buy Callow’s next cup, for that was the cost of offending a fellow patron. Really, Tom could think of no better use for a penny!
It would be a perfect coup. Tom was invincible. Any father in the world would be ashamed of a son who was a fop, a liar, and a spendthrift—but to find out he was also the lowest, most reprehensible kind of cross-dresser would be nothing short devastating—at least, Tom knew he’d feel that way, if he ever had a son.
This Christmas was about to become a lot more cheerful.
Tom took his time re-folding his paper and set it aside so slowly, delaying his pleasure in every possible way. Then he took a long pull of his cooling coffee, waiting, watching. He observed the lad as he returned to his fellows, glorying in seeing him but not being seen, fixing everything firmly in his mind. Oh, when he was old and grey, he would look back on this night as one of the best of his life!
When the lad had delivered the coffees, Tom began to creep over to the merry company, trying to look nonchalant. But, wanting to catch Callow before he sat down, he ended up hot-footing the last few steps. Seeing him, one of Callow’s crew began to say something, but it was too late. Tom threw his arm around the lad, hugged him tight, and grinning from ear to ear, looked sidelong at his quarry.
“Hello, Callow,” he drawled. “Fancy meeting you here! And in such a lovely frock!” He toyed with the lace around the bosom. “Wherever did you get it? I simply must get one of my own. Will you help me pick out the fabric?”
“Oh shit,” said the person beside him, in a voice that was not—could never have been—Callow’s. “It’s you!”
She pulled away as Tom released the girl, horrified, blind and deaf to everything but his grave error.
“The boy from the wig shop!” she exclaimed. “Upon my word, I never thought I’d see you again.”
“I could say the same for you!” For it was Callow Bewit—just not the real Callow Bewit. It was the impostor who had claimed to be him, all those months ago. A girl! And a very good looking girl, too! He’d never in a thousand years have guessed the possibility of such a thing. The illusion had been too complete; her manners too perfect. But his admiration was shortly supplanted by anger—for here was the cause of all his troubles.
“You cunning little vixen!” he spat, suddenly furious. “How dare you trick me!”
As she gawped at him, something else occurred to him—if she didn’t have the decency to actually be Callow Bewit, she could jolly well tell him the truth of the affair so he could get his place back.
“What the devil did you mean by coming into Dray’s and pretending to be someone else’s son? Or anyone’s son, for that matter?” He sniffed indignantly. “I lost my apprenticeship because of you—lost every hope of happiness I had in the world!”
“Shall I fetch the proprietor, Rasa?” said one of the company, the other woman—who, Tom was surprised to note was not actually a woman at all. Her face was too manly, her figure too broad in the shoulders. Here was his molly! Too bad he had too much else on his mind to fully appreciate such a unique encounter. “Wouldn’t be but the work of a minute to have him booted.”
“No,” said ‘Rasa.’ The girl was staring at Tom as if she’d seen a ghost. “Not… not yet.”
“Not yet!” Tom had half a mind to slap her across her beardless cheek. “Madam, you are too brazen. Do you have any notion of what I’ve endured because of your freak?”
“I’m sincerely sorry you were injured,” she said, and the strange thing was, he believed her. It brought him up short; calmed him substantially. “I didn’t know—if I had known—but he never told us.”
He advanced on her. “He who? Us who?”
Only when she drew back, and all eyes in the coffee house turned toward them did it occur to Tom that he was giving this woman precious little reason to tell him anything about anything. He softened his tone immediately.
“My lady.” He bowed. “Pray forgive my discourtesy. I was surprised, as I mistook you for someone else. For… Master Callow Bewit, whom I have met since you impersonated him so perfectly. You look very much like him from… from the back.” Tom didn’t pay attention to the sniggers of her companions, he was looking at her in amazement. Even now that he could see the whole of her face, it struck him how uncannily alike they really were. He could understand his mistake, thinking she was he, even up close. “I was disappointed to find you were not Master Callow, but now that I have recovered myself, I find I should be rejoicing in my error. It would be an honor to become further acquainted with a young lady as lovely as yourself.”
“What a ridiculous little fellow,” said one of the woman’s companions, a stylish and handsome young man whom Tom hated immediately. “Is he all right in the head, do you think, or shall we escort him to Bethlehem?”
“Stop it, Fenris,” she said, shooting a warning look his way. “My apologies, Mister… ah, I’m sorry…?”
“Dawne,” supplied Tom. “Tom Dawne is my name.”
“And I am Miss Rasa,” she said, and bowed. “Allow me to apologize again for any wrongs resulting from my actions. But apologies are not enough—not in this case. I would speak with you about this matter.” She glanced at the company, who were all on the edges of their seats, every one, watching the two of them. “Let’s… go somewhere else and talk.”
“Don’t go,” urged the molly. “Sit down, Mr. Dawne, make your self at ease. I shall buy your next cup, to make amends.” She tittered. He tittered. Whatever.
“Yes,” said a fellow who looked more like a well-to-do farmer than a proper gentleman, “it’s not often Miss Rasa agrees to talk about what she does for a living.”
“We’d be just fascinated to hear more,” said Fenris the Fop.
“More importantly, Miss Rasa,” said an older gentleman, “will you be safe on your own with this… person?”
“Ohhh, I suspect our girl knows how to take care of herself,” leered Fenris.
“Ignore them,” said Miss Rasa, taking Tom by the upper arm and leading him away from the merry throng. She seemed neither annoyed nor disgusted by their insinuations, as any true lady would have been—but neither did she jeer back at them with some bawdy retort, as a prostitute might. Her manners were intriguingly unlike those of any woman Tom had ever met.
This whole affair was becoming more interesting by the moment.
She was becoming more interesting by the moment.
“Where are we going?” asked Tom, as they shoved their arms into their coats.
“There’s a pub close by, the Turk’s Head. It’ll be busy, but we won’t be… observed.”
“Come back, my love!” cried someone, maybe Fenris, but Miss Rasa ignored the sally, and ducked outside without a word.
The air was shockingly cold in Tom’s lungs when they emerged from the warm coffee-house. He gasped; coughed. While he was very pleased to be going somewhere with this fine-eyed, straight-backed, lovely young woman, part of him wished they might have remained inside.
“It’s not far,” she said, hearing him struggle to breathe.
“I’m fine,” he managed, eyes watering. He brushed away the tears, and saw she had already begun to walk. He elected to remain behind her for a moment or two, instead of trotting after her—it gave him a chance to watch how she moved. She might look just like Callow, especially with that aristocratic nose, pouty lips, and piles of chestnut locks, but the figure beneath the coat she’d shrugged on was decidedly feminine. Her shoulders tapered gracefully to a narrow waist, and she was tall in the leg.
With a start, he realized she looked just like the phantasmal girl he sometimes dreamed about—and followed yet closer after that, fascinated by her.
“Miss Rasa,” he said, after they’d been walking for a few minutes, “please understand how impatient I am to learn something about this entire affair. Can we not speak as we walk?”
“Yes, all right,” she said, slowing her pace. “What would you like to discuss?”
“Well… to begin with… who are you?”
“You know my name.”
“Yes, but…”
“Mr. Dawne.” She stopped in the street, turning to face him. In the dim moonlight her face was yet more angular, and he could see the boy from the wig shop looking out from behind the more feminine appearance her hairstyle and clothing lent her. “I do not plan on telling you my life’s story simply because you were injured in the course of my work. I will help you in any way I am able, as we try never to harm third parties, but that is the whole of what I will do for you.”
“Yes, yes of course… but Miss Rasa, I wasn’t asking for your life’s story, not really… I don’t care where you were born, or who your mother was, or the names of your brothers, or what you all had to live on a year, or do to procure it.” She frowned at him, and he was surprised to see she looked a little sad. He amended himself quickly, “I suppose I meant to ask what sort of work sent you to Dray’s, pretending to be someone you are not? Who sent you there—or was it your own design? And… and did you rig that wig to humiliate Mr. Mauntell?”
She sighed. “This is going be a long night.”
“By Jove!” he exclaimed, not appreciating her tone. “Because of you, I was dismissed from my living, lost the woman I loved, and was forced to change my line of work!” Tom knew he was slathering it on a bit thick, but she’d never know the whole truth. “I think you owe me an explanation.”
“Yes, I suppose I do,” she said thoughtfully. “Some explanation, at any rate.”
“Some?” She’d begun moving again, and took off after her. “Why not all? My lady—if you would be so kind, do answer one question before you raise another!”
She smiled over her shoulder at him, a warm, lopsided smile that was breathtakingly casual and beautiful as a sunrise. Tom’s heart beat a little faster. It was not surprising any longer that this ‘Callow Bewit’ had figured so prominently in his nocturnal escapades, though he had only seen the creature the once. He must have known, somehow, what she was.
They had arrived, and the sign of the Turk’s Head swung above them in the slight breeze. She turned, looking him in the eye—they were the same height.
“I have already said I will right the wrongs done to you, but I cannot violate a client’s confidence—nor my master’s. You must understand—and you must promise not push me.”
Tom would have agreed to just about anything, just to spend a few more moments in her brilliant company.
“Miss Rasa,” he said, gallantly offering her his arm, “please—won’t you come inside with me? It seems we have much to discuss.”
 
And that, as you have likely guessed, is how I came to be acquainted with Tom Dawne.
 
***
 
“So, you refuse to tell me what you do, who you work with, who hired you, nor how you rigged that wig to humiliate Mr. Mauntell.” Tom drained his pint of bitter. “But you will confess to impersonating Callow Bewit, at the request of ‘someone,’ for the purpose of infiltrating Dray’s… in order to get at that particular wig?”
“No, I won’t confess to even that much,” laughed Miss Rasa, who was sipping on a glass of claret. “I’m sorry, Mr. Dawne. I was indeed that boy, that day… and I came to Dray’s for a purpose other than purchasing hairpieces. I shall not say for certain that Mr. Mauntell’s wig was my object… but I assure you—you were not.”
There was that crooked smile again. She was lovely—bewitching—the handsomest woman he had ever seen in his life, and the most obscure. They had been sitting together for scarcely an hour, leaning towards one another with their foreheads almost touching in order to be heard over the noisy rumbling of the pub, but already Tom was enchanted. How, he wondered, could he have ever felt affection for pale, distant, and insipid Sabina Dryden, when a warm, lively woman such as Miss Rasa existed in the world?
He had tried to draw her out in every way he knew, tempting her with compliments, sob stories, and indignation. But she would not say more than she would.
“Oh, and speaking of those hairpieces…”
“Yes?”
“I believe I still owe you some money for them. Five guineas, was it?”
“Five guineas! Upon my word, Miss Rasa, but five guineas is not much to offer a man who’s suffered so much on your account.”
Tom had meant to replicate her delicate and light banter, but drink had made his tone a touch surly. She raised her left eyebrow at him in a slow and exaggerated fashion. It made him blush. He had so hoped she would come away with a favorable impression—why did he had to go and ruin it all trying to be clever?
“Forgive me,” she said, “but it seems to me that my interference landed you rather… well… if not in the lap of luxury, at least somewhere around her knees.”
“At one time, perhaps.” Tom swirled the dregs around the bottom of his tankard. “The return of he whom you pretended to be has put an end to much of that luxury.”
“So you would go back to Dray’s? If you could be assured everything would go back to the way it was—or as close as possible?”
The way she asked, it was obvious this was more than just a casual question—but he was not prepared to give more than a casual answer. Licking his wounds by contemplating returning to his apprenticeship was one thing; to declare it his absolute will, another.
“How could it be?” he asked, stalling for time. “I do not believe Mr. Dray would consent to my returning without evidence that I was innocent. Even having found you, I have learned nothing would serve to allay his doubts that I am a wig-tamperer and bribe-taker of the worst sort.”
“If you wish it, on my honor I will see it done.” She shoved her fingers into the hair at the nape of her neck and combed it, so that the waves fell more fully—and artfully—over her shoulder. “You have my word, Mr. Dawne. If I did as you suspected as regards Mr. Mauntell, do you think me incapable of convincing a wig-maker to take back the boy who had been his faithful apprentice for six years?”
“I…”
“Yes?”
“…want another pint.” He lurched to his feet. “Get you anything?” She shook her head, her curls spilling off her shoulder and tumbling once again down her back.
He felt a sudden, intense urge to stick his face into the curling wildness of her mane. Queer as she was, the girl had absolutely enchanted him.
She’d alarmed him, too, by declaring she would clear the path for him to return to Dray’s. He needed time to think about that—which was mostly why he’d proposed a second round.
The thing was, Tom could not say if he could ever again be happy in a shop, taking his orders from someone so much less important than Mr. Bewit, or even Hallux Dryden; being bossed around by fops and lowlifes without the compensation of the sorts of comforts to which he had become accustomed at 12 Bloomsbury Square. He’d be back to sleeping upon the thin mattress in his garret, waking up early to bathe in cold water and bolt a crust or two before laboring all day; his chief pleasures would once again be receiving the compliments of a handsome lady, or enjoying a brief visit from Hizzy at night.
And would Hizzy visit him again? She had every right to spit at the sight of him, after the way he’d jilted her—yes, that’s what he’d done, he could no longer deny it. He’d abandoned her to enjoy the charms of other women… but then again, she’d never know about that. He could play it all off, he supposed—it would be relatively easy to pretend his triumphant return was a surprise he’d been planning for her. After spending his summer charming the noblesse, misleading a common chit like Hizzy would present few challenges.
Indeed—the real question was, did he want Hizzy? Surreptitiously glancing at Miss Rasa across the way, Tom doubted he could settle for someone as prosaic and uninspiring as a wig-maker’s daughter. What had once been his brightest dream was now nothing but a consolation…
But a consolation was better than nothing. The situation at Mr. Bewit’s was fast becoming unendurable…
Half a loaf, and all that. He would do it. He would tell Miss Rasa to do… whatever it was she was promising to do. For some reason he could not explain, he believed her when she said she could and would affect it.
Pint in hand, he wound his way back through the smoky, crowded public house. Pushing between two laborers, he spied her, quiet and entirely happy by herself. She looked so self-assured in her isolation he was almost sorry to disturb her.
Almost.
By Jove, he wanted her—wanted her very much indeed. Over the course of an hour she had affected him more than Hizzy ever had; more than any of those Somerset girls, either. He wanted to sit down, not across from her, but beside her; to whisper in her ear that she should finish her wine, and then usher her out of the pub and into his room to peel off her clothing, layer by layer, push her down upon his bed, call her by her first name, whatever it was. He wanted all of that and more. Much more.
As Tom watched her from the shadows it occurred to him that if he said yes—if he accepted her offer—she would help him, and then they would be done with one another. Forever. He got the impression that after the completion of their transaction he would never see her again. After all, what cause would they have to reconnect?
But if he were to stall—if he were to express uncertainty, request more time to consider her proposition—they would have to meet again, at least once; more, if he could manage it. And that way, they could not but help becoming better acquainted…
“Cozy, this place,” he said, sliding along the bench across from her. “Do you come here often?”
“I wouldn’t call myself a regular.”
“Where do you usually go?”
She replied by raising her left eyebrow again.
“Didn’t mean to pry,” he apologized. “It’s just, you know… I had a very bad night, as I told you. It’s difficult to say what I want, for sure… and I must think of my current master, as well.”
“So you don’t wish to go back? What is it you want, then—money? Or… I could arrange for a place for you to meet your wig-shop girl. You could carry on a liaison behind your master and her father’s back? Name your desire, Mr. Dawne—”
“Tom—please, call me Tom.”
She smiled again, and he dared to hope she was flattered by the intimacy. “Name your desire, Tom, and it shall be yours.”
He absolutely would not name his desire. Not yet. He could already see he would have to come at her from the side—she, unlike Miss Gill, was too aware of the world and its workings to fall for his usual tricks, he saw that now. He would have to seduce her without seeming like he was seducing her.
“You’re very generous,” he said, “but I cannot decide. Not tonight, not all of a sudden. Can we… can we discuss this again, sometime? I just need a few days, you understand—don’t you? Let me sober up and think it over. I couldn’t possibly leave Mr. Bewit before Christmas… or even before Twelfth Night. It wouldn’t be Christian.”
Miss Rasa nodded, and drained her glass.
“All right,” she said, withdrawing her pocket watch to check the time. “How long do you need to decide, do you think?”
Tom didn’t answer. He was too busy staring at her silver timepiece, as the red and green rose-shaped inlay on the face winked in the firelight. Seeing it made him feel... strange, for some reason he could not quite explain. He felt sure he’d seen that very watch before. He had seen it during their first encounter… yes… but he was also certain he’d seen it again sometime between that morning and this moment. Could Hallux’s watch be the same? No, Tom was fairly certain it had been gold. And yet, he had seen much of Hallux’s watch; had seen him hold it up and…
She noticed him staring, and tucked it away quickly.
“That watch,” he blurted, as she withdrew her hand from her jacket.
“What of it?”
“I’m sure I’ve seen it before!”
“Are you?” she seemed amused. “That doesn’t seem likely. It was my mother’s… but that’s all I know. She died when I was small.”
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I know what that’s like. Both my parents died when I was young. That’s how I ended up Mr. Dray’s apprentice. If he hadn’t taken me in, I’d have spent my youth in the Foundling Hospital.”
“Really?” She leaned forward, the first genuine and personal interest she’d shown all night.
Tom was delighted. “Oh yes,” he said eagerly. “As it was, I only spent a night there.”
“Then we have something in common, Tom. I spent a month there myself, before my master adopted me.”
Her smile was perceptively warmer, if a little sad. Tom congratulated himself—it was a small fissure in her shell, but a fissure nonetheless. All he had to do was keep applying pressure to the right places, and she’d crack like a nut.
“Your master adopted you? You mean, you are his legal daughter now?”
“I should be off,” she said evasively, not meeting his curious gaze. “When shall we next meet?”
Tom decided not to press the issue—they would, after all, meet again. “Thursday next?” he proposed, for that was to be his next night off, and good timing too, for it would be a few days after Christmas. “Here? At ten o’clock?”
“As you like,” she agreed, and stood.
“My lady,” he said, and moved to stand, but she shook her head, putting a hand on his shoulder to stop him.
“I’m no lady,” she said. “Finish your ale.” Over his protests she fished in her pocketbook and produced five guineas. After jingling them in her palm, she pressed them into his. Her touch electrified him, pleasure shooting through his hand into and up his arm, down his chest, and straight down to the tip of his shivering cock. “I hope you don’t mind if it’s less the cost of my glass of claret.”
“Eh?”
“What I owe you,” she explained, slowly, as if he were simple-minded. “For the hairpieces. See you Thursday, Tom.”
And she left him with no other companion but his desire.



 
 
 
 


 
Tom retraced their steps, carefully, so Thursday next he would not be caught scrambling to recall where they’d gone. As soon as he was certain he would remember the name of the pub and the cross street he hailed a cab; the fare back to Mr. Bewit’s was nothing to the unexpected addition of five guineas to his pocket-book.
Miss Rasa occupied Tom’s thoughts as he sat well back in the hackney-coach, out of the biting wind. Her eyes—her wrists—her waist—the flash of silk-stockinged ankle he’d caught during their walk when the wind gusted. He had so many questions for her—questions like… who was she really? What profession required young ladies to dress as lads to trick unsuspecting wig-makers for indeterminate reasons? Where did she live? And who was her mysterious master?
He would find out. He had already teased out part of her history. That sad smile of hers, when she recalled the Foundling Hospital—for a brief moment he had glimpsed what lay beneath her perfect mask of self-control and confidence. He’d liked what he’d seen, and wanted more. Much more.
The coach slowed, then stopped. Tom glanced out, certain the cabdriver had made a mistake, for the house was alive with lights behind the drawn curtains, and people trotting to and fro in silhouette before the casements. Odd; 12 Bloomsbury Square had been dark when he’d left.
“Party here tonight, m’lord?” said the driver, as he opened the door for Tom.
“No,” said Tom. “I’m as surprised as you are. Here,” he paid him for the fare and tipped him rather generously.
“And a happy Christmas to you, sir,” said the driver, tipping his hat before jumping back on the riding board.
Conscious of his dignity, Tom waited until the man was out of sight and then darted down and around, to the servant’s entrance. While it pained him to recall how before Callow’s return he would have let himself in the front, he was happy with his situation, for he learned almost at once what in the world had everyone dashing about so frantically.
“It’s Master Callow,” said the scullery maid, who was boiling a cauldron of water. “He’s… taken ill.”
“Is it serious?” asked Tom, trying not to sound hopeful.
“Nah.” She lifted the lid, and her face turned red in the steam. “He was making rather merry, and…”
“Not ill, then. Just drunk and sloppy.” The girl nodded at Tom’s diagnosis, too shy to say such things herself.
“Oh, Tom, you’re back,” said Mrs. Jervis, bustling into the room with a bucket full of soiled cloths that were eye-wateringly noisome. She set them aside with distaste. “Mister Bewit would see you. Immediately. He was rather sorry you’d gone out. I… made excuses for you, given the manner of your leave-taking.” It was as close to an apology as Tom could expect to receive, these dark days. “Go on up to him, he’s wanting you.”
“Is Master Callow with him?”
“No,” she said, disapproval positively oozing from the word. “He was just now taken short on the landing.” That explained the odor of those rags. Tom shuddered and tried to banish the mental image her descriptions produced. “His plans are to retire to bed after soaking in a hip-bath.”
“Did Mr. Bewit say he wanted anything?”
“Just you.”
Tom took the servants’ stair to the second floor without any of his earlier resentment, as likely the front staircase would be a bit pungent, and let himself in to Mr. Bewit’s study. The man was scribbling away at something so furiously that he barely paused when he looked over his shoulder to nod at Tom before going back to it.
Tom was very used to rushing to his master’s side only to be told to wait. He entertained himself by wandering the study. But tonight, the bookshelves, which usually kept him occupied, merely reminded him of the unfortunate incident that had precipitated his going out—so, thinking of Miss Rasa and her impersonation, he turned to the portraits.
Her face was still fresh in his mind he stared at the image of Callow Bewit. The painter’s decision to idealize the lad’s features recalled his impostor’s more than the reality; it seemed to Tom that Miss Rasa looked out at him, rather than Mr. Bewit’s son. Funny, that—but in Callow’s case, any impostor would be an improvement on the original.
Next, he wandered over to Mrs. Bewit’s portrait—and would have gasped, had he not been so well trained to keep such exclamations to himself in the presence of his betters. How could he have forgotten? Or rather, how had he failed to see? There, dangling from Mrs. Bewit’s sash, was Miss Rasa’s pocket watch! It had to be the same one. The design was so distinctive; the details, identical.
A thousand thoughts vied for his attention. Could it be the same watch? What would that mean? The simplest explanation was that Mr. Bewit had simply sold the piece, but it was just so odd, especially given how much Miss Rasa resembled—
“Tom?”
“Yes!” It came out as almost a shout, startling them both. “I beg your pardon, Mr. Bewit. My thoughts were… elsewhere.”
“I see.” Mr. Bewit pushed back from his desk. How tired he looked! Where once country sunshine and wind-chap had brightened his cheek, there were now only hollows filled with shadow, and the bags under his eyes did not bespeak restful evenings. “Unfortunately, my mind has been rather bound to the here-and-now.” He rubbed his temples and stood. “Those letters I just finished… see to them first thing. They are apologies that must not be delayed in their delivery.” He shook his head. “I don’t know what I shall do with Callow. He is… his character is… worse than I thought. His faults can no longer be excused as a boy’s naiveté and idle oat-sowing. The man has grown debauched.”
“I’m very sorry to hear it, sir.”
Tom was usually happy to tolerate Mr. Bewit’s depressed musings. Tonight, however, he was on fire with desire and curiosity, and it made him fidgety.
Mr. Bewit noticed. “Ah, I know,” he said. “You have heard all this before. It is not a topic any young man wants to spend his nights chewing over, time and again.”
“That’s not it at all, sir,” said Tom hastily. “My apologies. Just… something on my mind.”
“Oh?” Mr. Bewit smiled at Tom, his usual warm, lopsided smile that made his eyes crinkle at the edges and his lips press together. Tom watched him keenly, for it reminded him of another smile he’d seen that night. “If you would trouble me about it, I’m always happy to listen, Tom. I hope you don’t think… well, I know we have not been spending as much time together as we became accustomed to, but I thought it best… given…”
“Yes, sir. Of course, sir. I have very much regretted the loss of your company, but I know my place.”
“Your place…” Mr. Bewit glanced to the two armchairs by the fire. “To hell with place for the night. Come and sit, Tom, as we used to do, and tell me what is bothering you.”
Tom’s heart was beating—racing. He could not sit down; instead, glanced to the painting. “Mr. Bewit, that pocket watch in your wife’s sash…”
“Eh?”
“In this portrait of her.” Tom pointed. “I noticed she has a pocket watch, a silver one, inlaid with a rose. I’ve never seen another like it.”
Mr. Bewit was staring at him curiously, but said nothing. Tom plunged ahead.
“Well… forgive me, but… what happened to it? Do you know?”
“Josian’s watch?” Mr. Bewit had gone pale. “Why—why do you ask?”
Tom knew agitation was bad for Mr. Bewit’s nerves; it had been a mistake to ask about it, especially after such a trying night. “Nothing, sir,” he said quickly. “I’m sorry to have—”
“Why do you ask me, Tom? Why this watch? Why tonight?”
Tom heard the urgency in his master’s voice, but did not understand it. “Mr. Bewit, the boy who came into Mr. Dray’s, all those months ago—the one who pretended to be your son—he had a watch like that. Exactly like it.”
“What? Tom… what is this?”
“Forgive me, sir…. I only saw it the one time, and for only a moment, which is why I didn’t recognize it. But tonight… I saw it again. I met the false Callow.”
“You met…”
“The one who pretended to be your son, yes. In a coffee house. The impostor and your son are very alike—uncannily so, I’d say. And the other strange thing… is that the boy… wasn’t a boy.”
Mr. Bewit was staring at him as if Tom had just stripped off all his clothes and done a Cornish scoot on the rug. “What are you saying?”
“She had been dressed in boy’s clothes, for the deception. But tonight, when I saw her, she was dressed… naturally. As a young woman, I mean. I still recognized her—and confronted her.”
“How did you confront her?”
“Well, I asked her what she was about, imitating your son and coming into shops.”
Mr. Bewit’s face had darkened from white to red. He did not look at all well. Sweat beaded his forehead, and he looked unsteady on his feet.
“May I… get you a brandy, sir?”
“No,” said Mr. Bewit, daubing at his brow with a lace-edged handkerchief. “Tell me, Tom, how could you be sure it was… she?”
Tom elected not to relate the whole story. “I thought for a moment she might have been your son—silly, I know, but it was crowded and smoky, and I only saw her profile, but she had the same nose, and the same hair.”
Mr. Bewit dabbed again at his forehead. “And when you confronted her? What did she say?”
“That she had indeed impersonated Callow.” Mr. Bewit blanched again, and he trembled. “But she would not say by whom, or for what purpose,” continued Tom. “I enquired, of course—pressed her, even, but she would not yield. I would not have been so forthright, but you said when we discussed the matter that you suspected someone had arranged the entire affair with an aim of injuring both Mr. Mauntell and yourself… I say, Mr. Bewit, are you certain you’re quite all right?”
“Perfectly fine,” he stammered while making his way unsteadily to his chair, where he very nearly collapsed into it. “And you say… you say…”
“What’s that? Sir, here.” Tom was at Mr. Bewit’s sideboard in an instant, where he poured him a glass of port. “Take this, sir. I did not mean to upset you, I—”
“This girl… how old was she?”
“Not twenty.”
“And she was very like Callow, you say?”
“Shockingly so.”
He took a long, but careful sip. His hands were trembling as if he had St. Vitus Dance! “And she… she had a pocket watch? Like my wife’s?”
“I would swear it was the pocket watch in that painting.”
“That watch was custom-made… for my wife, when she was just a girl.” Then, all of a sudden, he shuddered so violently he dropped his glass on the carpet as he groaned like a cow giving birth. “Oh God! Oh God!” he cried.
Tom was concerned for his master’s health, of course he was, but he was also desperate for answers. He knelt at Mr. Bewit’s feet; dared to put his hand on the man’s knee.
“Mr. Bewit! What is the meaning of this?”
“Alula!” Tears were running down his cheeks now, and he bent forward, wracked with sobs, forehead to Tom’s hand. “Oh, Alula, my daughter! How I have betrayed you!” He reared up again, clapped a hand to his mouth, and shook with the force of keeping in his wails.
“You will burst if you keep this inside a moment longer!” Tom urged him on, heedless of the consequences. “Alula Bewit died—you and everyone else said she died! Far from here, and long ago! How, then, could this girl have been she? Why, she told me herself that she was an orphan! Why would she say so if she were really your daughter?”
“God has seen fit to punish this foolish man,” blubbered Mr. Bewit, snot and tears running over his lips in equal measure. “But not so much as I have punished my dear Alula, my flesh and blood, an innocent if ever there was one! She is not dead, Tom. I gave her up—abandoned her in her hour of need! Hallux said—it doesn’t matter what he said. I should never have listened to him, but I was a younger man, foolish, and frightened to lose the fortune I had but lately gained, even second-hand. But my folly was a poisonous tree, and it has surely borne wicked fruit. To hear of all things that she is working for Mangum Blythe! God only knows what horrors and degradations she has endured, and all because I am weak—spineless—a selfish sinner ruled by pride and greed rather than any nobler sentiments!” And with that, he beat his fist upon the arm of the chair so hard the wood creaked.
“Please, Mr. Bewit, calm yourself!” Tom’s curiosity finally yielded to alarm. “You will do yourself an injury! Please—it might not have been the same watch, it was foolish for me to even mention it to you!”
“Tom, that watch was what I left her—a token, from her family, so she might not think herself completely abandoned,” he whimpered, leaning forward to clutch Tom’s lapels, much to his alarm. “I chose it… in case she ever… in case it reminded her…”
“Sir?”
“I must speak with him.” Mr. Bewit lurched to his feet. “I have business with my cousin, and I would do it alone. It will be an ugly affair.” He dashed the tears from his eyes. “As it has been from its inception!”
He fairly flew out of the room after that, leaving Tom upon the rug before the fire, ruminating upon what he had just heard. He sat there for a long time, heedless of the cramps in his legs, or the lateness of the hour.
Miss Rasa. Alula Bewit. Could they be the same girl? Miss Rasa hadn’t mentioned anything about impersonating her own brother for whatever strange errand she had been on, that morning. Then again, she had been loath to discuss the matter at all…
Regardless, Tom now knew Mr. Bewit had abandoned his daughter at an orphanage, telling everyone she had died, and maintained that deception for years and years! What on earth had precipitated such a strange decision? Alula would have been in her early teens when he gave her up. Why had she stood for it? Why had she never come home, to demand her rights, as a gentleman’s daughter?
And how was Hallux Dryden involved? At the end of their Michaelmas party, Tom had overheard the Jepps agreeing Mr. Dryden had once loved the girl, but now the man was happily (more or less) married to Sabina, after apparently convincing Mr. Bewit to give up his daughter, forever…
It was all extremely mysterious—vexingly so. The only thing Tom could think to explain it all was Hallux Dryden had got Alula with child and then refused to marry her. But why would he do that, if he had loved her? And even if that had been the case, the Foundling Hospital was an odd choice for a hushed-up lying-in, when there were so many boarding houses that catered to such circumspect circumstances. And to leave her there, afterwards, forever… no, it was too cruel. Mr. Bewit would never have consented to such an outrage.
Shaking his head, Tom turned his thoughts from that to the other name involved in the scandal: ‘Mangum Blythe.’ Who was he? Mr. Bewit had never mentioned him as an acquaintance, even in passing, Tom was sure of it… but he had not stumbled over the name, nor struggled to recall it. Working for Mangum Blythe, he had said.
Blythe must be the master Alula had referenced. Mr. Bewit must have hired them to humiliate Mr. Mauntell. That would actually quite neatly explain his guilt over Tom’s being sacked…
But no, that didn’t make sense. Mr. Bewit had obviously never known his own daughter was working for this Blythe, so he couldn’t have hired her to impersonate his son.
Yes, vexing was just the word for it!
Tom thought so long on the matter he must have dozed off. Next thing he knew, his head was pillowed on the seat of Mr. Bewit’s chair and Mrs. Jervis was shaking him by the shoulder. Tom looked up at her, bewildered. It was still dark beyond the curtains. She looked very worried.
“Mrs. Jervis?”
“At last, you’re awake!” She wrung her apron between her hands. “You must come—quickly. We need all the help we have; all the house is in an uproar. Mr. Bewit has collapsed!”



 
 
 
 


 
The doctor had been sent for, and Mr. Bewit had been moved to his chambers, so there was nothing for Tom to do besides apply cool cloths to his master’s feverish cheeks. He did so assiduously, driven by a nagging sense of guilt to keep a watchful eye.
Mr. Bewit’s fever was high and his color poor; the only thing to do was keep him comfortable until Mr. Fitzwilliam arrived to do what he could. Tom cursed himself for a fool—it had been cruel to bring up the matter when his master was already so upset. He had been thinking only of Miss Rasa and her mysterious pocket watch—only of himself, in other words.
“Unggh,” moaned Mr. Bewit, turning over in his delirious sleep. Tom snatched away the cloth, wrung it out, and dipped it in the bowl of water. When he pressed it to Mr. Bewit’s brow, the man sighed happily.
Then the door opened, and Mr. Fitzwilliam was there at last, with his black bag and his pleasant, reassuring manners. But when he saw Mr. Bewit, his countenance fell.
“How is his pulse?” he asked, but Tom had no answer. Taking the man’s wrist in his, the doctor looked at his own pocket watch and shook his head. “So light and fast!”
Half an hour’s examination later, the surgeon looked no less grim. “It is as I feared,” he murmured. “It has taken hold.”
“No!” whispered Mrs. Jervis hoarsely, hand at her throat.
“What precipitated this?” Mr. Fitzwilliam looked from the housekeeper to Tom.
“I do not know,” said Mrs. Jervis, saving him from answering. “Mr. Dryden would not say when he rang for us.”
“Bring him here!” Mr. Fitzwilliam did not look pleased. “I would speak with him.”
Mrs. Jervis bustled out, which was when the doctor fixed Tom in his gaze.
“Do you have any other information?” he asked shrewdly.
Tom waited just a moment too long as he decided what to say.
“Out with it, boy!” cried Mr. Fitzwilliam.
“Master Callow disgraced himself tonight,” said Tom. “He caused quite a commotion upon returning from a night out. Mr. Bewit was most displeased.” It was not the whole of it, he knew—and so did Mr. Fitzwilliam.
“And?” he prompted.
“And I… instead of comforting him, I selfishly enquired about something regarding his deceased wife and daughter,” said Tom, flushing. Mr. Fitzwilliam nodded.
“I see. The latter is not a topic that rests well with Mr. Bewit.”
“I know. It was on my mind, and Mr. Bewit noticed I seemed… preoccupied…”
The apothecary sighed. “It is not to be wondered at, then, that he became so worked up. But you were not with him when…”
“No,” said Tom. “He left me to go speak with Mr. Dryden.”
“Where he made a perfect ass of himself, and is reaping what he sowed,” said Hallux, stomping through the door without the slightest heed of what a racket he made.
“Good God, man!” cried Mr. Fitzwilliam. “Have some respect!”
“And where, pray, is my respect?” Hallux looked mightily annoyed. “I was in the middle of my evening ablutions when Mrs. Jervis burst in upon me—”
“I knocked!” said Mrs. Jervis, offended.
“—to demand I come in here to look at my cousin sweating, or whatever is needed,” he sneered. “What am I do to? Aren’t you the apothecary?”
“He was with you when he collapsed,” Mr. Fitzwilliam said evenly. “I am surprised, Mr. Dryden, having heard many times from your own mouth about your skill helping those with nervous complaints, that you apparently alarmed your cousin so mightily that he fell into a fever. Pray tell me, what were you discussing? It may help me treat him, to know the origin of this malady.”
Hallux glanced at Tom and sniffed. “He wanted to discuss something irrelevant,” he said.
Tom was tempted to pry, but decided not to… he did not wish to find out what Hallux would do if he learned Tom knew the truth.
“I see,” said Mr. Fitzwilliam. “Well, I’m surprised at you, Mr. Dryden. You know better than anyone how delicate someone can be, after suffering a shock. It has not been six months since your cousin’s last episode, and this one, as I predicted, is much more severe.”
“Then leech him, or bleed him, or do whatever would be best,” said Hallux. “I can’t imagine you’ll do him much good by scolding me all night.”
“As you say,” said Mr. Fitzwilliam, his tone bordering on the hostile.
It was a grisly thing, watching a man being bled. Tom had never seen it done, and hoped he never would again. He hadn’t wanted to watch in the first place, but Mr. Fitzwilliam all but begged Tom to remain. That way, if Mr. Bewit awoke he would first see a friendly and familiar face.
That left Tom holding the bowl, his hands wrapped in fresh-boiled cloths, as the blood from Mr. Bewit’s veins dripped over his elbow and slowly away. He hadn’t expected it to be closer to black than red. More than once he hid a retch.
“There,” said Mr. Fitzwilliam at last, pressing a cloth to Mr. Bewit’s arm. “I daren’t take any more. Hopefully this will ease his pain.”
Tom couldn’t see how that would be the case, but he was a shop-boy turned boot-fetcher; what did he know?
“Keep the cool cloths on him. I will take this outside and fetch some wine to bathe the incision.” Mr. Fitzwilliam smiled. “You did well, boy. You’d have made an excellent apprentice sawbones, once we toughened you up a little. Why don’t you pour yourself a drink? Surely your master wouldn’t begrudge you a snort of something steadying.” Mr. Fitzwilliam looked meaningfully at the decanter on Mr. Bewit’s dresser. “I may need you again before this night is out.”
Tom did indeed pour himself a bit of brandy, but he had only time enough to take two sips before Mr. Bewit stirred.
“Tom,” he said weakly. “Tom… come here.”
Mr. Fitzwilliam had said nothing of what Tom should do if his master awakened. Mildly terrified, Tom went to Mr. Bewit’s unbled side and took the man’s hand.
“I’m here, Mr. Bewit,” he said. “I’m here. Be still—you collapsed, and you…”
“I know,” he wheezed. “I… my vision is dimming, Tom, and my body… I fear…”
“Shh,” said Tom. “Fear nothing. Mr. Fitzwilliam is here—he just stepped out for a moment. He’ll be back soon, and—”
“Mr. Fitzwilliam is the best of doctors.” His voice was so faint, merely a whisper. “But only you can help me, Tom.”
“What can I do? Name it, and I shall see it done.”
“Go and wake Mr. Wallace,” he said, as Tom leaned closer so as not to miss a word. “Knock until you rouse him, and tell him I must see him—now, or he shall never see me alive again.”
“Mr. Bewit!”
“Tom, I tell you truly!” He was becoming agitated again, so Tom agreed at once. Exhausted though he was, he would do this for his master.
“Let me tell Mr. Fitzwilliam, and—”
“No! It is an errand of the utmost urgency,” said Mr. Bewit. “go and saddle a horse, and—”
“I cannot ride well enough to—”
“You must!”
Certain he would be hanged as a horse-thief (or bucked off and left with his head cracked in a gutter), Tom promised Mr. Bewit he would do all he could, and sneaked out of the room. Down the stairs he went, and out the back door, avoiding everyone he saw. He did not know why Mr. Bewit needed his lawyer, but then again, he did not need to know. It was enough that his master desired it, as he had learned over the last few months.
He slipped past Mr. Bewit’s groom and found Blackie, Mr. Bewit’s favorite riding horse. The horse whickered at him, confused, but Tom spoke to the beast calmly as he had seen actual riders do as he put the saddle on its back and tightened it best he could. Praying he’d done everything right he hopped on, as the creature danced beneath him, and took off into the night.
It was a wild ride through the empty streets, the horse in high spirits, and Tom feeling the whole time like he needed to get off the creature’s back to relieve his aching bladder. The press subsided only when he got to Mr. Wallace’s house in Gracechurch Street, and pounded upon the door until a light appeared in a window. The lawyer’s housekeeper appeared, a foul-faced crone who had seen at least a hundred years of service, and demanded to know what Tom was about.
“Drunk are ye?” she shouted. “Get away! An honorable lawyer lives here!”
“I was looking for Mr. Wallace, not an honorable lawyer!”
She gave him an appraising look, then favored him with a smile.
“Who sent you?”
“Mr. Bewit. He is… ill. Deathly so.” Whether or not he believed it, Tom figured it made for a good story. “He demanded I retrieve Mr. Wallace immediately.”
“Hmm.” She disappeared, and not long after, the front door opened. Tom was relieved to see Mr. Wallace in his dressing gown, even if the bleary-eyed man looked mightily annoyed.
“Deathly ill, is it?” was his greeting.
“Mr. Fitzwilliam attends him,” said Tom. “He begged me come to you—said it was of the utmost importance.”
“All right, all right. Come inside, while I get dressed and collect his file. Can your horse carry us both?”
“I could not say. Getting here on the creature’s back was nothing short of a miracle. I never really learned to ride.”
“Then I’ll ride Blackie and you can follow after, on Sancho—my mule,” he said. Tom’s expression must have betrayed him, as Mr. Wallace laughed. “It’s the wee hours, boy. No one will see you.”
The warmth inside Mr. Wallace’s respectably middle-class foyer made Tom sleepy. It had been an exceptionally long night. He had not made it home from his meeting with the one who had called herself Miss Rasa until one in the morning, and now it was close to four. He leaned against the wall, intending just to rest himself, but jolted awake when once again Mr. Wallace joined him.
“Everything is in readiness,” he said, shrugging into his coat. “Sancho is gentle, you shall get home safe enough.”
“My thanks, Mr. Wallace,” said Tom, rubbing at his eyes. “I will see you there shortly.”
It was at a much more meditative pace that Tom returned to 12 Bloomsbury Square. It was still dark, it being mid-winter, and lights still blazed in many rooms, including Mr. Bewit’s. Tom did not know what this foretold, but as soon as he was inside a tired-faced Mrs. Jervis said their master was no better, had sent everyone away, and was with Mr. Wallace now.
“Go on up,” she said. “We were told to send you once you were home—that you did not return with Mr. Wallace concerned him greatly.”
“Might I have something to eat and drink?” begged Tom.
There was some cold wassail in the cauldron, but it did him well enough with a crust of bread and a morsel of cheese. He bolted it, thanked Mrs. Jervis—who was uncharacteristically kind about the whole thing—and feeling much restored, he went up, only to bump into Mr. Wallace as the lawyer was leaving Mr. Bewit’s room.
“I see now why you were willing to ride out at this hour on such a cold night.” His tone was not as warm as it had been. “Wise lad. Well, go in. Let him tell you.”
More than a little confounded, Tom bowed and went straight in. Mr. Fitzwilliam had rejoined them at some point, and was right by Mr. Bewit’s side. But when Tom met the doctor’s eye, he looked away, and shook his head.
“No,” said Tom, glancing at Mr. Bewit. The man looked, if anything, worse.
“Mr. Fitzwilliam,” breathed Mr. Bewit, “please… you have done all you can do. Leave me with Tom, I must… I must speak with him alone.”
“Sir, what—” Tom began, but allowed himself to be interrupted by his gentle master.
“My hour draws near,” said Mr. Bewit, as Mr. Fitzwilliam left the room. “Tom, I would unburden myself to you. Listen to an old man.”
“With pleasure, Mr. Bewit.”
“You say that now… but I have wronged you. Tom! It was I who got you sacked. After a fashion.” He winced. “Last year, a mutual friend invited Mr. Mauntell and myself to play cards with him at Brooks’s for a night. I was… very taken with the club, as was Robert. Afterwards, we both spoke to Mr. Orgueil, privately, and he assured us that everyone had agreed to put our names on the list. We had both behaved so prettily, and been so free with our betting, that all agreed we might make valuable additions, when such a time came as they had room for us.
“I had long been jealous of Mr. Mauntell. He is an independent man with a handsome family, beholden to no one. He has everything I have ever wanted, and it ate at me like a worm at the heart of an apple that he might also be first admitted to Brooks’s, on top of all that.
“I managed to discreetly ask my friend who was first on the list, and learned that he had an idea that Robert, due to his deeper pocketbook and better connections, would come up first. God, how it tormented me! I could think of nothing else. It seems so silly to me now—but foolishness has ever been my master.
“I could not turn my mind from the subject, and in my cups one night at my former club I mentioned all this to an old school chum of mine, a Mr. Ringsby. I said I would give all I had and everything I could borrow to knock Mauntell out of the running—permanently, if it could be arranged. Ringsby gave me a queer look, and laughed, and said if I cared about it so much I ought to speak with a man named Mangum Blythe.”
That name again! Concerned as he was for his master, Tom couldn’t help but feel a surge of excitement at realizing he was at long last to have the full truth of the curious matter.
“I asked him who on earth Mangum Blythe might be, having never heard the man’s name in my life. Ringsby said he was a man who… obtained things for people. Things they wanted. Things that would give them pleasure. Ringsby had hired Mr. Blythe himself, and had nothing but good things to say about his services—and very generously gave me the man’s card, which he had in his wallet. It had printed on it only ‘Mangum Blythe,’ and his address.
“I thanked him, pocketed the card, and went home, pleading too much wine. Really, though, I was oppressed by my thoughts. A man who could get anything for anyone—if it would make them happy! It seemed incredible, a hoax. Perhaps that’s why it took weeks before I called on Mr. Blythe.
“When I did, the house looked ordinary enough from the outside, but I was shown in with as much grace and fanfare as I might be in any house in Curzon Street. And there, in a sitting room fit for a duke, I met Mangum Blythe.
“At first, I found him very charming… but is not Lucifer supposed to be charming?” Mr. Bewit coughed, then relaxed. “Well, I was not wrong—Blythe is a devil, he had a devil’s easy manners and grace about him. And when he spoke—why, of what he spoke, and so casually!
“I am ashamed to say in the moment I admired him, for when I asked him of past successes, he told me such stories! When I was at last satisfied with his ability and his discretion, I told him all, at his behest. He listened attentively to my problem, and when I was done, he spoke no judgment of me, only asked me a few questions about myself, my family, before admitting what I wanted could be done, and easily enough. Alas—what folly! Tom, it was for counsel I came to him, and yes, he gave it to me—but better had he told me to go home and think on more wholesome matters!”
Tom, though fascinated, feared for Mr. Bewit’s health—he was looking paler by the breath. He made to rise and call for Mr. Fitzwilliam, but Mr. Bewit caught his arm with surprising strength.
“Tom—listen to me! You must listen. Mangum Blythe indulged my weakness; furthered my vanity by taking five hundred pounds from me in order to affect what I wished. He would not tell me how, but said to expect results within a fortnight. Well, all I had to do at that point was go home and live my life. Ten days later… you arrived on my doorstep, standing behind Mr. Mauntell, who, as you know, made quite a spectacle of himself.
“I was shocked—not by Mr. Mauntell’s misfortune, but by your own. You see, Mr. Blythe had told me he sought never to harm anyone not directly involved with a client. So, when Mr. Dray dismissed you, I took pity on you. And right I was to do so, for you have become my closest confidante, and now you have revealed to me something I never knew: my daughter is alive, for surely it must be she who impersonated my own son!”
“Mr. Bewit, we don’t know for sure if—”
“I know! I am certain!”
“But if he employed your daughter, why would he not mention it to you?”
“Perhaps Mr. Blythe did not know, or perhaps he thought it a colossal joke. Who can say? He is a devil, as I have said. Whatever the case might be, you must see why I am so disgusted to hear my dear, forgotten Alula is now working for such a scoundrel. Dressing as a boy, gadding about—and God only knows what else! I shudder to think of it… Mr. Blythe let me know in no uncertain terms that he was capable of realizing the desires of anyone—and in every way. How can I, a man of the world, believe her innocence has not been outraged?”
Tom saw the man’s point. Why, the master to whom Miss Rasa had so casually alluded might even now be using her person for more sinister purposes than hornswoggling innocent apprentices!
“The Foundling Hospital—curse them! Let them all be damned. They assured me that girls in their care would not end up in such… circumstances. Had I but known… even though she… oh, how I have prayed for her tonight, as Mr. Fitzwilliam doctored me; as I waited for Mr. Wallace. Not for her virtue—only for her safety. Tom, if you but knew what Mangum Blythe truly is! What he did! What he was willing to do! Why, he told me that once, he—”
Mr. Bewit began to cough, and so long did he cough that he began to retch. Tom gave him a glass of wine, which helped him recover, but before he could ask several burning questions, such as why Mr. Bewit had abandoned his daughter in the first place, his master began to speak again.
“My hour draws near, I can feel it. I have mused too long on Mangum Blythe, and must move on to more pressing matters. But you will soon understand why I have spent so much time telling you of that devil.
“Lest anyone try to rob you of what is now yours, I made Mr. Wallace promise me he would be your advocate. Tom—I have altered my will. The whole of my personal wealth is seventeen thousand pounds, or thereabouts, in cash, in the safe in my office. Everything else is Hallux’s. I withdrew everything I had after he agreed to help the family, and saved the rest through economy over the last few years, so that Callow would have something if Hallux sired an heir. That doesn’t matter now. What matters is that I intend to split it between my son… and you.”
Tom gasped. Half of seventeen thousand pounds! That amount of money would make him comfortably independent for the rest of his life. Why, he would be able to live as a gentleman, and never work again!
“I know, it must come as a shock to you,” wheezed Mr. Bewit, interrupting his thoughts, “but though I told Mr. Wallace the particulars of your story tonight, he says there is no easy way to give any of the money to poor Alula, her being legally if not actually deceased. Oh, Tom—good, trustworthy Tom—to you alone can I entrust this task.” He inhaled wetly. “Mr. Wallace will give you ten thousand pounds upon my death. Then you must find Alula. I believe seven thousand pounds will allow her to sever her ties with Mangum Blythe and live as a gentlewoman. She will never again need to sell her… oh, my poor girl!” He grasped Tom’s hand with fever-strength. “You will of course keep the rest for yourself—it will serve you well as a nest-egg. Promise me you will do this!”
Tom pushed away an ungrateful sensation as he nodded. Three thousand pounds was hardly a stingy inheritance, especially given he was inheriting it from someone unrelated to him. Just the same, he had been much richer not half a minute before…
“Of course,” said Tom. “You are very generous, sir. I will see this noble thing you wish done with all possible haste.”
“Good lad.” Mr. Bewit seemed much more at ease, yet failing fast. “Find Mangum Blythe—find Alula—and give the money to her as soon as you are able. And tell her… tell my daughter… tell her she had a father, and he loved her dearly, and always wished her well in spite of… everything.”
That struck Tom as strange, but it was obviously not the time to press Mr. Bewit. “I will.”
“Thank you. I… I am grateful. And now… I have a final boon to beg…”
“Anything, sir.”
“Fetch Callow and Hallux.” He sighed, looking weaker now that he had unburdened himself. “I would say my… goodbyes.”
“Surely—”
“Please, Tom. Mr. Fitzwilliam would not tell me to settle my affairs if he did not… not think…” And he began again to cough.
Tom stood, nearly upending the chair in his haste. Hallux he woke first, much to the man’s chagrin, but he certainly moved fast enough when he heard the news. Callow was another story. Tom shook him and shook him, but when the boy finally came to his senses, he laughed off Tom’s words as a practical joke, and would not get up. Tom tried, but there was nothing for it. Callow rose at noon the following day, far too late to speak one last time with his father.
 
***
 
When Tom awoke to a cold rain steadily spattering his small window, he thought it must be morning, his room was so dark—but his mantle-clock said it was quarter past two in the afternoon.
He winced and groaned as he got up, every muscle sore from his late-night ride, and his hands were clumsy as he dressed, his mind as foggy as the windowpane. He was still tired. He felt unalloyed gratitude toward Mrs. Jervis for letting him sleep, and reassigning whatever needed doing to someone who hadn’t been up the entire night running all over London. But when he emerged to find the house in mourning, and every person busier than they could manage, he felt it very odd indeed that he had not been awakened. Odder still was how none of the other staff seemed to meet his eye when he spoke to them. He didn’t want to give them the pleasure of asking what it was they would not say aloud. Instead, he asked for Mrs. Jervis, and was told she was across the back yard, in the laundry.
“Beastly day,” he said, shaking raindrops from his hair when at last he found her overseeing a maid who was pressing Mr. Bewit’s burial suit in the cramped and steamy shed. “Mrs. Jervis, let me apologize for oversleeping. I—”
“You didn’t oversleep,” she said softly, running her finger over the barest wrinkle in Mr. Bewit’s best shirt, and shaking her head before handing it back to the girl.
“Oh.” He shifted his weight from foot to foot. “Good, then.”
Mrs. Jervis sighed. “Tom… Master Cal—Mr. Bewit, I should say, and Mr. Dryden… they informed us this morning that you… must pack your things and go. As quickly as you are able. You are no longer employed here.”
Tom realized he should have been expecting this from the moment Mr. Fitzwilliam had shaken his head at Mr. Bewit’s bedside. “I see.”
“You are excused from all duties,” she said, as if he might not understand the implications of being sacked.
“Yes. I understand.”
“But… as neither mentioned your clothes, nor the gifts Mr. Bewit gave you, I would say you are free to take everything the kind man gave you.” Mrs. Jervis’s voice sounded tight, constricted, and her eyes were red. Tom wondered if she might cry; wondered if it could be for his sake, or if it was all for their master. “Nor did they expressly forbid anyone writing you a letter of reference. Tom… whatever our personal differences might have been, you served Mr. Bewit well. If you find yourself requiring assistance getting another position, please… don’t hesitate to ask.”
Tom was truly grateful—of course he was. Clothes and gifts and a recommendation to some new place were all fine things, to be sure.
But more on his mind was ten thousand pounds, in cash. “Thank you very much, he said. “But Mrs. Jervis, ah, have you any idea…”
“Yes?”
“When… they will…” Tom licked his lips, but could not make them form the words read the will.
“Will what? The funeral? Tom, it will be family only…”
“Yes, of course.” He bowed to her. “Well. You reprimanded me once for calling you madam, but now I am no longer yours to reprimand. Therefore… I bid you good day, madam.”
“Good luck… Master Tom.” Her slight smile drew one from him. It was almost a relief to hear the familiar epithet in this house that was no longer his home.
As Tom dashed through the drizzle back across the yard and into the house he resolved to locate Mr. Wallace first thing. Not wishing to be caught out of doors without a guinea to his name, he would go and see him before even asking after a sturdy crate.
Thankfully Mr. Wallace was close at hand—he had set himself up in Mr. Bewit’s study. It felt strange to Tom to tread the well-worn path for his own purposes, rather than those of another, but it wasn’t half so strange as entering to find Mr. Wallace behind the familiar desk.
“Ah, Tom,” he said, looking up and removing his spectacles. “I’m not surprised to see you, not at all. I’m only amazed you waited so long.”
Tom ignored the man’s arch tone, and decided to plunge right in. “Mr. Wallace, I’ve been… dismissed from my position here. I have come therefore to ask you to release to me the ten thousand pounds we both know Mr. Bewit wished me to have.” Mr. Wallace was watching him with amused detachment that did not make Tom feel at all confident about the success of his inquiry. “I know, ah, it is customary to wait to… disburse… assets… until after the reading of the will,” said Tom, throwing out all the vaguely legal words that came to mind, “but under the circumstances, I’d rather hoped… what?”
“Disburse assets after the reading of the will?” Mr. Wallace laughed. “My dear boy. I fear I must disabuse you of certain notions. The reading of the will is merely that—the reading of the will. I shall not be piling up Mr. Bewit’s goodies and then handing them out like St. Nicholas at a Dutch yuletide feast. No indeed. At the reading, I shall read, and then you can wait like any other mortal for your ten thousand pounds. If you ever get it.”
“What do you mean—if I get it?”
“Likely Callow and Mr. Dryden will contest that portion of the will. They will say Mr. Bewit was dying, that he could not be trusted to make a sound decision—and I rather agree with them.” Tom, horrified, made bold to take a chair. “The money could be tied up for years, unless you hire a lawyer equal to myself, and… well, you would need your ten thousand pounds to hire a lawyer equal to myself. It’s a very sticky situation.”
“But Mr. Wallace…” Tom decided to play to the man’s better instincts. “You of course understand I wish to discharge my duty to Mr. Bewit as quickly as I can. Poor Alula! Think of her!”
“Even if the girl in question is really Alula Bewit—which, between you and me, I rather doubt—and even if I believed you actually intended to give her a portion of the money—which I don’t,” Tom bristled at this, “my hands are tied. It would be a grave matter indeed if I were to unlock that safe and just hand you ten thousand pounds out of it.”
Tom’s gaze turned toward said safe.
“Then again…”
Something about the man’s tone made Tom sit up straighter in his chair.
“The thing is, Tom, I haven’t gotten around to drawing up all the necessary documents.” Mr. Wallace smiled wanly. “I just had Mr. Bewit sign the paper that would eventually bear his wishes upon it, knowing what a state he was in.” He held up a sheet of parchment, sealed, signed, but with no words upon it. “I see no reason why I need mention the ten thousand pounds due to you…”
“Good God!” Tom leaped out of the chair and began to pace in excitement. “Mr. Wallace, please—I do intend to locate Alula, and give to her what is hers, I swear it! You may think me a knave, but I cared for Mr. Bewit, and would see his wishes done.”
“What is that to me, once you leave with it?” Mr. Wallace surveyed him coolly. “Give it to any whore on the street, for all I care.”
It suddenly dawned on him what Mr. Wallace was about. “How much?” he asked. “How much will it cost me?”
“Nothing you cannot afford. Just a small and entirely reasonable fee. Shall we say… five percent of the sum?”
“Five hundred pounds?” Tom stared at the man, mouth hanging open. “You want me to give you five hundred pounds?”
“Why not? You can afford it. Or rather… you will be able to, if you don’t refuse me.” He tented his fingers over the paper that lay between his elbows, guarding it. “Well?”
“Why not take it from Callow’s share?” Tom knew in the broad scheme of things that five hundred pounds was as nothing to ten thousand—or rather, to nine thousand, five hundred—but still, it rankled.
“Don’t tell a surgeon how he should bleed his patients,” joked Mr. Wallace, in what Tom thought was very poor taste considering the circumstances. “I shall exact what I see fit from young Master Callow, too.”
“All right!” Disgusted, Tom turned away. When he had control of himself once again, he turned to Mr. Wallace to find the man crouching over the safe. From it, he withdrew a stack of bills of all denominations—Mr. Bewit’s savings. It was maddening to watch him flip through the notes, taking one here, another there. Tom tried to take what comfort he could in that the other pile was so much the thicker.
“I’d go, and quickly,” advised Mr. Wallace, pocketing his own money as he handed Tom the rest. “Callow and that rascal Hallux don’t know any of this—and I’ll keep it that way, as long as I never see you ever again. Do I make myself clear? Oh, and Tom?”
“What?”
“My advice would be to head straight to Merchant and Mills. They’re a decent institution—I assure you they’ll take care of your money. And best of all, they won’t ask too many questions when you open your account. Most other banks would want to know where someone like you came by ten thousand pounds. Or, I should say, nine thousand, five hundred…”
Tom did not deign to speak to the man. A brusque nod was his only acknowledgment, as he took his leave.
He did not tarry outside Mr. Bewit’s office, nor as he strode down the hall. He only paused once, at Sabina Dryden’s door… but not knowing where Hallux might be lurking, Tom elected not to knock or say his farewells. He had hardly seen her since their return to London, but that was as he wished it. Anyway, he could not think of his former affection for her without a sense of shame. Now that he was assured she was happy in her situation, he would let her enjoy it in peace. She did not need rescuing, as he had once believed.
If there was anyone who needed rescuing, it was Miss Rasa—Alula Bewit. She was on her own, helpless, in thrall to a guardian who did nothing to guard her from the world, according to Mr. Bewit.
Turning on his heel, Tom headed down the stair. He had a new life to begin, and he was eager to begin it.



 
 
 
 


 
Before I tell you more of Tom, I believe it is finally time to tell you something of myself—and more importantly, of my master, whom it was my sad duty to blackguard while recounting Mr. Bewit’s personal perspective on their dealings. My father’s personal perspective, I should say, for yes, I was Alula Bewit.
I say was, for I am not she.
She is a part of me, and always will be, but no more than that. I used to think she was gone forever, but that is not true… she lurks below my surface, forever lost in the deep and murky depths of my past, tethered by an uncuttable cable to an anchor of someone else’s design, a faint ripple the only indication she is there at all.
Goodness. I have just read over what I wrote, and even I must laugh at its strangeness. I cannot imagine what you must feel.
I cannot say why is it so much easier for me to write of Tom than of myself. I am not a shy person—any number of clients will attest to that—but then again, what I show them of myself is not the whole of who I am.
But that in and of itself is not unusual. To whom does anyone really bare the whole of their soul?
Not to one’s parents—never to them, certainly not. For a parent to be too free with a child is to court contempt; the stakes are just as high, and just as dangerous, for a child to reveal herself to a parent. A distance must be maintained if they are to get along.
The same goes for lovers. There are always things which must be kept from lovers, even—perhaps especially—if those lovers become spouses.
And as for strangers… now that is curious. I find it very tempting to tell you much about myself, much more than I ordinarily would reveal to a friend. I shall never meet you, so your scorn or admiration, hatred or adoration, will never affect me in the slightest.
I suppose when you read this I may already be dead. I do not mean to be macabre, but books routinely outlive their authors.
No. I will tell you what you need to know, and no more. It has worked well enough, while recounting Tom’s adventures. After all, I have not told you his favorite food, though I know it, nor whether he dresses to the right or the left, though I know that information as well.
Only what is material, then.
The night Tom Dawne found me I walked home. There were plenty of cabs, but I wanted to think, and walking has always helped me do just that.
At that moment, had you asked me, I would have said I admired Tom—at least a little. It had been terribly bold of him to come up to me like that, even—perhaps especially—when he thought I was a man. I have always respected pure nerve, and confronting someone in a public place, and in front of their friends, took quite a lot of it.
My friends. Lord. I’d never hear the end of it from them.
They had always been understandably curious about my occupation—how could they not be? There was little I could tell them, and what I did was always rather… well, sensational, I suppose.
It wasn’t that I feared a rebuke from my master if I had told them what I was. I knew I should not be turned out of doors, as Tom was, when he was an apprentice.
Neither did I worry my associates would drop me if they knew the particulars of my profession. They had their own foibles, every one of them. But secrecy, for me, was not merely a habit; it was a part of who I was. Who I had become. Who I still am, really…
No, in that moment, what I feared was what Mr. Blythe would say when I told him about Tom—his situation, I mean. He would not be pleased to know we had injured an innocent in our dealings with Mr. Bewit.
Amadi Reed opened the door for me, rubbing at his eyes. I had woken him. It was very late, but with the sounds coming from the parlor I was amazed he had been able to sleep at all. Then again, as Mr. Blythe’s valet and bodyguard, he was as used to such things as I.
“That’s right!” cried a woman, muffled but still understandable through the door. “I know you can take it! Spread them—wider—wider!” Then came the sharp sound of skin striking skin, and an answering yelp.
“Good lord, woman,” came the reply. My master’s voice. “You’ve already sunk it to the hilt. Go a bit easier on the man, he’s being an awfully good sport.”
“Mr. Cranley has been a very naughty boy.” Another smack; another cry. “He deserves it. Why don’t you stick it in further? Make him gobble it down. He’s hungry enough—after all, he ate up half of the pineapple cake I had baked specifically for my ladies’ tea tomorrow.”
“As you desire, my lady.”
I winked up at Reed, who towered over me though I was fairly tall, before looking at the longcase clock in our entryway. It was half one. The Cranleys had come for supper, and as usual they were finishing the meal by spit-roasting a very particular meat.
“Mr. Blythe told me to tell you there’s some cold things in the larder, if you’re hungry,” said Reed, stifling an enormous yawn with a broad, dark hand. “Chicken, some very good steak and kidney pie, salad, and half a bottle of champagne. Oh, and cake.”
“How thoughtful of him.” Mr. Blythe never forgot me, no matter how busy he was. He really was the best of men.
“There you are, Mr. Cranley!” cried Mrs. Cranley. “Yes! Oh, dear me, Mr. Blythe, I’m awfully sorry. He’s gone and—”
“No trouble at all. So have I, though somewhat more tidily. Swallow, Mr. Cranley. Get it all, now. Ah, there’s a good fellow.”
“But your poor sofa! Oh, Mr. Cranley, just look at it. It’s everywhere!”
“The maid will see to it, there will be no trouble at all, I assure you. Focus instead on taking your time withdrawing it… he’s had a devil of a time tonight. No need to add injury to insult.”
Remembering I was not really supposed to be listening in, I put away my watch. “I think I shall go have a tuck in, then. Can I bring you anything? Cup of tea? Cake?”
“No, no, but I appreciate the offer.”
“Very well. Good night, Reed. Thank him for me when you see him?”
“Thank me for what?”
Mr. Blythe was buttoning the drop-front of his trousers as he came into the hall. His wig was askew, but other than that, he was perfectly composed. You would never have known that just moments before he had spent down a gentleman’s eager throat, save for the flush upon his cheek, which could have been just as easily the result of less exotic exercise.
“Supper,” I blurted, not at all elegantly.
“Oh, have you eaten? I thought I just heard you come in.”
“I did. I’m just going. To the kitchen, I mean.” I realized a meal would give me the chance to tell him of my evening. “Are you… can I bring you anything? When you’re all finished?”
“No… or rather, yes,” he said, looking me up and down. His bright, piercing gaze must have detected something unusual in my appearance. He was by both nature and practice a most perceptive man. “Why don’t you bring some sort of collation to my chambers, I could use a snack. But go ahead and start when it comes up. I won’t be long, but I don’t like to keep you waiting.”
Mrs. Cranley emerged, a nine-inch dildo of pure ivory strapped to her loins, over her petticoats. She looked more disheveled than my master, sweat was running traces through her face-powder. “Mr. Blythe, do come back. Mr. Cranley is in tears over the mess he’s made of your lovely sofa, and I cannot console him.”
My master rolled his eyes at me, then turned around as he re-settled his wig. “My dear Mrs. Cranley, I purchased that sofa for its durability, and the ability to launder its cushions. I assure you, worse messes have been made of it.”
She put her hands on her hips. “Come and tell him that. You’d think he’d never seen spunk before, the way he’s carrying on.” She noticed me. “Oh, good evening, Rasa. How nice to see you! We’d heard you’d gone out for the night. Pity, we were hoping you might join us.”
I enjoyed participating in the Cranleys’ bimonthly appointments. They were a pleasant couple, and delightful to gratify—not only because their desires were so amusing, but because they always clearly articulated whatever it was they thought would make them happy on any given eve. That was rare enough, even with our clientele.
“I’m sorry to have missed it,” I said earnestly.
“Next time, then,” she said, and tapped the large head of her dildo. “You’ll want to come. I have a powerful urge to thrust this up your master for all the cheek he gave me tonight, and he’s never so relaxed as when you’re the one greasing him up.”
Amazing, that after all this time, I still had the ability to blush, but blush I did.
“She’s sweet as posy, isn’t she?” observed Mrs. Cranley. “Wherever did you find her, Mr. Blythe? Did you pluck her off a rosebush, I wonder?”
“No indeed,” said Mr. Blythe. “Roses have thorns, and my dear Miss Rasa is too kind to prick anyone… unless they asked for it, of course. Now, come along with me, my lady—I believe I hear Mr. Cranley trying to scrub away that stain. He’ll do more damage than if he just lets it dry.”
I watched them go, heart pounding. The sight of my master’s broad shoulders tapering into his muscular backside… it never failed to affect me.
Mr. Blythe was not a man many would call handsome. For starters, he was more than five and forty, going grey, and on top of that, he was far too hairy to be the hero of a romance. His features were not regular enough to make up for any defects in his figure, and his expression was perpetually sardonic, even when he was being genuinely kind. Even so, there was something about him that drew the eye.
And, in my case, the heart.
It was not just me, I promise you—though I cannot do him justice on the page, I tell you truly that men and women alike were completely fascinated by Mr. Blythe. He was possessed of an uncanny pull or gravity, as if he were a moon and mankind itself a tide.
“I’ll just go, then,” I said vaguely, to Reed.
“Shall I have someone send up your supper?”
“No, I can manage. I’ll fix a tray.”
“Good night, then, Rasa.”
A knowing smile hovered at the corners of Reed’s full-lipped mouth. I frowned back at him, annoyed, but Reed didn’t care twopence for that. He broke into a grin, shrugged, and smugly settled back into his chair.
“I’ve been there,” he said, eyes flickering to the parlor door, “and I don’t envy you.”
“I can’t imagine what you might mean,” I said, and stalked out of the foyer.
But I picked up my skirts and fled to the kitchen once I was out of his sight, cursing Reed, and Mr. Blythe, but mostly myself.
Lately, something had changed, and I found it increasingly difficult to suppress my sensations whenever my master was about. At least Mr. Blythe had failed to notice my burgeoning affections. Surely he would have asked about it, had he suspected anything, and I could never lie to him.
I laid out the meal in my master’s chambers, then went to refresh myself in my own. A quick check in my glass revealed why Mr. Blythe had wished to meet with me after his clients departed. I looked flustered. The king of composure himself, he had early on taught me how to conceal and redact. I had learned my lessons well, if I do say so myself—though I could only do so much. Given the obvious state I was in I should have asked me in to chat, had I been he.
“Ah, there you are,” he said, a plate of pie and chicken already on his lap when I entered. “I expected to find you already nose deep in all this. Or perhaps you wish to speak with me before you eat?”
The pie in particular looked very tempting, but my stomach fluttered at the thought of taking a bite. I was not on edge for being alone with him in his rooms, not entirely at any rate; no, I was more concerned with telling him of Tom, and my failure. I did not think he would be angry with me, but neither did I wish to disappoint he whose esteem I cherished most.
“Very good champagne over there,” he said through a mouthful of chicken wing, indicating the location of the bottle with the bone, “pour us both some, and unburden yourself. I hate to see a hungry woman. What is it? Are you in some terrible danger? Or are you… in love?”
“Neither,” I lied, my education at his hands serving me very well indeed. “It’s only… I was recognized tonight. When I was out with my friends.”
“By whom? A client? They know they’re never to approach you after—”
“Not a client.” I did not usually interrupt my master. “Do you remember, earlier this year, when a Mr. Bewit hired you to put him up for Brooks’s? The boy in the shop, the one I hoodwinked into getting at that wig. Tom Dawne is his name. He recognized me.”
“The boy… yes, all right, I remember,” said Mr. Blythe, chewing thoughtfully. “Must have a mind like a bear trap. It’s been half a year and you were gussied up in pants and a tricorn at the time, weren’t you? You looked a treat.”
“Yes, it’s extraordinary.” I sipped at my champagne. It was good. “He says I’m a shocking duplicate of the real Callow Bewit. In fact… he thought I was Callow Bewit, when he first saw me, I mean. He came up to me, threw his arm over my shoulders, and hailed me as a comrade. Only after he got a good look at me did he realize his mistake.”
“How interesting,” said Mr. Blythe. “When Mr. Bewit mentioned he had a son about your age, I asked about the boy, and after hearing he was long-limbed and chestnut-haired I knew exactly how to affect the whole operation. It was so perfect, was it not? Of course, it was a risk, bringing Mr. Bewit’s name into it at all… but it was too tempting to hide the man’s involvement in plain sight. Having Mr. Mauntell accuse his rival would be the quickest way to turn all suspicion away from the source, to my mind. Once anyone took the time to think about it, it would beggar belief that a man would hire someone to impersonate his own son in the course of ruining a rival, for who would voluntarily attach their name to a scandal?” He chuckled over his own cleverness. “Queer though,” he continued, turning thoughtful, “how did your shop boy come to know the real Callow Bewit?”
I swallowed a gulp of champagne, doing it a disservice by not really tasting it. “Yes, well… turns out, he’s been working for Mr. Bewit. The wigmaker dismissed him after the whole affair. Apparently he felt his apprentice’s involvement tarnished the shop’s reputation.”
“Mr. Bewit never told me that.” My master was as discomfited as I about this turn of events. “I could have done something about the affair, if I’d only known. Well! I’m really quite astounded to hear it. The poor boy—dismissed! What a terrible shame. He must be close to your age, he would have been late in his apprenticeship. How devastating for him.”
“It was. That’s why I was so anxious to tell you.” I kept my eyes firmly focused on where my fingers gripped the stem of my wineglass. “I fear Tom’s reputation is not the only thing tarnished by this. You must think me a terrible bungler. I can’t see what I would have done differently, but—”
“You mustn’t blame yourself,” he said gently. I looked up. “Mr. Bewit was my client. If anyone is to blame, I am. By all accounts you performed your part brilliantly. You looked astounding well in those trousers, as you always do, and I watched you practice your rôle before you set out to pay the call. Really, my dear girl, you mustn’t be so hard on yourself.”
“If I had managed the deception more artfully—”
“Nonsense. What would you have done differently? If you can think of something, well, you know for the future. But really, all we can do is be as careful and precise as possible. Mistakes happen. I have made my fair share of errors, with far worse consequences than any you might have made here. At any rate, it seems as if this unfortunate apprentice made out like a bandit. He’s in service to a gentleman now, and is probably much more comfortable than in some shop.”
I was feeling better now, and much hungrier too. As I rose to get myself a plate, I said, “You’d think. At first it seemed fine enough, to hear him tell it. He’s insinuated himself deep in Mr. Bewit’s confidence. But now that the real Callow Bewit’s come home, he’s found himself gone rather out of fashion.”
“I see. Well, perhaps we could get him his apprenticeship back.”
“I offered, but Tom—”
“Tom, is it?”
I looked over my shoulder to see Mr. Blythe smiling at me knowingly. I blushed, mortified that he would think me susceptible to the charms of a mere pup. I esteemed the lad’s pluck, but while he was handsome enough, and possessed of a perfectly fine figure, Tom’s manners had revealed him to be the sort of young man who knew vastly less about the world than he thought he did. The clumsy, artless way he’d wrangled a second meeting, when he could have just asked! Had I not felt so responsible for his misfortunes I should have laughed in his face.
“He told me to call him that,” I snapped, trying not to flounce back to my chair with my plate in one hand and the rest of the bottle of champagne in my other. With as much dignity as I could muster, I poured us both another glass, and tucked in. “What I was trying to say is that he isn’t sure what he wants. He said he needed time to decide, so we’re meeting again, on Thursday.”
“Are you now.” Oh, how his amusement rankled! “I hope it’s not for supper, I had promised Mr. Raleigh you would attend his bacchanal. He says no one in London peels a grape like you. Or looks so fetching in a tunic and stola.”
“Yes, I remembered. Tom and I aren’t meeting ‘till ten.”
Mr. Raleigh had been my master’s master’s client, before she retired. An aging scholar of ancient Rome, his revels had been quite the event a quarter century ago. Now, at eighty, a bottle of claret, a light meal, and a pretty girl draped in purple was all he wanted in the world, and he was usually tucked in and asleep in bed by half nine. “Of course, if you think it will go later… or you need me… I could always cancel?” I tried not to sound too hopeful.
Mr. Blythe set aside his plate and leaned forward. “I think it’s a good thing, your going out with a young man, even if he’s not entirely to your taste.”
“Oh?” My heart seemed to stop, then start again much too quickly. “Why is that?”
He sighed. “I fear you don’t get out enough.”
“I go out with you four times a week even when it’s not the season!”
“Oh, I know things here keep you busy… I simply mean you don’t get out enough with young people your own age.”
“I was out tonight!”
“Yes, and I was very glad of it—that’s why even though the Cranleys wanted so much for you to be a part of our gathering I told them you couldn’t make it. You hadn’t taken a night off in a month, you know.”
“And I took one. So what’s the problem?”
“There’s no problem… I just mean that your friends, it’s not as if you’ve ever told me any of them were particularly… interesting… to you.”
“Interesting?” I suddenly realized what he was about. “You think I need a romance?” I heard how the word sounded in my mouth, like something dirty. I would give myself away if I wasn’t more careful.
“Need is such a funny word. Let’s say… I think it would be good for you to have a bit of fun in your life.”
“I do have fun!”
“Enjoying your work is a different matter entirely. I’m ever so glad you do—don’t get me wrong. You’ve been an ideal apprentice. Much better than I ever was, trust me. But I think your diligence and enthusiasm has allowed me to exploit you a little, my dear girl. You are so eager to learn, so hungry for knowledge and experience… but your most excellent work ethic makes it too easy for me to forget that you are still young. Young people should enjoy their youth.”
“It’s not as if my youth did me any good,” I said lightly, but the shadow that passed over my master’s brow gave me pause. I did not want to upset or worry him. “I am listening, Mr. Blythe. Really, I am.”
“If you don’t like this Tom Dawne, then to the Devil with him,” said Mr. Blythe. “But the next young man who falls into your lap… don’t make that face. You’re not used to young men; so few of them can afford us. But, even so, young men can be fun… in their own very particular way. Perhaps they haven’t as much knowledge or experience or refinement as the gentlemen to whom you are accustomed, but they have their charms. Look at Reed—you liked him well enough, for a time.”
“I still do!” My affections for Reed had not waned as my interest in our mutual master waxed. I had awoken in his bed, his familiar arms around me, not three mornings back—and it was not the coldness of the winter nights that had induced me to join him.
I did not mention this to Mr. Blythe, however… which in itself was telling.
Feeling suddenly exhausted, I smiled weakly as I set aside my plate and made to rise. “I fear, however, I should retire, before it gets much later. For all your talk of youth’s virtues, you seem to have more stamina than I could ever hope for.”
“I’ll be dropping like a stone the moment you depart, trust me.” In spite of his remark, he leaped out of his chair with the vigor of a man half his age. “Good night, my dear apprentice. Sleep well.”
“And dream of young men?”
I let him help me to my feet, and as I stood, I saw something in his eyes that startled me. For all his earlier joviality, he was quite serious now. It took my breath away, being so close to him, as he looked so earnestly into my eyes. For a moment I dared hope he was on the verge of confessing something to me, something that would negate his earlier words about me finding some young man with which to entertain myself.
“Miss Rasa,” he said, “I admit I adopted you out of the selfish desire of finding someone to carry on my legacy—of training a young person in the arts I myself was trained in from a young age. To that end I have educated your mind as best I could, given my own imperfect education; trained your body; taught you to appreciate discipline; and made you a virtuoso in the arts of pleasure, entertainment, and deception. What I mean to say is, I have shaped your soul, and technically I legally possess your most attractive physical person. Even so,” he kissed my knuckles, “I would never seek to control you—not your actions, and certainly not your dreams.”
He led me to the door, and I walked through it best I could on buckling legs.
“Good night, Miss Rasa.”
“Good night, Mr. Blythe,” I whispered, but he had already shut the door behind me.



 
 
 
 


 
The days leading up to Tom’s Thursday engagement with Miss Rasa were some of the most exciting of his young life.
Though it wounded his pride to follow Mr. Wallace’s advice, Tom had deigned to open an account at the slightly seedy but satisfactorily discreet bank of Merchant and Mills. They treated him quite respectfully indeed, when he announced the sum he planned to deposit, even going so far as to assign him a private banker.
On Mr. Courtenay’s advice, Tom elected to take out a modest loan against his principal. His account would pay quarterly interest amounting to what an up-jumped wigmaker’s apprentice considered a more than satisfactory sum for him to spend per annum on accommodations, food, clothing, entertainments, and whatever else he might want… but at the same time, Mr. Courtenay suggested it might be nice for Tom to have a little extra, just to get himself set up in the world. Seeing the wisdom of this advice, Tom signed where he was told, electing not to mention that his account would be reduced by more than half in just a few days. The interest on the loan would be more than payable out of his own income, once he got on his feet. He would just have to be… frugal.
After pouring over that morning’s broadsheets, Tom took a few tours of what lodgings were available, purse heavy in his hand, and settled on a modest suite of furnished rooms in an inexpensive but sufficiently fashionable neighborhood in Covent Garden, and took his landlady’s advice on the hiring of the staff he required. Mrs. Miggins assured him both the cook and scullery maid were respectable, not given to idleness, stealing—nor, in the maid’s case, flirting with any gallant visitors that a young man such as himself might entertain. As for a male servant, Tom longed to hire one but knew he could not afford the expense; anyways, Mrs. Miggins employed a ragged youth to run such errands as her tenants needed. Satisfied, Tom paid her a year’s rent, sent the boy in a hired cart to retrieve his things from 12 Bloomsbury Square, and got acquainted with his new staff while he waited.
He slept well that first night, exhausted from moving and the strain of the previous evening’s exertions, but none of the next few evenings were as restful. It proved too tempting to have so much money at his disposal, and everything in London to spend it on, especially at Christmastime.
It made sense to eat at home, for his cook produced better and cheaper meals than he might get out. This, he considered “economizing,” as he knew very soon he must live on the interest of only ₤2500. But while Tom knew that wine was also cheaper drunk at home, that he would not do.
Being at his leisure was a brave new world for Tom. Though he had enjoyed quite a bit of freedom to pursue his interests while working for Mr. Bewit, he had never been allowed to fully indulge his own tastes. Given over completely to his own discretion Tom quickly found it challenging to not stay out all night drinking champagne and claret, or to see every show at every theatre.
Women, however, he needed no willpower to resist. Tom remained too proud, as well as too suspicious of disease, to indulge his desires with prostitutes. And anyways, always at the back of his mind was Miss Rasa—or Miss Alula Bewit, whatever she ended up preferring he call her, once he revealed he knew her secret. He was incapable of comparing her to every girl he met, preferring the sway of her hips to every whore’s stride and the appearance of her natural features to every debutante’s powdered countenance.
But it was no longer with pure excitement that Tom looked forward to their meeting. In truth, he resented that the meeting he had so ardently desired would now include a necessary reduction in his style of living. As he bought such necessaries as new shoes, a fur-lined cape, and a few new hats, stockings, gloves, and—of course—wigs, he wondered how it was possible for any gentleman to keep within his income. As he was fitted for the new coat he wished to wear when he next met Miss Rasa it occurred to him that he had spent more of his loan in four days than he had planned to spend in a month. He would need to do better—much better.
Unless…
Tom pushed the unworthy thought away. He would not rob Miss Rasa of a single farthing; why, he was so kind that he had already resolved to take the ₤500 charged him by Mr. Wallace out of his own share. Mr. Bewit’s dying wish was for his long lost daughter to use the money to escape her tyrannical master, and Tom would not ruin her chances of freedom. Mr. Blythe sounded like a very dodgy sort—mild Mr. Bewit would never have lightly called any man a devil. Likely poor Miss Rasa needed every shilling. Slaves had to pay for their freedom—so might she. How much of what was hers would she need to give up before she could step out of his house a free woman?
And yet, the notion stayed with Tom, was present in his mind as he dressed himself that fateful Thursday; nagged at him as he called a cab to take him to the tavern. In reality, Miss Rasa had no idea what was due her; she had seen no will, nor received any word from her father before his passing. And really, six thousand pounds—five thousand, even, or four—would enable most women to live quite comfortably, especially if they expected to marry.
Still contemplating this, Tom paid the driver and strode into the Turk’s Head at ten o’clock sharp, confident he looked as natty as any gentleman in London. Eagerly he scanned the room… and felt his mood slip a bit. Miss Rasa was not there.
Well, it was just the hour. It was possible she’d had difficulty securing a cab. Tom decided on an empty table in the most atmospheric corner and settled in, ordering two glasses of claret when the serving girl came over.
He’d drunk both and was feeling surly when Miss Rasa finally appeared in the doorway, looking flustered but still lovely under the cowl of her cloak.
“I’m ever so sorry,” she said, sitting across from him. “I was afraid you’d have—what?”
Pulling off the cowl of her cloak she had revealed that her high color was not just from rapid walking, but—scandalously—the application of quite a lot of rouge over a thick layer of very white powder. Not only that, she had some sort of crown of leaves dressed into her hair.
“You…” he giggled, his dudgeon forgotten. “Were you at a party?”
“What’s that? Oh, damn,” she swore, as her fingers encountered the foliage upon her brow. A few tugs on some pins and a quick shake, and the chestnut mass came tumbling down, recalling autumn as the leaves drifted down to the table. “I forgot all about it, I just threw on a dress and ran out the door. I’m awfully sorry to be running so late.”
“I hadn’t even noticed,” he said gallantly. “Here, let me get you some wine, and then you can tell me all about why it is you had a forest in your locks. Was it a Christmas pageant?”
“Nothing as exciting as that,” she said, lying, if the mischievous sparkle in her eyes was any indication. “Fancy dress party, is all.”
“So…” said Tom, trying his best to sound nonchalant, “Mangum Blythe puts on fancy dress parties… along with everything else he does?”
She went perfectly still as the serving girl set down two more glasses of claret. “I beg your pardon?” she said tonelessly.
“Mangum Blythe. Surely you must know him; he’s your employer.” Tom was enjoying this. In reality he didn’t know much about Mangum Blythe beyond the man’s name, the fact that he procured things for people, and that he was ‘a devil,’ but he liked the feeling of having a bit of power over Miss Rasa after their last meeting. Now he was the mysterious and intriguing one. Calmly he sipped his wine, indicating she should do the same. She did not touch the glass.
“Go on, drink,” he urged. “Relax, enjoy yourself. No reason not to just because I know who you are, and what you do. By Jove, Miss Bewit—impersonating your own brother! Was that your idea, or Mister—”
“Would you please explain yourself?” Her sharpness surprised him, but he soldiered on.
“Explain how I know who you are, Miss Alula Bewit? Well, I…” He trailed off. What a queer look she had on her face! “Miss Bewit?”
“Don’t call me that!”
“Upon my word! Calm yourself!”
She had recovered slightly, and with a shaky hand, reached for her wine, and drained it in one go.
“Why do you think I am… this person?” she asked, after setting down the glass, her tone studiously neutral.
All his earlier bravado had left him—something strange was happening, something unexpected. “It was your watch,” he confessed, now completely sincere. “I saw it in her portrait. Your mother’s portrait, I mean—well, it’s your portrait too, though you’re only a baby in it.” He leaned in close. “Rather rum, not telling your father you were working for him—don’t you think? Or are you so angry at him for abandoning you that you—”
“Tom Dawne,” she interrupted him, “I know this will come as a surprise to you, but I have no idea what on earth you’re talking about. As far as I know, I have neither brother, nor father, nor mother… at least, not living ones.”
Tom felt a pang. He was right—she was still angry, and no wonder. Her family had abandoned her. Likely her callousness was in part that she did not yet know of her father’s death; he would have to tell her of it. How very awkward! Well, he would just have to do his best. “I understand your feelings, but Miss… Miss Rasa, let me assure you, your father loved you.” It was a beginning…
“Tom, I’m being truthful. I’m not angry. I have genuinely no idea what you’re talking about.” She bit her red-painted lip. “I have no memories of my life—none—before I was, oh, I’ll say… fourteen. I don’t really know for sure, because I don’t actually know how old I am.”
Tom stared at her, suddenly the dumbfounded one. This was not at all the confession he had expected to hear, nor the conversation he had expected to have.
“I told you… about the Foundling Hospital…” She wouldn’t meet Tom’s eyes; kept her gaze anchored to the table in front of her, tracing the whorls of the wood with the tip of her finger. “When I woke up there, I… I didn’t know who I was. I didn’t know anything about myself, even my name. The women… the nurses, I mean… they said I’d suffered a shock, that I’d been sick with a terrible fever. Sometimes, they said, that can make people forget. They gave me the watch—my watch, the one that was left with me—to see if it would trigger any memories, but… it didn’t… it only made me feel so queer…”
When she finally looked up at him, Tom was startled to see that her seemingly unshakable poise and confidence had fled—it excited him, seeing her so open, so helpless, so vulnerable. He wanted to reach out and touch her, but he didn’t want to startle her, not when he was on the cusp of finding out what must be the terrible secret that had haunted his former master.
“That was over four years ago,” she continued, “but I’ve never recovered any of my memories. Never knew who I was, not even what my name might have been.”
“But now you do? You remember?” he asked eagerly, pushing her on purpose. He sensed she could be talked into revealing more of herself than she might ordinarily be comfortable with, in light of the strangeness, the suddenness, of this revelation.
He was correct.
“No, nothing like that,” she said, with a sad little shake of her head. “But when you said that name… Alula Bewit… even though I’ve no memory of ever being called that, I knew—I know—it’s right. That was my name. I’m sure of it.”
“They never called you that at the Foundling Hospital?”
“They didn’t know, for whoever dropped me off departed without filling out paperwork. And anyway, they give all their wards new names, from the Bible mostly… you wouldn’t know, having left so quickly. I was Judith. Then Mr. Blythe, when he adopted me, he gave me a new name… Tabula… Tabula Rasa. It’s a joke, do you see?” Tom shook his head, mystified. “It’s not really a name, you know… it’s Latin, it means ‘scraped tablet.’ They—the ancient Romans, I mean—used to use wax tablets to teach children… the wax could be melted and scraped to make a clean writing surface over and over again. In English we translate it as ‘blank slate.’ He thought it was funny, because of my amnesia.”
This sort of joke did not exactly improve Tom’s opinion of the still-obscure Mr. Blythe, but he did not speak his mind on that account. Miss Rasa—Tabula—was giving herself up, letting him inside; she was overflowing, and he did not want to stopper her. It cost him nothing to be a good friend, and surely with a smart and sensitive girl like this, that was the first step to securing other, more intimate sorts of affections.
“Tom,” she said, urgently, “Tom… you said you knew who I was… who I used to be… what else can you tell me?”
She was even more fetching when begging for favors. He took a deep breath. “Well…”
Tom wasn’t entirely sure where to begin, but eventually he managed to tell her what he knew—that her father had died not a week ago, but had been a good man. This sad news did not particularly affect her, as she had never known Mr. Bewit, as far as she was concerned, but she was glad to hear that he had been happily married to her mother. Obviously she already knew that she had a brother, given their earlier conversation, and she was intrigued to hear she had a second cousin who was married and living in town. It comforted her to hear she had been loved by her family, and mourned by those who had known her after her ‘untimely death.’
“Mr. Bewit never told me why he left you at the Foundling Hospital,” concluded Tom. “I had wondered why he did so, but didn’t get a chance to ask before he,” Tom swallowed the lump in his throat. When he recovered himself, he began again, “I never imagined the reason would be so sensational! He must have abandoned you because of your… memory problems. But he was such a kind man and devoted father, that hardly makes sense. After all, he has put up with Callow. There must be some other reason…”
They stared at one another for a long time, saying nothing. It was obvious that Tabula was digesting everything. At last she broke his gaze and blew air through her lips like a horse.
“Thank you, Tom,” she said, sitting back in her chair. “I never expected… this… when we met tonight. Amazing you learned all this between our first meeting and now. To think, I impersonated my own brother, but never knew it! I would give much to know how I lost… lost my memory…” She sat up a bit straighter, and took out her pocket watch, looking at it as if it might tell her something.
The sight of the instrument gave Tom a very strange idea indeed. “I wonder if it has something to do with your cousin, Hallux Dryden,” he said. “He is a natural philosopher. I’ve seen him use his scientific discoveries about the mind to play tricks on people… things like making them think they’re elsewhere, for example. He is writing a monograph on something called onar… onarprotrepsis, maybe?”
“Onarprotrepsis,” said Tabula, puzzling it out. “Dream-leading, is what I’d say that means.”
Tom was impressed; Tabula apparently knew Latin and Greek, very impressive for a woman. “That’s very close,” he said encouragingly. “Dream-guiding is what Mr. Dryden called it.”
“Guiding.” Tabula looked skeptical; she was concentrating, and did not seem to notice Tom had paid her a compliment. “Onar means dream, yes, but protrepo means… not really to guide, but to lead. It’s odd… I wonder if his Greek is rotten, or if he intends it to evoke a sense of urging someone on. It’s not a neutral act, is what I mean. There’s a purpose behind the verb protrepo, to lead on behalf of the one doing the leading. Do you see?”
“Mr. Dryden said it’s for treating people for anxiety and nerves.”
“I wonder how he does it?”
“With magnets, sometimes, but your watch reminded me—I’ve seen him use his pocket watch in… well, in odd ways…”
“What’s that? How does he use his pocket watch?” she asked quickly.
Tabula’s entire affect had changed; she was intrigued, curious, desperate. Tom took advantage of it, leaning in yet closer. “As I mentioned, Mr. Dryden’s wife is of a delicate constitution… she is receiving treatments from him. Whenever she became upset, he would take out his pocket watch, and open it up, and… well, I think he might have used light in some way, to… what?”
“Dear God!” This description seemed to alarm Tabula more than anything he had yet expressed. “It must be true! I had thought—wondered—but no, it must be…”
“What must be?” he asked.
“I scarcely know how to explain.” Tabula withdrew her pocket watch. “With this, I can make people… forget. I can put them in a trance, to sleep, I mean… not for long, but while they’re entranced, I can alter their…well, you know, don’t you?”
“No…”
She grinned at him. “That’s right, you wouldn’t remember.”
“The wig shop…” Tom felt odd all over, he was suddenly lightheaded and a bit nauseous. When he thought about the day he’d first seen that watch, how it made his head ache!
“I won’t admit to tampering with that wig,” she said coyly. “But I can see you, well, you don’t remember, but I’d bet you know I’m telling you the truth, don’t you? Queer feeling, isn’t it?”
“Queer is just the word for it.” She was right. Obviously this was how she’d managed to secret playing cards in a wig, by putting him to sleep and then making him forget. But how she had done it, he could not say, for try as he might, he could not remember. It was such a confounding feeling he could not even be angry at her, though it might have been his desire for her that curbed his righteous indignation at being so tricked and manipulated.
“That’s how I felt when you said my… my old name,” she said. “I knew you were right, even if I couldn’t remember ever having been called it, not once. It’s the same thing, with how to use my watch. I never learned how to do it… never remembered how I might have learned it at all. I’ve just always known how. And now you say my cousin Hallux, he does the same thing? I mean, you’ve seen him do it to people?”
“I don’t know. Perhaps? All I know is what I said, that he would show his watch to Sabina—Mrs. Dryden—to calm her.”
“To calm her…”
“As part of her treatments. She has… nerves.” Tabula was confused, he could see it, and he shrugged. “I don’t quite know what it means, except that she gets confused and upset at times. Once, she told me that she had suffered a
shock, as she called it, some years ago… she’d fallen into a fever and…”
Tom could see his astonishment reflected in Tabula’s eyes. Had not the Foundling Hospital claimed she had ‘suffered a shock’ to explain her fever?
It hadn’t ever occurred to Tom that Hallux might have been manipulating Sabina’s memories, or her mind, beyond making her quiet when she became agitated and restless. Perhaps there had been something more sinister at work…
No, Tom decided, surely not. Sabina had all her memories, could recount them with perfect clarity, unlike Tabula. And hadn’t Hallux called Sabina a ‘perfect thing’?
Mrs. Jervis had once described Alula Bewit as high-spirited… Had Hallux attempted to use his onarprotrepsis to curb her willful ways? Could Tabula be an early experiment—a failed experiment? One gone wrong… and hushed up?
Tom stared at the strange girl before him. Tabula looked so wistful, so remote and beautiful. He wanted her more than ever—and that’s when it came to him then, a grand plan to win her over. But he needed more time, especially as she was understandably not in a place to think of romance this evening.
Or, for that matter, a plan to help him return to the wig shop… not that he planned to do that anymore, not after Mr. Bewit’s gift, but she had promised to discuss it, as he would remind her at the end of this meeting, to ensure at least one other.
“I know Hallux Dryden, of course,” he said, trying to sound casual about it. “I know his ways, and I know his schedule. If you wanted to meet him, talk to him about all of this, I could help you…”
“You would?” She was so pleased! He thought he detected a change in her, a new and pleasant warmth. That was a very, very good sign. “You’d do that? For me?”
“Of course. We’re friends now, aren’t we? And friends help friends. In fact…” Now was the time for it, he was certain of it. It was beautiful—perfect. He was practically the hero of a novel, wooing a beautiful woman with gifts and then affecting her escape from the clutches of her sinister captor. “I plan on helping you even more than that. You see… I meant to mention this earlier, but we got so wrapped up in… other matters. Your father left you something, Miss Rasa. Money, I mean. Enough to… well, after he realized who you were working for, he wasn’t too pleased, as you might imagine.”
“No, why?” Tabula seemed confused. Well, the poor girl had literally never known anything else, any other way to live.
“Miss Rasa, your father… he left you… ” Tom made his decision, “he left you five thousand pounds. I have it. It’s yours. He wanted to ensure you could leave Mr. Blythe, and live as a… respectable woman.”
He knew he’d done what was right. Five thousand pounds was an astounding sum, one that any woman would be pleased to inherit!
Well, any… except Miss Tabula Rasa, it seemed.
“Aren’t you pleased?”
“But I would never leave Mr. Blythe!”
That wasn’t the reaction he had expected. And there was something else, too—something to the way she’d said it.
Something he didn’t like at all.
“Is he your lover?” Tom demanded, feeling hot and annoyed all of a sudden. He’d have the law on the cad! Raping his adopted daughter!
“Don’t be stupid,” she snapped. “He’s my master. I’m his apprentice.”
“Yes, I know… and I know he gets things for people. Things they… want.” He shook his head. “Forgive me, but that doesn’t sound like a very stable—or reputable—line of work for a young lady.”
“That’s not for you to say. I love what I do. I give people pleasure, in so many different ways, and that means I get to know them. You only truly know someone when you know their pleasure, Tom. Only then you know their truest self—their darkest secrets and their brightest dreams.”
“Well, pithy bons mots aside, your father had very strong opinions about the character of this Mr. Blythe. He called him a devil, and worse!”
“I can’t imagine why he’d do that.” Tabula looked extremely offended. “We got him his heart’s desire, didn’t we?”
“Yes, but he didn’t know he’d hired his own daughter to commit fraud,” said Tom loftily. “When he figured it out, he seemed to think your… virtue might be endangered by Mangum Blythe.”
She chuckled. “I assure you, Mr. Blythe has never once outraged my virtue.” She was relaxed again, at ease, beautiful. Even so, Tom wasn’t convinced her master was some lovely human being. “You should meet him, Tom. You would like him—and I’m sure it would allay your fears to have a chat with him.”
“Perhaps…”
“Why—why don’t you come to dinner? Tomorrow? 17 Sackville Street. Eight o’clock all right?” She winked at him. “I’m sure he’ll want to meet the only man in London honest enough to deliver five thousand pounds to a girl who died of a fever over four years ago.”
“What do you mean?”
“I just mean you might have kept it all for yourself. I say—are you keeping anything for yourself?”
“Ah…” Tom’s heart began to pound.
“You should, you really should,” she said so earnestly. “I’m very comfortable as Mr. Blythe’s apprentice. But what about you? You were thinking of getting your old apprenticeship back. You likely need the money more than me. Shouldn’t you keep it?”
“Mr. Bewit, he, ah, he left me something, as well,” Tom promised her, wondering why the room felt so damned close all of a sudden.
“Something doesn’t sound like much. Please, Tom, do take half—or at least some—”
“No!” he cried, mortified by her generosity. As she stared at him, he told himself to calm down; keep it together. After all—if he had handed over the full seven thousand pounds, she would have made the same offer, and he would have ended up with something like same amount in the end. So, everything was all right. Still, black stars danced behind his eyes. He wondered if he might faint.
“Tom?”
“It is… your money, Miss Rasa. As I said, it was meant for your independence.” He smiled, but it was an effort to move the muscles of his mouth.
“Are you quite all right, Tom?”
“The wine, I…”
“Of course,” she said, almost manically animated after her earlier reserve. “Let’s get you a cab—do you have lodgings? Goodness, I have been so selfish, asking all these questions about myself but none about you and your situation. Do you have somewhere to live? Anyone to look after you?”
“I’m fine,” he gasped, as he left a guinea on the table, far more than was needed, and let her see him to the door. “Everything is… already arranged, but I thank you.”
“Good.” She ushered him through the now-empty tavern and into the street. Fortunately it wasn’t so late that the cab-drivers had gone home, and she put him into one directly. “Tomorrow, then. You will come, won’t you? Oh, Tom! You’ve given me… something no one ever has.” She kissed him on the cheek, confusing him further. “You dear boy! You realize that, don’t you? You’ve told me more of myself than I have ever known—ever hoped to know!”
He could only gasp; he had not enough breath to protest either his generosity or his being ‘a dear boy.’
“And you’ll see about Mr. Blythe when you meet him, I promise. He’s a good man, very kind, and very wise. Why, it was he who convinced me to come and see you again tonight, do you know that? Oh, I have so much to tell him! I must go… he might yet be awake…”
Tom watched her go, unable to call, unable to do more than gasp his address to the cab-driver. It was fully an hour after returning home that he felt like himself again, and only with the aid of half a bottle of brandy and the promise of a hot bath.
As he waited for his bleary-eyed maid to finish filling the tub, he ruminated drunkenly upon the wide-eyed look of incredulity on Tabula’s face when he had told her who she was; the vulnerability in her expression as she’d realized her birth name was familiar; the obvious pleasure she’d felt when he’d promised to introduce her to Hallux Dryden. It made him feel… powerful. The sensation was intoxicating. Exciting. Arousing.
Tomorrow. He stretched in his chair, draining his brandy, feeling rather like a lord. He would see her again tomorrow. And she had asked to see him. She had invited him to her home—to meet her strange, enigmatic master, the man that had so bewitched her that she saw no reason to leave his service, even after coming into possession of five thousand pounds.
His bath ready, Tom undressed and slipped into the warm water, remembering her face, her profile with that strange white makeup and rouge on her cheek, her bosom as it heaved while she spoke. She was so lovely—lovely and intelligent and generous. A girl like that, working for a man like Mr. Blythe! It was rather like harnessing a unicorn to an ox-cart.
Well, he would just have to free her, show her what her life could be. He understood her anxiety—it was not easy for an apprentice to leave a master. But she could do it—he had done it. Yes, he would take Miss Tabula Rasa away from her troubles… and then take her for his own.



 
 
 
 


 
It was late by the time I returned home. Mr. Blythe had retired, and as no light seeped from under his door I did not knock. I was disappointed—I wished to tell him all Tom had told me—but I was not surprised. Neither of us minded a late night, or several, but an evening off usually meant a dinner at home, a glass of port, a good book, and an early bedtime. If this surprises you, remember that pleasures can be quite simple.
With no confidante to confide in, I too went to bed… but sleep eluded me. I suppose it is not terribly astonishing that I tossed and turned, even after idling over my toilette. I had much on my mind.
Alula Bewit. That had been my name. I had been a gentleman’s daughter—a happy one, to hear Tom’s account. I had been loved by my father, and by a cousin who had tried to woo me, in a romance that had led to my total loss of self. Tom had had his doubts, but I felt this part, too, was true, even if I did not remember it… but to think on it too long made my head ache.
How odd that sensation, of knowing but not remembering! It saddened me that I could make myself feel nothing over my father’s death—but I did not remember him, so I could not love him. I could only regret a lost opportunity, for we might have met. If Mangum Blythe had introduced us, how extraordinary that would have been! Surely my father would have called me by my name, and I would have known it… but not known him.
As for Hallux Dryden, when Tom had spoken of him—of his ability to entrance people, and manipulate their minds—then, I had felt… something, something almost physical, something that lurked in the bottom of my stomach, heavy like a stone and just as silent. Dread. What did I know about him, without remembering it?
I would uncover it all, in time—that, at least, I was certain of. I would never be able to ask my father why he had abandoned me, but I could talk to Hallux Dryden, and I would. When we met, I would make him tell me what he knew of my estrangement from my family—if he had had a hand in it, or if it had really been a terrible fever, and a father’s worry that he could no longer care for his child.
That night, I was curious—profoundly so—but I wasn’t angry. As I could not recall anything from before my time at the Foundling Hospital, I felt no sense of loss over those absent years. All I knew for certain was that I had been happy almost since the moment I returned to my senses.
 
***
 
I had been only a month at the Foundling Hospital when Mrs. Dolhan, the head nurse, came in to the kitchen one morning. She told me to stop washing dishes, and go wash myself instead, and to put on my Sunday dress.
“Why?” I asked, much to the surprise of the other girls.
For that, I received a slap to the mouth. Not a hard one, but sharp enough to remind me that my lot as an orphan was not to ask why about anything. I had been slapped before; I should have known not to ask—but I couldn’t help it. I have always been curious.
A handful of other girls had also been relieved of their duties and sent to make themselves smart, but none of them had any idea what was going on, either. Some of the girls who had been there longer said that sometimes private individuals in need of a servant came to the Foundling Hospital instead of putting an advertisement in the papers. Once I thought about it, it seemed strange that more of us weren’t snapped up by charity-minded Christians in need of a little extra help. Girls at the orphanage were trained to do all kinds of housework, from scrubbing floors to mending shirts, and the boys to do many kinds of useful tasks, too, and I said as much.
“Oh, well, they don’t want the responsibility,” whispered Rebecca, my closest friend at the Hospital. “A girl here, Sarah, she was taken in by a woman who beat her and tormented her—she came back, begging for her old place, but of course it was gone. She had to go back… or go elsewhere.”
“What did she choose?” We were walking together towards the yard.
“She went elsewhere.” Rebecca shrugged. “I haven’t heard from her… nor do I expect to. You know how it is.”
It was a grim thing for a girl of fifteen to say with such nonchalance, but that was life at the Foundling Hospital. We all knew what awaited us if we misbehaved or, Heaven forbid, ran away. Especially the girls.
“Cheer up,” advised Rebecca. “If it is someone looking for a servant, a sober face won’t help your chances. Smile, stand up straight, and look as if there’s nothing in the world you want more than to scrub out chamber pots.”
“That’s what I’ll be doing whether I’m picked or not.”
“That’s the truth of it, isn’t it?”
The boys had arrived first, a sniggering gaggle uniform in their appearance and utter lack of manners. We girls did not meet with the boys often, for they were housed in a different wing, of course. They went quiet when we came in, just as fascinated by us as we were by them. I blushed when one whistled at us, covering it by adjusting my bonnet.
“There,” said Rebecca, inclining her head to a corner of the yard. “That’s them. Look, they’re already judging us.”
I looked. In the corner of the yard stood a man and a woman, deep in conversation. From the way they were standing, I assumed they were a young married couple. They were pleasant to behold, neatly dressed and rosy-cheeked.
Mrs. Dolhan approached them, and from a distance indicated a few of us. Then they began to walk along our lines to judge for themselves.
They spoke to several of the boys before coming over to the girls. We arranged ourselves neatly in a row, squared our shoulders, and tried to look moral and hardworking.
“This is Rebecca,” said Mrs. Dolhan, before launching into a speech about the virtues of my friend. As the man and woman spoke to her, I assessed him and his lady out of the corner of my eye. He was not handsome—not exactly—but he was attractive in some way I could not quite describe. There was an appealing liveliness to his manners, and a subtle but alluring sensuality to his smile that woke something in me, made me want to know him better. His wife, too—she possessed that same spark that made me want to look at her, even if she was not particularly pretty. What struck me most, I recall, is that she and her husband seemed both perfectly at ease, so comfortable with one another and everyone else. I liked that about them, and I resolved to try to be the one they took home.
“Judith’s story is yet more tragic,” said Mrs. Dolhan. Rebecca had warned me she liked to play up our misfortunes. “A recent ward of ours, she suffered a fever and now has no memory of who she used to be. I do not mean to imply she is without any skills—no, she has lovely manners, keeps herself tidy as you can see, and cleans very well. But, as to who she might have been, we have no notion…”
“No memories,” said the man thoughtfully. “Is this true, Miss Judith?”
“I don’t remember who I was, but I remember everything else. I can tie my shoes, and read a book, and do maths. I can even read a little French, though I speak it but ill. I’m sure I could ride a horse, if I ever had one. But everything else is… missing.”
“Interesting. A fever, you say?” This was to Mrs. Dolhan.
“Terrible. She was unconscious for several days, and when she awoke…” Mrs. Dolhan shrugged.
“But before the fever… you must know something?”
“No, Mr. Eleutherios. She was left on our doorstep already afflicted. We could not turn her away—why, the girl does not even remember her old name! Judith is what we christened her.”
“I see.” Mr. Eleutherios looked me in the eye, and I made so bold as to look back. I got the sense that false modesty would not do me any favors with this man.
“She’s a forward creature,” observed the woman, though not unkindly. “She’d be quite a handful.”
“Oh no,” insisted Mrs. Dolhan, shooting me an annoyed look. “She’s very respectful, and always—”
“I didn’t mean to imply I thought she would be disrespectful,” said the woman. “I simply meant she seems intelligent. Intelligent children are always more challenging than the dull ones, are they not?”
I began to suspect this woman was not actually the man’s wife, though why I could not say. Nor could I think of a reason for two individuals who were not married, or siblings, to come to an orphanage together, to look at boys and girls. At least, not any respectable reason, but this just intrigued me further. My innate curiosity has always been paired with an unwholesome turn of mind.
Mrs. Dolhan was still frowning at me. “Well, here is Leah, and—”
“I’d like to see Judith, Billah, and Daniel in private,” said Mr. Eleutherios, interrupting her. I tried not to betray any feelings about his choices, but privately I found Billah insufferable. I knew nothing of the boy. “From those three we shall make our final decision.” He winked at me, and I wondered if he already had.
I waited in the corridor for almost an hour while they interviewed Billah and Daniel. My spirits sank the longer they took, but when I went in, in spite of my being last I got the sense that they were still interested in me.
“Sit down, Judith,” he said. “We just want to talk to you for a little while.”
“About what, sir?” I asked.
“Whether you would like to work for me.”
“I suppose that depends on what I’d be doing.”
“She certainly has more spirit than the others,” murmured the woman. “But as for malleability…”
“She’s practically a blank slate,” protested Mr. Eleutherios. “Imagine it—manners, intelligence, education, but no upbringing to muddy the waters.”
“I’m still here, you know,” I said. They both looked at me in surprise. “Please, sir—and madam—be frank with me.” They exchanged a significant glance, but I would be myself or no one at all. “I may not know who I am, nor from whence I came, but I know a bit about the world. This is an orphanage, not a convent.”
“So it would seem,” said the woman. “Miss Judith, my apologies. I did not mean to be so rude.”
“I’m less concerned with manners than whatever it is that you think you know about the world?” Mr. Eleutherios leaned forward in his chair. I liked him more every moment. He wasn’t appalled by my candor, nor was he angry with me—he seemed inclined to like me more rather than less for speaking my mind. “Out with it, girl.”
“Well, for one, you are not a married couple.” He laughed out loud, but bid me continue. “I suppose I’m not so wise as to know why the two of you would come here together, looking for a servant, but I’d very much like to. Why don’t you tell me, and then I can tell you whether I’d like to work for you?” Something else occurred to me. “And I’d like to know for which of you I would end up working, too.”
The air felt brittle in my lungs. Then Mr. Eleutherios laughed again.
“Oh, she’ll do just fine,” he said to the woman. “You were right, Mrs. Knoyll.” He looked back to me. “I was all set to take the boy, but she told me not to make up my mind. She was right—you’re much sharper.”
“So I would be working for you?”
“Will be, if you like. I haven’t the time to explain the whole of your duties now, but I promise they will be light and enjoyable. Pleasurable, even. You mentioned you could read—well, reading will be a very large part of your work, and fencing words with clever people, just as we three have been doing. You will learn to fence with a sword, as well, and perform other physical feats, depending on your preferences. Does that sound interesting? If so, I’ll have Mrs. Dolhan draw up the necessary paperwork. But, my dear girl, please… during everything, don’t mention your suspicion that Mrs. Knoyll and I are not married, if you would be so kind? It would cause quite the uproar, and likely result in my—our—being unable to take you home. I’d also prefer you not mention my name was Mangum Blythe, and not Peter Eleutherios.” He smiled at me, for I was gawping at him, astonished. “I’ll trust you with my real name, as well as our secret, as a show of good faith. That seems like a good beginning, doesn’t it?”
“A good beginning doesn’t always mean a happy ending,” I countered. “What if I don’t like working for you?” As tempting as the offer was, I wanted to know exactly what I was getting myself into—Rebecca’s story had made an impression on me.
“Give me a year. That’s all I ask. I will let you leave after one year’s time, with enough money that you could go anywhere in England you liked and live respectably. If you wanted to work, you could, but you would not need to. I’ll have my lawyer write up a contract saying just that, if you like.”
I looked to Mrs. Knoyll. She really was an elegant creature. Her posture was perfect, I remember noticing at that particular moment, and her taste in clothing was exceptional. For some reason this orderliness about her person reassured me—I did not think anyone so impeccably composed could be wicked.
I was wrong, of course—but not in this particular instance.
“All right,” I said. “One year.”
 
My initiation was instantaneous. In the carriage ride back to his Sackville Street residence Mr. Blythe explained to me what I would be doing for him.
I would be learning. Everything.
“First the Classics. Do you have any Greek or Latin?” When I shook my head, he sighed. “I’ll do what I can, but you’re making a late start of it. You’ll just have to read in translation, for a time, along with many popular works of modern fiction. The Iliad and Pamela sit side by side in the souls of men today, and inform just as many of their desires.”
“I don’t understand,” I said, looking once again to Mrs. Knoyll.
“A woman—a gentlewoman—she desires a footman,” said Mr. Blythe, bringing my attention back to him. “Her husband is suspicious and jealous. He’s always watching. How would you arrange for them to meet?”
“Does he want to meet her? The footman, I mean?”
“Nearly always,” said Mr. Blythe, casting another appreciative glance at Mrs. Knoyll.
“Well then… while the husband is away, I suppose. He must belong to a club.”
“Won’t the servants notice if she just rings for him, specifically, and he walks boldly up the front stairs?” asked Mrs. Knoyll.
I saw her point. “It’s more complicated than it seems.”
“It’s always more complicated than it seems,” said Mr. Blythe. “Let’s add that he’s the favored footman of her archrival? If they are discovered, word is sure to get out—meaning, back to her husband—and all for the sake of an afternoon’s pleasure with a servant!”
“You’ve just made it impossible,” I argued.
“No, no. Not impossible. And imminently more plausible, for people desire most ardently that which is forbidden. Nothing’s ever easy, learn that first. Regardless, a situation like that… it could be arranged. But of course, that’s not the hardest part.”
“How so?”
“Not only would you need to come up with a workable solution to our gentlewoman’s problem, you would have to make the solving of it—the eventual union of Mrs. Gentlewoman and Master Footman—feel right. And for that, you would need to know everything about the gentlewoman. When did she first notice her passion? How did it come upon her? What was she reading at the time? That’s always a good one. If it’s the Decameron, well, you know she’ll want something lavish and continental. If it’s Fanny Hill, she’ll want something more English—naughtier, bawdier, I should say. And if it’s nothing like that—if it’s true love… well, having read the Decameron, Fanny Hill, and everything before it, in between, and after, will have given you a deeper understanding and appreciation of human nature… and that will be your guide.”
“Guide? I…” It struck me what he was saying. “You do this for people.”
“I do this for people,” he agreed. “And you will too, if you like it, which I very much hope you do. I like it, it’s loads of fun. But it’s not just reading books and arranging trysts. There’s an art to it—which is why you shall be my apprentice. I’ll train you, and if and when I’m satisfied you’re good enough to start out on your own, so you shall.”
“Are you finished, then?” I asked Mrs. Knoyll.
“Finished what?”
“Are you his apprentice now? Are you about to start out… on your own?”
“No, nothing like that,” she said. “Mr. Blythe and I are simply good friends.”
“Good friends, yes. And as I trust her judgment, I took her along with me to help select you. For very sensible reasons it is entirely illegal for a bachelor like me to adopt a girl-child, hence the charade. You, Judith, will be my first apprentice, and—I say, do you like that name?”
“It’s horrible,” I said.
“If you don’t like it, then you shall have a new one. How grand! What shall I call my new pet, Mrs. Knoyll? Fluffy simply won’t do.”
“Do you have a name you like, dear?”
“That’s very considerate of you,” I said primly, as Mr. Blythe laughed, “but no, not really.”
“So your memory… problem. That’s all true is it?” asked Mr. Blythe. I nodded. “Then—oh, Mrs. Knoyll, earlier I said she was a blank slate… let’s call her Tabula. Tabula Rasa, don’t you see?”
“That’s not really a name, Mr. Blythe…”
“I like it,” I said. “It’s beautiful. It sounds romantic and foreign.”
“It is foreign, it’s Latin,” said Mrs. Knoyll. “You should know, it’s a… phrase. It only sounds like a name. Tabula Rasa means blank slate, or near enough.”
“I see.” I thought this over. “Well… if you call me that, there’s no way it would have been my name before. And that suits me just fine.”
“Why, she’s a treasure, Mrs. Knoyll,” said Mr. Blythe.
We both beamed.
 
***
 
The morning after my meeting with Tom I awoke with a start, positive I had overslept. But no—my clock said it was early yet. I was relieved, but I still hurried through my morning ablutions. I wanted to see Mr. Blythe as early as possible.
He was there, just settling in with his paper when I burst into the room.
“Miss Rasa,” he said evenly, turning a page without looking up. “You’ve been so excitable this week. Well, I suppose I must have been like that when I was your age.”
“You’ll be home for dinner?” I asked. “I mean, rather, please be home for dinner. I’ve invited Tom, and—”
“I’m dining with Mrs. Knoyll tonight, my dear girl. We’ve been planning it for ages.”
I felt a pang. I liked Mrs. Knoyll—very much—but as I’d realized my feelings for Mr. Blythe I’d also realized what she was to him. What they were to one another… and it was not an easy thing for me.
My head knew they never had much time together, given their mutual schedules, but even so, my heart resented her intrusion. I needed Mr. Blythe tonight.
“Please,” I begged. “Mr. Blythe, you don’t understand. He…”
“Swept you off your feet? Are you in love? Well, that can certainly wait until a night when I don’t already have plans.”
“Mr. Blythe, he knows who my father is—was—and he’s coming over to give me five thousand pounds.”
Mr. Blythe put down his paper. “That certainly changes things,” he allowed, pouring himself more coffee. He motioned to ask if I wanted any—I did. “Well, who was your father?” he asked, adding precisely as much cream as I wanted without needing to be told. “Your use of was I assume to mean he has passed?”
“You mean you don’t know?” The possibility had crossed my mind, of course—that Mr. Blythe had been aware of our connection the whole time—but I didn’t think it likely. Hiding his knowledge would have been a betrayal, destructive to the trust that was an essential part of our working relationship. That, and it would have been cruel, and he was not a cruel man, unless paid to be.
“Of course I don’t. I’d have told you,” he answered.
“It’s—it was—Mr. Bewit. The man whose son I impersonated.”
“Impossible.”
“It’s not—it’s true, I mean. His daughter, who died… it was me. Except, I didn’t die. I lost my memory, and they left me at the Foundling Hospital, and made up a story about a fever, to cover it all up. I’m not sure why, yet.” Mr. Blythe looked astounded by all of this, as well he might. “He—Tom—told me all that, and more—he asked Mr. Bewit all about it, and the man confessed. It was my pocket watch, that was what helped him make the connection. It belonged to my mother, Tom recognized it, it’s in a family portrait or something.”
“There could be two of a kind out there,” said Mr. Blythe doubtfully.
“I thought of that, but… it felt right. When Tom told me my old name, it was like I’d known it this whole time. Not that I remember ever being called it, but I know it was mine.”
Mr. Blythe frowned as he took a sip of coffee. “And what, pray, is your name?”
“Alula Bewit. But I don’t wish to be called by it… I have no idea who Alula was. I know who I am, however.”
“I see.” He sat back in his chair, his expression unreadable. “Well, all this is extraordinary—simply extraordinary. Then again, I always suspected you were a gentleman’s daughter. Don’t look pleased, it’s because of your cheek, not your manners.” He sobered. “So Mr. Bewit died, did he? I’m sorry to hear it. Didn’t have much time to enjoy his membership at Brooks’s, but that’s the way of it sometimes. I did wonder if that had truly been his heart’s desire—likely it just made him more miserable. But, we can only do what our clients ask.”
“Apparently he was of a nervous disposition.”
“You’re telling me? Regardless, I’m sorry to hear about his death. It doesn’t seem like it’s affected you too much?”
“I never knew the man, as far as I’m concerned.”
“Extraordinary!” Mr. Blythe looked thoughtful. “So, in re this Tom Dawne…”
“Yes?”
“You’re telling me that before his death, your father gave this wig-shop boy five thousand pounds to give to you… and not only that, he’s actually giving it to you, instead of pocketing it, no one the wiser?”
“I’m sorry to say it, but my father wasn’t too pleased to hear I was working for you, and meant for me to use it to, I don’t know, escape your foul clutches, I suppose.” I did not add that if Mr. Blythe wished to clutch me; I would not consider it foul. “But of course I won’t,” I said quickly, “actually, I’d like it if you took it, you’ve spent an awful lot of money on me over the years. But if you won’t use it, save it for me,” I said over his sputtered objections.
“That I will do, but nothing more,” he agreed. “The money, when you receive it, is yours. I shan’t ever touch a cent of it.” He chuckled. “I say, Miss Rasa, this is all rather a lot to digest. Let me… let me just send word to Mrs. Knoyll that I’ll be late. She’ll understand, this is important enough. I’ll go ‘round and see her after dinner.”
“Thank you, Mr. Blythe. It’s awfully kind of you.”
“It is, isn’t it?” He rose, looking thoughtful. “My dear Miss Rasa, I congratulate you. I never in my life made five thousand pounds so easily. This Tom Dawne… revealing girls’ shadowed pasts, handing out fortunes… why, he must be the nicest boy in London.”
But there was something in his tone that told me he was not at all convinced of that.



 
 
 
 


 
The dinner did not go well.
To be fair, I should say the dinner itself went beautifully—our cook outdid herself. The fish in particular was wonderful, as was the calf’s tongue in aspic. It was the company that left a bad taste in everyone’s mouths.
I had spent my day planning—fretting, really—over the meal, and the wine, and the table-setting, and even my dress. Usually I only put that sort of level of attention into parties planned for our clients, but I wanted so much for everything to be perfect. I foolishly thought that if I could show Tom that Mr. Blythe was no ogre, and let Mr. Blythe see that Tom was (I thought) a well-meaning young man with my best interests at heart, they would get on well enough. It was important to me that they like one another, believing as I did that they would both be a part of my life for many years to come.
Full of nervous energy, I was dressed and coiffed and ready for dinner before Mr. Blythe had even taken his bath, which amused him greatly as he strutted out to the tub in his altogether, a towel slung over his shoulder.
“Don’t spill any jam on yourself, my dear girl,” he called over his shoulder, bottom winking at me in the dwindling sunlight. “You’ll have to start all over!”
I held my tongue, for I would not let him mortify me, I could not see why he would want to. Now that so much time has passed, and I am so much older, I can see that I was of course giving Mr. Blythe every reason to think I felt differently about Tom than I really did. But, damn it all, how could I not but be flustered and on edge? Not only had Tom solved the mystery of who I had been, he was making me independent. Of course I wanted everything to go well.
Mr. Blythe took a long, long bath that night—so long that I began to despair of his being out of the tub by the time Tom arrived. I could take no comfort in his attentions to his ablutions. I knew they were not for Tom—he always bathed before visiting Mrs. Knoyll. I began to pace at half seven, but then at last he appeared, pink and steaming, and trotted upstairs. That was fine by me—he could come down as late as he wanted, but after my reassurances to Tom about Mr. Blythe’s moral fiber, my master showing up naked and dripping to shake hands would likely not make my case seem especially strong.
I was just contemplating taking a glass of wine to steady myself when Tom knocked. After smoothing my skirts and taking a deep breath I went into the foyer, where Reed was just relieving Tom of his cloak. He was dressed very smartly, and I remember feeling pleased that my father had clearly provided for him, as well.
“Miss Rasa.” He bowed. “You look lovely this evening.”
“You’re very kind.” I allowed him to kiss my hand, which Reed thought was absolutely hilarious. Thankfully, he kept his chuckles to himself. “Please, come into the parlor. Mr. Blythe will be down shortly. Would you like a drink? Champagne—or an Italian aperitif, perhaps?”
“Champagne, please,” said Tom.
“Perfect. Come along with me.”
As I led him through to the parlor I could tell Tom was trying very hard to mind his manners, both in speech and in not goggling at the grandeur of our home. I wondered what he’d assumed about our style of living—certainly not this fine, by his obvious astonishment.
Or, on the other hand, perhaps he had merely expected our residence to look more like a bordello than it did.
A bottle on ice was already waiting for us, sweating in the warmth from the good fire in the hearth. I uncorked it myself, alarming Tom still further, and poured him a bumper. He looked like he needed it.
“I’m so glad you could come,” I said, pouring myself a glass. “Mr. Blythe is excited to meet you.”
“Yes,” said Tom vaguely, taking in everything from the deep settees to our gilded mantle-clock to the Turkish carpet to the velvet-draped picture-frames. I smiled to myself—perhaps later I’d unveil some of Mr. Blythe’s Hogarths and similarly bawdy images if Tom loosened up a bit.
“I do hope you’re excited to meet him, too?”
“What’s that? Oh, yes—yes, of course,” he said. “Miss Rasa, I must say… I am impressed. This is not at all what I expected.”
“No?”
“I mean to say… well, Mr. Bewit’s house might be larger, but it is no finer.”
I looked at him, but said nothing. The remark had not been strictly polite, and I hoped my silence would make it apparent. If he spoke in such a vulgar manner to Mr. Blythe, they were unlikely to get on.
“Good champagne,” Tom said, and sipped again.
“I’m very glad it is to your taste. Will you sit?”
“Ah… yes?” said Tom, hopefully, as if he wasn’t sure it was the correct answer.
We settled ourselves on either end of the couch as an awkward silence descended. For some reason I could not name we had lost all the ease with which we had spoken to one another during the previous times we had met. I found myself hoping he would gulp his wine, just to give me an excuse to get up and refill it—it would be something to do.
“I brought the money,” he blurted. “So you wouldn’t think…”
“I beg your pardon?”
“It seemed best. To settle things quickly, I mean.” He set down his glass, and reaching into the pocket of his coat withdrew a stack of notes. “Here—Miss Rasa, please, take it… with your father’s compliments.”
“Thank you.” I accepted the bills gingerly. I did not know quite what to do with the handful of money, so I elected to get up, and set the stack on the mantle. Being unused to handling large sums, it made me uncomfortable that the notes should weigh so little, being worth so much; I resolved that at the first possible opportunity I would lock it up in Mr. Blythe’s safe. “Tom, I’m… very grateful.”
“Just… do keep in mind that it was intended for your independence,” he said. “I can see why you wouldn’t want to leave all… this… but…”
“What?” I didn’t like where this was going, not at all.
“If you wanted to get away from… and become a, you know, an honest woman…”
“It would take more than new lodgings to make an honest woman out of our Miss Rasa!”
I startled, not realizing my master had come in. Indeed, he hadn’t, but was lounging in the doorway, out of both our lines of sight, and had obviously been listening to every word. I blushed, and Tom knocked over his champagne in his haste to rise.
“Don’t worry, I have the cushions cleaned regularly,” said Mr. Blythe, pouring himself a glass of wine and refilling ours as Tom apologized profusely. “Well, well, well. Tom Dawne, is it? Mr. Dawne, welcome to my home. I’ve heard so much about you, it’s a pleasure to meet you at last.”
“Really?” Tom looked as if he might be sick, his arm wobbled as Mr. Blythe pumped his hand. “I mean, the pleasure is mine… sir…”
“That’s what I like to hear.” Mr. Blythe sat down between us, but closer to me—so I was forced to scoot over. He was grinning. That wasn’t a good sign. “Well! This is cosy, isn’t it? So, Mr. Dawne, how are you this evening?”
“Very well, thank you,” he mumbled, sitting back down. “Very pleased to be here.”
“Are you? Pleased to be in a house of ill repute? I say! But, perhaps you’re used to them?”
“Yes, sir. I mean, no sir. I mean… I don’t consider this a house of, you know. What you said.”
“Don’t you? How nice.”
I was in agonies. At least I was not alone. Tom was, if possible, more uncomfortable than I, shifting and squirming as if he suffered from piles.
“I seem to be the only one talking! That will never do. Mr. Dawne, what do you do for a living? Miss Rasa wasn’t quite clear on that point. You used to be in… wigs, is that correct? But then you became a cup-bearer? What is that, exactly?”
“Service,” said Tom. “But… well… my employer, he recently passed away—”
“Mr. Bewit, yes, I’d heard. I’m terribly sorry. I thought he was a very nice man.”
“He felt the same way about you, sir,” Tom lied, with impressive ease. I raised my eyebrows at him, which made him blush again.
Mr. Blythe was enjoying himself. “Did he now! How interesting. You know, Miss Rasa was under the impression Mr. Bewit didn’t think I was a proper guardian for his daughter—but then again, given that he abandoned this lovely creature at an orphanage—she is lovely, isn’t she?—what are we to think of his character?”
Tom’s mouth was hanging open. I knew I should interject and save my guest from my master’s sallies, but I, too, was at a loss.
“What did Mr. Bewit tell you about me, I wonder?” Mr. Blythe would not let up. “Come now, Mr. Dawne—Miss Rasa tells me we are to be friends, and I would have it all out in the open. What is it you think I do? And why do you think it is a profession inappropriate for our Miss Rasa?”
Tom drained his glass and set it aside. At last! I rose, and poured more for everyone as he stammered.
“Well, sir, Mr. Bewit said… he said you… procured things. For people, I mean. That you could get anything for anyone, and would, as long as it gave them… pleasure.”
“Oh, is that all? Is that so scandalous?”
“I don’t believe he meant fetching a pound of pork from the market, Mr. Blythe.”
Mr. Blythe pursed his lips. “No, no indeed—though of course, I would, if said pork would make a client deliriously happy. And they felt like paying my absolutely exorbitant delivery fee.”
“So you admit it?”
“Admit what?”
“You… you would fetch Miss Rasa for a client. If it would make him deliriously happy, I mean.”
The room went very quiet. I didn’t know what to say. Mr. Blythe looked annoyed; Tom, defiant. I couldn’t blame either—my master was being deliberately impossible, but Tom wasn’t making anything easier with his prudishness.
“Tom,” I said gently, “you misunderstand…”
“How so?” he asked. “I was given to understand that Mr. Blythe sells people their desires; he has confirmed that. What if someone desired you? It’s not… beyond the realm of possibility.” Mr. Blythe cackled knowingly; Tom, blushing, pretended to ignore him. “So my question is, sir, would you sell her? Because if you would, I don’t think it’s so laughable that Mr. Bewit would have wanted his only daughter… what? Why are you laughing? This is a serious matter!”
“My dear girl, I’m not sure if your Mr. Dawne is aware that you possess free will,” said Mr. Blythe, dabbing at his eyes with a handkerchief. “Oh, well. I assume it won’t be long before you disabuse him of that notion.”
“You said he’d never outraged you,” said Tom, right to me. “That’s not the impression I’m receiving.”
“Outrage Miss Rasa?” Mr. Bewit’s hand flew to his breast. “Never! She is my apprentice, that is all. You have my word on the matter, Mr. Dawne. I’ve never laid a finger on her, except in a… friendly, avuncular manner. A hand on the small of the back when crossing a busy street, for example. Or helping her up from a particularly deep chair when she’s corseted too tightly, I suppose.”
“Has anyone else?”
“Helped her out of a chair? Yes, I think so. Or is that not what you are asking about?” Mr. Blythe was becoming angry, I could tell, though his smile was still as bright as summer. “Are you perhaps assessing her bride price? You know, Mr. Dawne, I wonder at your choice of conversation topics. Is it common these days among the young to be so indelicate on first acquaintance? I can’t say I think much of the fashion. I don’t know your history, of course, but I was taught never to embarrass a lady. They weren’t overly concerned with manners at the Foundling Hospital, but at least they taught me that.”
“Isn’t it so interesting that we all have that in common?” I might have been remarking on the weather, so cool was I. “Tom’s an orphan too, Mr. Blythe.”
It was an idiotic thing to say, but it interrupted the flow of unpleasantries. Thankfully, before anyone could say anything else Mrs. Gibbs, our housekeeper, let us know that dinner was ready.
No one moved.
“Shall we go in?” I croaked, after too long. Neither of the gentlemen were able to speak yet, it seemed. It was up to me. “Mr. Blythe, speaking of friendly and avuncular touches, would you please escort me into the dining room?”
“Of course, my dear girl,” he said, offering me his arm. More strained: “Mr. Dawne… please join us.”
“Thank you.”
The soup was et in silence, though I knew it was not out of appreciation for the fine broth. Mr. Blythe was fuming, and Tom appeared beside himself. I tried to enjoy my meal in spite of them, but when at last the tureens were carried off, and Mr. Blythe began to offer around slices of rabbit, calf’s liver, and partridge, that became impossible.
“The birds are very fine, Master Dawne, may I offer you some?”
“Thank you, sir.”
“Are you a breast man, or a thigh man?”
“I beg your pardon!”
“Wing, then?” asked Mr. Blythe, all innocence.
“I think I shall just have some liver,” said Tom.
“Very good.” Several thin slices were deposited on his plate, glistening with aspic as if bejeweled. “Well, Mr. Dawne. Now that we are settled nicely, let us have some talk. What can you tell me about wigs?”
“Usually, they go on the head,” said Tom acidly.
“Really! On the head, you say? And all these years, I’ve been putting them on my arse.”
“You’re both being ridiculous!” I cried. I found I was on my feet. “My goodness! The two of you seem to be at cats and dogs over me—my virtue, my happiness, my independence—but neither one of you has so much as asked me how I feel about anything! Or whether I enjoy being spoken of as if I were not in the room.” I glared at them both. “I don’t.”
“Miss Rasa, please except my most heartfelt apologies.” Mr. Blythe stood, and bowed. “It seemed the gentlemanlike thing to do, championing you—but I let myself forget that of course you need no champion.”
The sincerity of his apology diffused my anger. I curtseyed as Tom rose, perhaps realizing he was the only one seated.
“I, too, apologize,” he said. “I should never have allowed my personal feelings about your situation to trump my manners.”
It was not the right thing to say. If my master had a flaw, it was pride—he was not ashamed of who he was or what he did, and anyone who said (or implied) he should be usually got an earful. Considering everything Tom had said and implied, Mr. Blythe had actually been on very good behavior, but it seemed he had finally had enough.
“Yes, you have made your feelings about her situation quite clear,” said Mr. Blythe. “I wonder that you can bear to sit here and eat with us, given what your feelings seem to be.”
“Miss Rasa’s inheritance—”
“You could have given it to her anywhere. You did not need to come here, and insult me and my apprentice to our faces, in our own home, which seems to have been your intent.”
“I was not aware one could insult a man such as yourself.” Tom’s chin jutted into the air. “Miss Rasa’s participation in your schemes I excuse. She is young, and a woman. But you, sir, should be ashamed to have corrupted something as pure as her. She would have been a respectable woman, mother, and wife one day if you had not turned her into…”
I almost asked what I was, given how annoyed I was… but then I recalled Tom’s offer to introduce me to Hallux Dryden. I bit my tongue, enduring the insult—the urge to find out more about myself proved stronger than my pride.
Mr. Blythe, who had no such compunctions, sat down and tucked the tablecloth into his collars.
“I shall say only one thing,” he said, sawing rather savagely at his partridge, “and that is this: my knowledge of the ancient world may be imperfect, but I know this much—statues always topple from their pedestals. It is only real people who may step down off them—or up onto them—as they choose.”
“I think it would be best if you left,” I said quietly, stepping forward and taking Tom by the elbow. The expression on Mr. Blythe’s face did not bespeak amenability to further conversation. “I’m sorry, Tom. You don’t understand…”
“I understand very well,” he said, as we retreated into the parlor. “Miss Rasa—Tabula—please. You asked me here tonight to show me why I shouldn’t worry about you, why there was no need for you to use your father’s inheritance to get away from this… life… of yours. I must say, I am not departing convinced.”
I had never once felt a moment’s shame over my chosen profession, but standing there before Tom Dawne, I blushed. His disapproval was almost palpable, and it shook me.
He took this as a sign that he had touched my soul, and took the liberty of embracing me ardently, smiling as if he’d just handed me another five thousand pounds.
“Miss Rasa—forgive me for being so bold, but from almost the moment I saw you in that coffee house I knew I could love you,” he whispered. “Even knowing what I know now… my feelings have not changed. You are wonderful, better than all of this,” he waved, indicating the foyer. “I hate to see you trapped here.”
“But—”
“I understand why a girl with no family, no prospects, would be tempted by a live of ease and comfort, but you—you are a gentleman’s daughter! You have a family, and money. And you have friends.” I wondered if he spoke of those whom he had met in the coffee house—then I realized he dared to speak of himself in such a manner. I tried to pull away, but he only held me closer. “Just think about it, please? For me?” I felt myself nodding, even as I resented the implication that I owed him anything; he had only given me what was mine. “Think tonight, and let’s meet tomorrow afternoon—say, three o’clock?—at Button’s, where we met?”
“All right,” I agreed, hardly knowing what I was saying.
“Tomorrow, then, my delightful Miss Rasa. I’ll see myself out.”
He kissed me. I did not resist, knowing it was the surest way of getting him to leave, and indeed he went away after tenderly caressing my chin.
I walked back to the dining room, rubbing his touch from my mouth with the back of my hand. The nerve of him! It was insulting, the way he thought he could use my person because of who I was, and what he had done for me. I had thought him sweet, but I was finally able to see him for what he was.
Mr. Blythe sat quietly, chewing his supper thoughtfully, another sliver of bird on his fork, his elbows on the table. He said nothing as I sat down and helped myself to some partridge, vegetables, and the jellied calf’s liver. It was all delicious, and I was finally hungry, but I found difficult to swallow in the stony silence of the room.
“My dear girl,” he said at last, after wiping his mouth with the tablecloth, “I thought you possessed of better judgment. Frankly, I’m appalled that was the first young man you brought home to meet me.”
“I didn’t bring him home to meet you—I mean, I did, but not… not like that,” I said. “I just thought…”
“You’d met him twice already. Could you not see his character for what it was?”
“I knew he disapproved of what we do, but I brought him home to show him it wasn’t really as he thought. Not that you did much to disabuse him of his notions,” I added.
“Why should I? I won’t beg forgiveness from middle-class moralists. And neither will you, not if I have any say in the matter.” He set aside his fork. “Which… I don’t. You are your own woman, Miss Rasa, and you may do with your life what you wish. The fault, if fault there is, lies with me. I should have spent more time teaching you to be proud of yourself, I suppose. That you could fall for someone like—”
“I’m not in love with him,” I snapped. “Good God, Mr. Blythe, think a little more highly of me than that.”
“Then why on earth do you associate with that boy? Only a lover or a mother could forgive such boorishness.”
“There was my inheritance…” Which still sat upon the mantle, I recalled with a start.
He tsked. “Do you fear that I shall fail to remember you in my will? You know very well I inherited much of this wealth from my mistress, rest her soul, and she from her master. Why would I fail to—”
How could I explain it? “It wasn’t only the money,” I said, interrupting him. “He said he would introduce me to my cousin. Mr. Blythe, can’t you understand? I love my life, but I want to know who I was—why I was abandoned! I would have lived my entire life perfectly happy never knowing, when not knowing was my only option. Don’t you see? I have a chance to find out some real answers.”
“Of course I understand that part of it.” He sighed. “I did fail you, Miss Rasa—I failed you spectacularly, when it came to your education. Perhaps you are proud of yourself—I sincerely hope that you are, as you should be, you’re a treasure—but you are not confident. I have apparently not taught you to rely on yourself, and that is inexcusable.”
“What do you—”
“You think you need that boy to introduce you to your cousin, if you want to meet him?” I was shocked—Mr. Blythe sounded more upset than I had ever heard him. “How many hours have I spent, I wonder, teaching you just how to facilitate such a meeting? Miss Rasa! I’m frankly amazed I need to remind you of what we do for a living, especially after this evening. We obtain people’s heart’s desire.” I was still confused, and he perceived it. “Has it never occurred to you that you might be able to utilize your talents on your own behalf?”
I finally understood his meaning; he must have seen it in my face, for he looked relieved.
“As you recall, I was to have dined with Mrs. Knoyll this evening.” I flushed, embarrassed. “My dear girl, you misunderstand me. In spite of everything, I am glad I put it off. I believe we needed to have this conversation. That said… I shall now excuse myself. Have a pleasant rest of your evening.”
“Good night, Mr. Blythe.”
He stood, and passing by me, he paused to pat me on the hand awkwardly. His touch thrilled me, even if it was—as he had earlier described it—friendly and avuncular.
“Mr. Blythe,” I said, almost stumbling in my haste to rise.
“Yes?”
“Please…” I swallowed. “Please tell Mrs. Knoyll how grateful I am that she gave up your company for part of the evening. It… means a lot to me.”
He nodded once, and left me. I finished my meal, alone, went upstairs—but not to bed.



 
 
 
 


 
I paced my room alone, mulling over what Mr. Blythe had said. He was, of course, correct. I did not need Tom to introduce me to Hallux Dryden. I could meet my cousin anytime I liked. I possessed exactly the skills to engineer such an encounter, if I wished it.
Mr. Blythe had seen to that.
But had he seen to my independence? Had he neglected to educate me in the art of self-reliance, along with the other arts he taught me?
 
I have already mentioned how Mr. Blythe told me my apprenticeship would begin with reading, and so it did. I gobbled up every book my master gave me, even when I discovered the volume of reading I was expected to complete was far vaster than he had initially implied. That was all right with me, I tore through the classics—Homer’s epics, of course, and the Satyricon; Plato’s philosophy and Ovid’s poetry (my favorite)—and works of later fiction, too, for the promised Decameron and Fanny Hill were only the first two on the stack. I also devoured the works of nonfiction he assigned me, for they were all intriguing. I recall being fascinated by manuals on the art of knot-tying, cookery books, tracts on etiquette and religion and fashion, as well as moral tales on every subject, though those Mr. Blythe selected more for their instruction on the arts of revenge, double-dealing, sexual trickery, and escape than their intended lessons. Learning about such things was its own reward, but of course it was incredibly exciting when my unusual, piecemeal education eventually enabled me to help my master with certain jobs—like feast-arranging, which was the first thing to which he allowed me to apply my lessons. Later, I participated in the planning and the execution of acts of vengeance.
And spying, too. I was a quick study when it came to manners, both male and female, as you are already aware, which made me twice as useful.
“When I was your age I was already coming into my beard, and couldn’t pull off feats like this,” I remember him observing one evening as he painted on my face. I was dressed as a page-boy for the purpose of passing unnoticed at a party where some client’s rival was to be much talked of. I must say, I looked ravishing, if page-boys are to your taste. “But you, Miss Rasa, will be a terror in trousers for years to come.”
I enjoyed my work, almost every moment of it. Learning Latin and ancient Greek were tricky, yes, but I applied myself to all things. Any skill or accomplishment Mr. Blythe considered useful I set myself to acquiring, for I was never happier than when my master and I could confer as equals on some strange request, and the potential methods for its execution. Or, in later years, when I was sent out on a job to do whatever he needed.
So much for my intellectual education. Reflecting upon these matters, I could find no fault with Mr. Blythe’s tactics. It wasn’t as if he hovered over me as I read; no indeed, in those first months I spent most of my day on my own, working because I liked it. I even read supplementary materials that he suggested or I discovered on my own, in his wonderful library. That, I believe, shows initiative—self-reliance. Even confidence.
But what of my physical education?
When I say physical I speak not of matters carnal, at least not wholly. Mr. Blythe encouraged me to be as active as I was studious, and for almost as many hours as I read, I was required to exert myself.
Some lessons, such as dancing, knife-throwing, flexibility-enhancement, and self-defense, were conducted in our home. For other lessons, we went out. Mr. Blythe dressed me up in trousers—I think he rather enjoyed hoodwinking his friends into believing me a boy—and took me to fencing clubs, to play golf, and to shoot.
We also frequently went out after dark so that he might teach me the arts of moving silently and without being observed, to scale walls with only the simplest of tools, to open windows silently, and perch confidently on rooftops and cornices… those sorts of things.
It was thrilling—exhilarating. And during these lessons I believe he taught me to rely on myself, as well. After all, Mr. Blythe told me in no uncertain terms that if I fell through a roof or was spotted in a garden he would not come to my aid. I would have to talk my way out, if I could, or face any charges on my own.
Whether or not this was true, I cannot say, for I was never caught. But suffice it to say, those warnings made me treat these lessons with extraordinary care and attention…
It took perhaps half a year before I became interested in the more risqué aspect of Mr. Blythe’s business—the sort of physical arts that so scandalized Tom Dawne. How could it be otherwise? I was becoming a young woman, and almost daily read some tantalizing thing, or watched my master go out or retreat into some room for the purposes of pleasuring, or helping facilitate the pleasure of, one of his clients. Most girls of that age are possessed of a healthy interest in such matters, even without such provocations, so given my admittedly unique situation, I was madly curious to learn all he would teach me.
Thanks to my education, and the frankness of my master, I already knew the mechanics of the act of love, and I was aware of its more common variations. But I had no experience in that area. I could not help him with those sorts of requests from his clients, and I dearly wished to be useful in all ways.
In spite of my desire it took me several months to enquire when I might be initiated into such mysteries, for even at that tender age I hoped it would be Mr. Blythe who would usher me through that door. Alas, when I finally worked up the nerve to ask, none of what I’d imagined came to pass—he did not take me in his arms and seduce me, nor did he tell me I was not yet old enough to learn. Instead, he nodded, and began to muse aloud on how my indoctrination should be conducted.
“What do you want to learn?”
“I suppose… everything?”
“Good, good. But you mustn’t feel as if you have to do anything you don’t want. My mistress, for example, simply hated cunt-fucking. She was a virtuoso when it came to sucking cock, and bottom-fucking, and fucking others with a dildo. But she disliked cunt-fucking, and never engaged in it herself. That’s why I’ve always stressed the importance of making trustworthy allies in this profession… that way, we can always farm out whatever we don’t want to do to those who really enjoy it.”
“All right,” I said, reassured by his speech—bottom-fucking in particular always seemed rather terrifying to me, though I took to it eventually. “But… as I don’t know if I like anything or not, yet, I might as well try everything.”
“A fine attitude indeed,” said he, warmly. “Well then, first things first. Are you in love with anyone?”
“I…”
“I suppose that is a rather personal question,” he said, seeing my discomfort. “Keep your secrets, Miss Rasa, they are your own; I shall not pry. But please do tell me if you have an opinion on who you’d like to begin your lessons with?”
“I rather thought you—”
“Oh good God no,” he said, shaking his head and holding up his hands as if to prevent me from throwing myself upon him. “I fear deflowering innocents lost its charm for me decades ago—and more importantly, it might queer things between us if you didn’t like what I did to you. I could never allow it.” He tapped his chin. “Do you prefer a man or a woman? For your first, I mean—if you enjoy this sort of thing, you can go back and forth, or stick to whatever you like. I truck with everyone, as you know, but I’ve always enjoyed variety. You mustn’t feel pressured to be the same way, though having broad taste is no detriment to those in our profession.”
“A… man, I think,” I stammered, still hoping he might reconsider, but too shy to make the request a second time. “Though I don’t object to women…”
“It’s your choice, so we’ll go with a man. What about Reed? We could ask him if he’d like to do the honors. He’s about your age, but he has the advantage on other lads by being a gentle soul and knowing his business, thanks in no small part to yours truly. Then again, we run the same risk of things being queered. I’ve trained up Reed to be a shockingly good valet and I shouldn’t like to lose either of you over a lover’s quarrel, so you must both agree to be friends no matter what.”
Mr. Blythe waited for me to respond. I thought about it… Mr. Blythe’s handsome young valet was certainly pleasant and friendly. I liked him very much, actually. If he would do it, then I had no objections.
I did not mention that I could just as easily agree to be friends with Mr. Blythe, no matter what. That seemed settled.
“Reed, then. That will make matters far simpler, if he’s willing. I think he will be; he’s helped me before, which is good—he won’t be embarrassed by my instruction.”
“Your what?”
“My instruction. My dear Miss Rasa, you didn’t think I’d just shut you up in a room with a boy and wait in my office for you to report back on the experience?” He laughed, as if this was the silliest thing I’d ever said. “No no, I’ll be there the whole time.” I must have looked perturbed, for he smiled kindly and patted my knee. “I want you to have a good time, of course I do! But it’s not all fun and games—this is work, too. Remember that. If you were in love with someone, we’d be going about this a bit differently, but as this will be just about showing you the ropes, well, it’s a good opportunity to instruct you in the fine, fine arts of prick-sucking and fanny-spreading, and the most efficient way to apply such unguents that make things a bit easier, especially for inexperienced young ladies such as yourself.”
My first experience with a man was therefore both more and less nerve-wracking than it might have been. Reed was surprised but gratified to be asked, as well as being devilish handsome, as nice as he could be about it all, and very eager that I should enjoy myself. It was hardly the most romantic experience I’ve ever had, fellating him as Mr. Blythe looked on, suggesting a certain technique or showing me the proper way to pleasure a man’s balls as well as his cock, but it was loads of fun. I enjoyed the experience thoroughly, and found I enjoyed watching, as well—such as when Mr. Blythe, dissatisfied with my attempts at taking the whole of Reed in one go, stepped in for a moment to show me how it was done.
That first night, Mr. Blythe wouldn’t hear of things progressing further than Reed returning the favor, eagerly burying his face between my thighs to bring me to my first climax with a partner. No, my master had other ideas, involving a set of antique stretching-dildos that I was to use by myself or with Louisa, our French cook, until I could take the largest without pain. Then, and only then, was I permitted to try it with a man. Mr. Blythe attended that lesson too, when it occurred—and by following his instructions I managed to achieve three occasions, and dear Reed came twice without uncunting. We all had a fine time, but future frolics with Reed, and Louisa, and then such clients as I chose to serve, were conducted in private.
Mr. Blythe was prurient, but he was no voyeur.
 
Upon deeper reflection, I was forced to conclude I did not want for initiative. I had been taught independence and self-reliance, and naturally exhibited those skills. Perhaps my failure to realize I was perfectly capable of arranging a meeting with my cousin was merely confusion resulting from learning so late in life that I possessed one. For as long as I could remember—quite literally—I had been an orphan, alone in the world but for the family I had chosen and been chosen by. That it shocked and confounded me to learn I had relations who were alive and well not two miles from my home is, I think, understandable.
What finally convinced me of this was recalling that while Mr. Blythe did oversee and direct so much of my intellectual and physical education, he did little to help me hone my most unusual skill—my ability to entrance and bamboozle with the aid of my pocket watch. That was my responsibility alone, for he knew nothing about it. He did not even know such a thing was possible until he discovered my knowledge of the art.
Of course, once he saw the power of it, he made good use of my craft. I had no objection to it—it pleased me to no end to be able to do something he could not, to know something he knew nothing of. I enjoyed being his apprentice—I respected to his superior understanding of the world—but it was delightful to be the authority in at least one regard.
I will relate to you how he came to know of my talent, for I believe I have presented myself as an ideal student, when that is not really the truth of the matter. I could be difficult, and unwilling, and stubborn—I ‘had my moments,’ as Mr. Blythe put it. And this was one of them.
It was early in my apprenticeship, when everything I was learning was strictly theoretical. I was cross, staring out the window and not attending to my master. It was a lovely day, the finest we’d yet had that year. I had wanted to go out and play in the sunshine; he, to stay in and teach me the theory of sneaking. Thus, my ill-temper.
“Slipping past some sorts of guards is relatively easy,” he said. “But what of a footman posted at the front door? Sometimes one must enter through the front door, you know.”
“I’d put him to sleep,” I said, not really heeding what I was saying.
“You’d put a footman to sleep, would you?” He raised his eyebrows. “How? A draught? Are you a chemist? And if you are, how would you get this footman to drink your concoction?”
“He wouldn’t have to drink anything. I’d put him to sleep by tricking him.”
“Tricking him! Of course—forgive me, Miss Rasa. I’ve been doing this for years, and I need thought of tricking a footman! The student becomes the master! Pray, enlighten me—how would you trick him, Mistress Rasa?”
I produced my pocket watch. “It’s easy enough to do, with this.”
In spite of himself, Mr. Blythe had become intrigued. “How?”
“Well…” I held it in the palm of my hand, and opened the face toward him. “I… catch the light with it,” I said, doing so, “reflecting it in someone’s eyes. Then I open and shut it, and tell whoever it is to focus on the sound of the click, the way the light moves. I speak slowly… and deliberately… and eventually—”
“Stop that!” Mr. Blythe looked away, pale and alarmed. It was the first time I’d seen him lose his composure. “I’m sorry, I see now what you mean. That’s… very interesting, Miss Rasa. I wonder, would you give me a more complete demonstration? I’ll just ring for Louisa… she’s usually amenable to the unusual.”
Louisa was indeed amenable, and after we had gotten over our attack of the giggles, sitting before our mutual master for the purposes of the demonstration, I bid her relax. Then I began my trick, as I called it, opening and shutting the pocket watch, telling her to watch the light carefully, and think of nothing but how relaxed she was, how sleepy she was. It didn’t take long for her to doze off. I instructed her to sleep until I clapped twice.
“How long… will she stay like that?” whispered Mr. Blythe, as Louisa sat there, completely still.
“I don’t know, really,” I said. “You can speak normally, she won’t wake until I command her.”
“Is that so?” He waved his hand before her eyes, but Louisa showed no signs of stirring. “I say. That’s quite a talent. Who taught you?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “I… suppose I must have learned before I lost my memory. I’ve always just… known how to do it.”
“Tell her to wake up. I don’t like to see her like this, it’s unsettling.”
I clapped twice. Louisa awoke, not at all groggy.
“Did it work?” she asked, confused. “What happened?”
“Extraordinary!” exclaimed Mr. Blythe. “Miss Rasa, you are a wonder. An absolute darling. You too, Louisa, of course,” he said, with a bow.
“Did I…”
“You just took a brief nap, nothing unusual. Don’t look unhappy, that was the point of the exercise. Miss Rasa just… suggested… you sleep for a bit. And you listened to her.”
“I’ll tell you more later,” I promised, and after kissing me on the cheek, she departed.
“I suppose I don’t need to instruct you on how to sneak into houses, then,” said Mr. Blythe thoughtfully. “Why bother? You can just do your little trick, and… voilà.”
I put away my keepsake, in a much better mood than before. Impressing him had mollified me substantially. “Not everyone sits still, or is amenable to suggestion. I still need to learn what you want to teach me.”
“True. Still… with that display, you’ve earned a reward. What say you we take a turn around Kensington Gardens and revisit this topic after dinner?”
 
I smiled at the memory as I changed out of my gown and into my most convincing gentlemen’s clothes—a plum coat trimmed with silver braid, coffee-colored trousers, and a wine-red waistcoat. Tying back my hair with a ribbon and lightly powdering my face completed the effect, once I darkened the area under my cheekbones to get rid of some of the womanly fullness there.
Then I secreted everything I thought I would need on my person—a length of rope, a lock-pick, a small bottle of oil with a brush in the stopper, for door-hinges, a few other odds and ends, and of course, my pocket watch.
By then, Mr. Blythe had departed, and I was free to enter his study, to put my inheritance in his safe, yes, but also to go through his files and find what I needed: Mr. Bewit’s address. Or rather, Hallux Dryden’s address.
I passed Reed on the stair; with Mr. Blythe gone, he was off to bed. Like me, he had his own bedroom on the upper floor, of course.
“Going out?” he asked, surprised.
“After that dreadful dinner—the company, I mean, not the food—I feel a bit too antsy to sleep.”
“I have the night off, as Mr. Blythe is entertaining Mrs. Knoyll, if you’re… too antsy to sleep…”
Reed always liked it when I dressed as a boy; it was very tempting to put off what might well prove a disagreeable errand, and instead spend my night in more pleasurable company. But I could not.
“I’ll see if your light’s on once I’m back.” It occurred to me I should tell someone where I was going. “Reed, I’m going to 12 Bloomsbury Square. I have recently learned my… cousin lives there, as well as my younger brother. But my cousin is the one I’m going to see. I wanted you to know. Just in case.”
“Your cousin!” Reed looked surprised. “I didn’t know you had a cousin.”
“I didn’t, either. That’s why I’m paying him a visit.”
“At this hour?”
“I suspect catching him unawares is the best way. He… won’t want to see me, I don’t think.”
“Do you want company?”
Reed was so good—good as gold. “I have to do this alone, I’m afraid.”
“Good luck, then. Not that you need it.”
“I always need it.” I smiled; tried to look brave. “See you soon… I hope.”
 
***
 
Even without checking the address I recognized my family’s home by how it felt. This is not to say I possessed any memories of ever having lived there; I did not, and could not conjure them, though I tried, standing in the shadows of the square, staring at the entrance. Mostly, what came to mind was that the townhouse was almost impressively hideous. The most I could say for it was that the windows were clean.
Lights blazed behind many of those windows. It was not all that late; I had little fear of Hallux Dryden being abed, so I took my time loitering, watching, trying to intuit where I would find my cousin.
I knew from what Tom had said that he was a vain man, one who wanted the best of everything for himself, even as he denied its importance. This led me to believe he would take rooms with a view of the quiet yard, rather than the street. Sidling around the corner of the square, after a quick look-around for any watchmen or Bow Street Runners I scaled a low wall, shimmied up the back of an adjacent dwelling, and scuttled along the rooftop until I could drop into their private walled garden. Then I tiptoed closer, avoiding ice-patches and tangles of thorny, barren rosebushes, to see what I could see.
Hallux Dryden’s rooms would be on the second floor, and after secreting myself behind an evergreen topiary I watched from the shadows. There were several rooms to choose from, each with a balcony I could climb onto easily enough, with the help of my rope, the small collapsible grappling hook I had tucked into my tailcoat, and good old-fashioned strength of arm. But which balcony? It would not do to get onto the wrong one—and jumping between them would be too risky, both in terms of being overheard, and for my own safety.
A woman walked listlessly to and fro behind the sheer curtains of one of the rooms; her slow pace reminded me of wild animals I had seen in menageries. It made me uncomfortable, watching her, and I turned my gaze to the next balcony over. There, I could just make out a slender man getting dressed, with the help of his valet. In the third of the possible rooms, several gentlemen were milling about, but I could not ascertain what they were doing. Was Hallux Dryden among them? Or was he getting dressed for a night out?
I tried to conjure up that strange sensation of knowing without remembering that I had become so acquainted with of late. Which felt right? Was it possible that some part of me knew which room was his?
I did. It was the one with all the gentlemen. That seemed right, logically, as well—only then did I recall that Tom had described Hallux Dryden as on the portly side. The man getting dressed was lean and leggy, like me.
Perhaps he was my brother. Alula’s brother.
It likely seems strange to you that I had no urge to meet Callow, but my desire was to obtain answers about my former life, not to reconnect with my forgotten family. In fact, I hoped never to introduce myself to any of my relations or former acquaintance, beyond Hallux—it would very possibly make me unable to continue with my chosen profession. There was a very good reason both I and my master—and my master’s mistress, for that matter—were orphans. Having no connections made it far less likely that some relation would find out what we did, and object.
I slunk from shadow to shadow across the yard and pressed myself against the side of the house to inspect the masonry. The ornate details would allow me to climb part of the way, but I would need to grapple on to the balcony.
Climbing had been more difficult for me to master than most of the physical skills Mr. Blythe had insisted I learn, but even so, I practiced regularly. And for good reason—there was a dodgy moment as I swung the grappling hook while teetering on an ornamental cornice, but I managed to scramble up all right and perch on the balcony rail without being seen or heard.
Inside, beyond the French doors closed against the chill, I heard masculine voices talking and laughing. It seemed a merry gathering, but I could not make out anything about what they discussed. Settling myself as comfortably as I could, I finally determined to think about what on earth I would say to my cousin once I had him alone.
I wanted to know… everything, really. Who my father had been, and what had made him give me up. What had happened between Hallux and myself.
And I wanted to know who I had been; how I knew how to do what I did with my pocket watch. What his opinion was regarding my sensations of knowing without remembering.
I was out there about an hour before the men departed, Hallux with them. I hoped he was just seeing them to the door, but even if he had gone with them to some other location, I resolved to wait for him. That said, I was going to wait inside—it was getting colder by the moment, and my limbs were stiffening up. I stood, unfolding like a spider, and after stretching and cracking my back in several places, I oiled the hinges of the doors, and picked the lock.
As I was turning the handle to let myself in, Hallux returned, closing the door behind him. What can I say about my state of mind? My heart was pounding, my palms were sweating. I had been in more dangerous situations than this, many times, but the stakes had never seemed higher.
While his back was to me I silently pushed open the door and stepped inside. My cousin’s study was full of strange objects, mirrors on stands, lamps with colored shades, paper and glass constructions that looked as though they would twirl or spin. Momentarily overwhelmed by the curiousness of it all, as well as the sudden rush of warmth, I did not announce myself immediately.
The draft, however, did. Hallux turned from where he was messing with some books on a shelf, and spied me.
“Don’t say a word,” I cautioned the plump man in rumpled clothes and artfully mussed hair. “Don’t scream, or ring, or do anything except lock us in here, and sit down.”
“Who the devil are you, to tell me what to do?” He had a high, nasal voice that did not lend him much authority.
“I’m the one with the pistol,” I said, withdrawing it from inside my coat, and leveling it at him.
“Fair enough,” he allowed. “Well, what do you want? Money?”
“No. Nothing like that. I just want to talk to you.”
“All right. Let’s… talk.”
I motioned with the pistol to the door, which he locked. I motioned again, for him to return to his chair. He sat down, gentle as a lamb. He was smarter than Tom had given him credit for.
I drew up another chair, keeping the pistol trained on him the whole time. I said nothing—I just looked at him. All my ideas of how to introduce myself had flown from my mind. I didn’t know what to say or do. With a start, I realized I was afraid. I looked him over—in spite of his size, I didn’t see him as a threat. I would be nimbler than he, and faster. He didn’t look trained to fight, whereas I had been.
It was his hands. His soft, pink, rather fat hands. I was afraid of them. Or rather, I knew I should be afraid of them, but I didn’t know why.
I had to say something. “You’re Hallux Dryden,” I managed. Best to confirm it, just in case.
“I am.”
“Do you know who I am?”
“No. But you bear an uncanny resemblance to my second cousin,” he said. “Are you the impostor Tiercel hired to impersonate Callow?” When I nodded my assent, he looked confused again. “But…”
“But what?”
“If you don’t want money, why are you here?”
“You’re a perceptive man. Cannot you guess why I’m such a good impostor?”
“No…”
“Family resemblance.” I smiled. “Do you not recognize me, cousin?”
The man went white as a sheet. I thought for a moment he might faint. I wasn’t worried, I had smelling salts on my person, but I was glad when he recovered. I didn’t want to touch him. I didn’t want to get near his hands.
“Alula,” he gasped.
“You may call me Miss Rasa. That is my name now.”
“But this is impossible!”
“Why? You, better than anyone—save for my father, perhaps—know the story about my dying of a fever was a lie.”
He recovered his color, and sat forward. He stared at me in a way I didn’t like at all. His hands, his awful hands—they twitched, and I began to sweat.
“Do you… remember?” he asked.
“No,” I said. “I was told. But I know it’s true. Don’t ask me how, but I know.”
“And you want to know more,” he said shrewdly. “Everything. The whole story, about how you lost your memory, and the girl you were.”
I nodded. “Yes.”
“And if I tell you…”
“You’ll never see me again. I want no part of this life, and I never shall. Just tell me what I want to know, and I’ll leave you alone until the end of your days. I’ll never come near you, never look in your window or darken your door. I’m certain I won’t want to… even if I don’t yet know why.”
It was a hasty promise, one I regretted—but one that I kept.
It was his turn to nod. “I believe you. It would not be in your best interests to do so, given what I know of… certain matters.” I must have looked confused, for he clarified: “I don’t believe you were ever to approach Mr. Bewit ever again, that was part of your contract, was it not? Well, I am not he, but I’m certain I could get a good enough lawyer to claim in court that the protection extended to his family. Even if I lost, what an awful scandal for your Mr. Blythe! He’d never work again.”
“You needn’t threaten me.”
“Says the girl with the pistol! Put that down, and listen to me… Miss Rasa.” The way he said it, I heard my former name behind it. It made me shudder. “I have a story to tell you.”



 
 
 
 


 
You wouldn’t remember—even without the unfortunate, ah, lapse in your memory, you would have been too young to recall this, is what I mean—but I had several unhappy love affairs as a young man. I learned the hard way that women’s nature is to bewitch and deceive; that your sex serves only one master: Lord Vanitas. And, as a jealous master, he allows for no other idols before him.
You may smile, but on three separate occasions before my twenty-first birthday I thought I had fallen in love—and was loved in return—only to be rejected upon the request of a more formal commitment. A romantic commitment, I should say, for while all three refused to have me as a lover, they all assured me of their desire that we remain friends. Friends! I had indeed been a friend to these women, the best of friends. Too late I learned the harsh lesson that women do not pick their lovers from their friends; that my willingness to listen to their silly problems, my buying them gifts and paying them little compliments would lower me in their estimation, rather than make me more appealing. But women are not rational creatures, and are inevitably attracted to villains and rakes, rather than the patient and brave young man who is there for them when they’re jilted by such.
But even when said rake has come and gone, what do they say to the one waiting in the wings when he puts himself forward as the better option? Oh, but we’re such good friends! Why ruin it? Foolish creatures!
But all that is beside my point. The rejection of my advances by these petty females turned out to be a good thing—it worked out for the best, for me I mean. I have come to realize that none of them would have suited me, not really. All were too absorbed in their own persons, in adorning their figures with the latest fashions and their conversations with the latest scandals. Silly, conceited, narcissistic creatures! I see now, as an older, wiser man, how miserable they would have made me, every one of them. They tempted me with their bodies and charms, and as whores, perhaps they would have been acceptable companions for an evening. But as wives? They would have been disagreeable and disobedient, which I could never have tolerated. A female must know her place; be subservient to the male of the species.
Don’t think me too absorbed in this tale to notice your reaction, Miss Rasa. You are obviously one of those women who sets herself above Nature. Just look at how you are dressed—and at what you have chosen to do for a living! I applaud your choice to adopt another name. You are a disgrace to yourself, your sex, and most importantly, to this family.
And yet, before your bloom revealed itself to be that of a mere weed, rather than some more cultivated blossom, there was promise in your bud. Yes, indeed there was…
After the third of my romantic failures I decided to give up on women entirely, and devote myself instead to intellectual and moral pursuits. After reading Rousseau’s brilliant treatise, Émile, I became fascinated with education. It seemed to me that all the faults I saw so clearly in my fellow men could largely be chalked up to deficiencies in their upbringing. Due to our English notions, promising girls become frivolous and wanton women. Boys become irresponsible men. And these undereducated citizens, together, make for an undereducated society, one where people are rewarded not for intellectual distinction or social graces, but for the mere accident of their birth and the status it affords them.
Though I was young, I saw it all so clearly, and thus I began to study education out of a sense of philanthropy towards mankind. At first, I thought to become a tutor, and mold minds that way… but quickly I realized that the brains of children were already too fossilized. After a few disastrous experiences, I abandoned this pursuit.
But my failure, again, was a good thing, for it caused me to reassess my methodology (and Rousseau’s, for that matter). Children were not the blank slates he alleged, to be written upon by helpful teachers. Their minds were as inflexible as any adult’s—it is my belief that indeed, all minds are, on the conscious level at least.
You see, I recalled something I had read once, about the Asclepeion—the temple to Asclepius—at Pergamon, in what is now the Ottoman Empire. Asclepius was a god of healing in the Classical world, and at his temple, the sick slept in a sacred chamber, where they would dream their own cures. It was believed that Asclepius himself came to the devout to tell them what should be done; the dreamers would then report their dreams to healers, who would interpret and carry out the will of the god.
All that is of course nonsensical, unworthy of modern man’s modern mindset, and the writer who described the scenario was a modern man with a modern mind. He believed that the little holes all along the walls of the chamber had been put in not for ventilation, but rather for priests to wander past, and whisper suggestions to their patients. These suggestions would become dreams, the dreamer would then believe in the power of the god, which would make them amenable to the cure… and most importantly, they would donate lots of money to the temple when they departed.
It was a brilliant interpretation, and, I believed, one that could be applied to education. I don’t mean I believed an educator could suggest a language, or maths, or anything like that. But what of behavior? Could I persuade someone to act in a certain way, by suggesting the correct course?
If it could but be done, the good it would do would be, frankly, staggering. Children persuaded to behave and learn their lessons! Grown men persuaded to abandon ideas harmful to the greater good! Women persuaded to give up their self-absorbed and selfish ways, and see with unclouded eyes the virtues of men deserving of their adoration! It was a tremendously attractive notion to me.
As I contemplated how best to test my hypotheses, I received a letter from a lawyer, informing me that I must go to London. I had been left a substantial sum of money—an inheritance that would not only make me independent, but also save my struggling family. Though unhappy to leave my studies I went, and the change of pace was good for me.
Whilst away, I realized that I had everything I needed to begin my researches at home. I had already decided that procuring a youth—not a child, but a young adult—would be essential, if I were to begin applying my researches. A young person would not require a nurse, meaning I could be their sole caregiver, and they would be of an age where they could be reasoned with. I would need one who could come and live with me, for I would need access to them at night. At that stage, I believed to reap the benefits of my instruction my subjects would really need to be asleep, rather than in a dream-state, but I shall come to this later.
I did not wish to waste my efforts on some stupid peasant’s surly child. I wanted someone with breeding, someone who would truly benefit from this new sort of moral instruction.
That is how I came to settle on… you.
I had known you from a girl, Miss Rasa, and watched you grow from, frankly, a hideous and muddy troglodyte with no breeding or manners into a pretty, if saucy, maid. Watching you teetering on the cusp of womanhood… well, it was fascinating, especially to an impartial educator like myself. You would be the vessel into which I poured myself—by which I mean my knowledge. It was a grand gift, but as I knew you would not appreciate it, some deceit would need to be utilized.
Having discussed my theories with your father, I knew he would not give you up easily. He found the whole business distasteful in the extreme, believing that the horsewhip and the Bath bun, applied liberally and in equal measure, would produce children more or less satisfactory for the purposes of the Realm. But now that I had money—now that I could save the family—I had leverage, and indeed, we were able to come to an agreement.
For saving the family, your father would manage my money, allowing me to devote myself to my researches. He would also allow me to take you away to the north of England, while telling you and everyone else I was taking you abroad. There, in the north, in a rented cottage, I would experiment upon your mind. Perhaps it sounds cruel, but I assure you, that is not at all the case. Yes, you would be isolated, separated from your family save for me… but the advantages, were I successful, would be enormous.
There were pitfalls to be overcome, of course—for example, your father was concerned for your marriageability if it ever got out that you had lived alone with me. He wanted me to bring along a governess, but I had to refuse—though I generously agreed that I would one day wed you, if we proved sufficiently compatible. After that, he finally consented.
Thus began one of the happiest periods of my life. Miss Rasa, though I can see you are displeased by some—or all?—of what I have related, I tell you truly, I enjoyed our time together. Eventually, at least…
At first you rebelled, as I expected you would. You were a spoiled brat, a motherless beast ruined by an overly indulgent father. You were accustomed to getting your own way in everything, along with being vain and silly like all your sex. But as I began my experiments—after I began whispering to you for hours every night after lacing your food with mild soporifics, you began to… change. You became pliant, more tractable to my will. Your spirit became softer. You smiled less, true, but you also cried less. You became truly… womanly. I began to enjoy your company, and my promise to your father to marry seemed not only possible, but exciting.
It was an imperfect method, this whispering. It was time-consuming, for one thing, and I was suffering from lack of sleep. I knew I needed to refine the process, make it quicker, more efficient. I ruminated on how I might make your treatments daily activities instead of nightly.
A periodical from the Royal Society provided the key to my eventual solution. A report from Vienna regarding a young doctor’s work with magnets implied a course I had never before considered—inducing sleep rather than waiting for the natural state to occur, and utilizing that for the purposes of suggestion. I shan’t bore you with the details, but in your newly-agreeable state you allowed me to test magnets, the slow dripping of water, and other techniques. You were curious, of course, as these new experiments required you to be awake for at least part of the time, and your intelligence, unlike your waywardness, never diminished with my treatments. Therefore, I finally explained to you that I was trying to develop a system for moral instruction. You became intrigued, and agreed to help me, demonstrating again that you were becoming the helpmeet I had always longed for.
It was a happy day when we hit on the solution: that technique I have named onarprotrepsis, which means dream-guiding. You look skeptical, but I tell you, Miss Rasa, it proved most efficacious. Of course, my technique is proprietary, I shan’t tell you how I managed it, but it worked, as did rousing you with a suggested command—usually, clapping twice. The very first suggestion I gave you was to embrace me upon waking… which you did! Best of all, when I told you that you had voluntarily obeyed a command given to you in a dream-state, you were overjoyed, for us both.
Sadly, our mutual happiness did not last long. We ate a fine dinner that night, and I even uncorked a bottle of wine. Being unused to such luxuries after so long in our cottage I misjudged the amount I drank, and became garrulous. It was then that I told you I had long been suggesting changes to your behavior while you slept, and was so pleased with the results that I intended to make you my bride upon our return to London.
You did not seem as pleased as I had expected to hear this. No; you turned sober where you had been gay, and not long after, you pleaded exhaustion and went to bed.
I slept ill that night. My uneasiness over your reaction to my happy plan, plus the wine, had me tossing and turning. That was why I heard you stirring in the wee hours. I thought perhaps you were only getting up to use the outhouse when I heard the back door creak, but when you did not return after an appropriate duration, I got up too.
In the dewy grass I saw your footsteps, leading away from the cottage and over the moors. I discerned in an instant that you had abandoned me, and I chased after you as fast as I could pelt. I ran and ran—who knew what would befall you in unfamiliar country? I had never allowed you to leave our humble farm, and you did not know the way to town.
I thanked God it was so wet, otherwise I might never have found you! But find you I did. When I spied you, you were speaking with a simple country girl who had been out milking her cows in a lonely pasture. You were gesturing animatedly as you spoke, and she seemed perturbed, as well. Then she saw me, pointed—and screamed.
I knew then you had been speaking of me. Anger rose hot in my breast, yes, I confess it! With the last of my energy I sprinted to your side and caught you in my arms. But I knew it was not enough to have captured you. The milkmaid was backing away, fear in her eyes. She would repeat whatever you had told her. With a terrible sense of purpose I threw you to the ground and went after her, scarcely thinking about my actions. I caught her, and overpowered her. She screamed at me to leave her be, that she would have the law on me soon enough, for assault and for battery as well as for the involuntary imprisonment of a young woman. I told her to be silent, I feared someone would hear. But she would not stop shouting!
I… I put my hand to her throat, to impress on her the importance of silence… but I must have pressed too hard. The next thing I knew she had gone limp and lifeless in my arms. When you saw what I had done, you screamed. A sharp cuff to the side of the head shut you up, and as you lay there, stunned, I pulled out my pocket watch, and angled it away from the rising sun.
“You will forget everything,” I commanded. “When you wake up, you will remember nothing—nothing at all, do you hear me? It will be as if none of this ever happened!”
And I clapped. Twice.
It worked… but alas, it worked too well! You did not know where you were, nor who I was. You did not even know your own name. You really had forgotten everything…
I put you back into an onarprotreptic state, and commanded you to obey me in all things when you awoke. That way, you would help me carry away the milkmaid, to bury her in the forest. Not long after, we departed for Puriton by the next stage.
On the journey back I tried to restore you to your former self, but to no avail. Alula Bewit was gone—gone forever. Imagine my dismay! All that work—lost! All those hours—wasted! It was a terrible tragedy.
The rest is really quite simple. I kept you insensate during the journey, tending to you as you needed, for you had to be told to do everything. I shan’t outrage your delicacy further by describing what we both endured. When we drew near to Puriton I left you in an inn several miles out from the village. I alone went home to your father.
I told him all—well, most of what had happened. He was distraught. In case you have wondered, he wanted to care for you himself… but I persuaded him that it would be better to take you to the Foundling Hospital, where you would be looked after by responsible people. There, you could make a new life for yourself, untroubled by your lack of memory. We would deliver you in the dead of night on the doorstep with only a note pinned to your breast. I would clap twice—from a distance—and your father and I would simply disappear. That way, you would be safe, and we could tell everyone you died of a fever whilst we were abroad.
You may wonder why I would want to abandon my own creation—the woman I had come to adore and admire—to the care of strangers. Well, you were no longer the woman I loved. You were someone else, someone new, unformed. Now, had you not been related to me, I should have found you an ideal pupil—that was what I had wanted from the very beginning, after all. As it stood, however… everyone knew you. It would come out, what I had done. How terribly I had failed.
Before even speaking with your father I had decided your situation could never become public. I had come too far with my researches, and a scandal such as you would have haunted my professional reputation for the rest of my life; would have ruined my chances of becoming a member of the Royal Society. I was certain I could—and would—reproduce my successes with others. But with you being unaware of anything that had ever happened to you, from birth to the moment of your re-awakening, I would never be able to achieve any real notoriety as a brilliant man of science.
These concerns did not affect your father, cold thing that he was. But, when I threatened to withdraw my financial support from the family, of course he agreed it was all for the best that you go to a place where no one could blame me for your failings.
So, there you are, Miss Rasa. Now you know your story. You were a wretched brat, who through my genius became a lovely woman. You might have been a happy mother and wife, if I had been insightful enough to predict your implacable waywardness… a mistake I would not repeat, I assure you.
Although… I do myself a disservice by shouldering the blame that should be placed at your own feet. How could I have predicted that you would leave me—that such rebelliousness still resided in the breast of the ideal woman whom I had fashioned from your crude, girlish clay? I would say you fell from the pedestal upon which I placed you, but the truth is, you chose to step down off it.
You are right to look so wracked, for mine is a tragic tale—but fear not, Miss Rasa, it one that has a happy ending. I learned from your mistakes, and your unwitting sacrifice will help the world become a better place! I have already improved on my techniques, and she who has been the beneficiary of my experiments is almost ready to be displayed to the world, in all her glory. Surely now that you are a woman you can see that a silly child’s silly memories are a small price to pay for the furthering of pure science… can’t you?



 
 
 
 


 
“Well, Miss Rasa? What do you think?”
I had questions, so many questions, but I didn’t want to ask them. I did not want to learn anything more about myself. Not from this man.
Even if I asked, likely he would just tell me more about himself.
I didn’t have to wonder if his incredible allegations were really true. It all felt right, as learning my former name had, when Tom had told it to me.
“Sabina,” I said. He looked surprised that his wife’s name should be known to me. “She’s the… beneficiary you spoke of?”
He hesitated, and it seemed prudent to raise my pistol again.
“Tell me!”
“Yes!” he said, recoiling from the muzzle. “I met Sabina when we—you and I, I mean—lived in the north. I never let you leave our cottage, but I would go, sometimes, to the market, or to call on local gentlemen. They never knew I had a girl in the house, I pretended to be a bachelor surgeon studying for my exams.”
“What happened?” For some reason I needed to know.
“Sabina was the daughter of our landlord. She was a lovely girl. But I had you, and anyhow, it was evident that she preferred the, ah, company of other women over that of men. But… after we deposited you at the Foundling Hospital, when I returned to the cottage—our cottage—to pack up our things and settle the rent, I arrived at a most fortunate time. As I walked up the drive I found the house in chaos—Sabina and her best friend Lysandra had been caught together, in flagrante delicto, if you know what that means.” I rolled my eyes. “Ah, of course. You can understand, then, how upset everyone was. Lysandra’s father was already there to fetch her home; I believe he intended to put her in a convent. As for Sabina’s father, he had threatened to disown his daughter, to turn her out onto the moors to live as she might.
“Sabina was… hysterical. I convinced her father to leave me alone with her, to calm her. He believed I was a doctor, or close enough; likely he believed I wanted to administer a soothing draught in order to make her more reasonable.
“I cannot explain my sudden inspiration. I was still grieving of your loss, but I also knew I needed to continue my researches. Sabina seemed an ideal subject for that; unwanted by her family, willful… beautiful… That is why I put her into an onarprotreptic state. I suggested that for months she had been in love with me, not Lysandra, never Lysandra. I suggested that Lysandra had forced herself on Sabina. Then I woke her.
“It was astonishing—she was so contrite, so apologetic! Not only to me, for inconveniencing me, but to her father, for causing such an uproar. She explained away everything to her father, claimed that Lysandra had made advances and she had been too frightened to fight her off. Her father wanted to believe her so ardently that he convinced himself that she must be telling the truth.
“After that, it was simple enough to woo her, wed her, and take her home to London as my new protégé. Over the following months I confess I went a bit wild in my excitement over how well my methods were finally working… I suggested all sorts of things to her. Music had been her greatest pleasure in life, outside of her friendship with Lysandra… I persuaded her to believe she no longer had any interest in playing her harp. I suggested she thought of me as the wisest and best of men. I suggested that Lysandra had died in a riding accident—I even persuaded her into believing that she was of a weak and sickly nature, wholly dependent on me for everything. It was astounding—everything I told her in an onarprotreptic state came true when she was awake. I was giddy… here was the evidence I needed to show the world what a brilliant philosopher I really was! The Royal Society would not only accept me, I would take the world by storm once I published, I would be hailed as a genius, considered by all to be—”
“Completely disgusting,” I snapped. “Speak no more to me, you vile thing. You’re no philosopher—you’re nothing but a rascal.”
“That’s a bit harsh, isn’t it?” He dared to grin at me. I leveled my pistol.
“Put your hands behind your chair and don’t move.”
I was furious, but it was a calm fury—perhaps because I was less upset over what the blackguard had done to me than what he had done to that poor farm girl—and to Sabina. Because of Hallux’s manipulations I had gone on to live a wonderful life with Mr. Blythe; there was nothing I would have changed, save for my having been the cause of the death of that unnamed milkmaid.
Sabina, on the other hand, was trapped in a nightmare marriage to a man she had been tricked into loving. I could not live with myself if I allowed it to continue.
I tied Hallux to his chair, using only one hand and my teeth, another skill Mr. Blythe had taught me. When I had immobilized him to my satisfaction, I faced him yet again… and withdrew my pocket watch.
“Did you know my father left this with me?” I showed it to him. “It was my mother’s. It was an interesting choice… I wonder if your little story inspired him.”
“A lovely piece.” It pleased me to see him go pale. As well he might.
“Even lovelier is what I can do with it. Somehow, when I picked it up, I knew exactly what to do with it, even though I’ve heard the technique is… how did you put it? Proprietary?” I smiled at him. “As it turns out, cousin, that’s not entirely the case…”
 
I blew out all the candles in Hallux’s study, to guard against fire, and left him with the suggestion that he wake whenever someone knocked on his study door. After that, I let myself out… but I did not leave by the window.
Down the hall I went, to the room Hallux had told me was Sabina’s. I slipped inside. It was dark, but a low fire allowed me to see she was alone, and had retired for the night.
She was very pale and very blonde, like an angel in a Renaissance painting, save for her rather prominent nose. She did not snore as she slumbered, her hair tumbling artistically over her pillow. I wondered if Hallux had suggested she even sleep beautifully.
“Sabina.” I put my hand on her shoulder. She stirred, gently. “Sabina, wake up. But don’t be alarmed.”
“Don’t be…” she saw me; her eyes went wide. “Who are you?”
“I’m a friend.” I put my finger to my lips. “I promise. Sabina—let me say one thing to you, and if that doesn’t convince you that I mean you well, I’ll leave.”
“Where’s Hallux?” She pushed herself up against the pillows, eyes wide with terror.
“Sabina, listen to me.” I leaned in close. “Lysandra didn’t die in a riding accident.”
Sabina’s eyes focused on me. “I know…” she said slowly, “but…”
“You don’t remember it.”
“No…” She put her hand to her temple. “It makes my head hurt to think on it… but you’re right… she didn’t die.”
“Not like that. She may still be alive.”
Sabina looked at me in wonder. “Who are you?”
“My name is… Alula Bewit.”
“Alula? But she died!”
“I am she. Or at least, I was. Your husband, he… can do things to people’s minds. Their memories. He used his talents to convince you that your dear Lysandra had died, and that you loved him, instead. But we can go look for her, for Lysandra, if you like. If you come with me.”
“Come with you? Come where?”
“I have a new life, a new name. I’ll help you do the same, if you like—but you must decide quickly, I’m afraid. If you stay, he’ll likely convince you again that you are his happy wife, and that your friend died in a riding accident.”
“How?”
I withdrew my pocket watch. The sight of the instrument convinced her; I didn’t need to say a word.
“He… any time I…” She shook her head, wincing. “I don’t remember… I can’t…”
I was desperate to be gone; we had tarried long enough. I could not control who knocked on Hallux Dryden’s door, or when, and I knew he would come for Sabina the moment he awoke. “You must come, now, if you want to leave. We can discuss the details later, but for now…”
“I understand.” She climbed out of bed. I was amazed—she might look like the girl Tom Dawne had described, but her vigor and spark did not recall his descriptions of the sleepy bride he had known. I felt a chill in that moment as I was once again struck by the true power of onarprotrepsis—a power I had used often, and carelessly, like a child playing games with a soldier’s sword. But I could not mull over the ethics of my ‘trick’ just then.
“Change into something warm and sensible,” I advised, “and we’ll climb down from here.”
“I can’t—”
“I’ll help you.”
She had taken a step towards her closet, only to pause, confused.
“Why?” she asked. “Why are you helping me?”
“Because everything that happened to you… he meant to do to me. He did do it to me, but it went wrong… he took my memories from me, my past, and left me at the Foundling Hospital. He told everyone I had died.”
“You poor thing.” She clasped my hands in hers. “Thank you for this. I would have been his, forever, if you hadn’t… we were living as husband and wife…” She shuddered. “Oh God!”
“Not any more,” I said, pressing her hands firmly. She would have to deal with her memories, but for now I had to keep her in the here and now—had to keep us both there, really. Action had to come first. There would be plenty of time to talk over our mutual horrors once we escaped.
“Not any more,” she repeated, with a determined nod.
“Is there anything you want to take with you? I have plenty of money, and we can replace your clothes. But if there’s anything sentimental, you might not get another chance unless you get it now.”
She looked around, an expression of disgust distorting her perfect features. “I don’t want any of this,” she spat.
 
***
 
Within half an hour we had hailed a cab and were back and safe at home. Sabina and I talked the whole way there, whispering so as not to be overheard by the driver. I told her my name, my real name—answered her questions as best I could. I was pleased to see the last bits of her mental fog burning away in the light of realization. The Sabina whom Tom had known was slipping away, and I found I very much liked the woman who replaced her.
I anticipated that at some point her calm would leave her, and it did—almost the very moment she stepped inside the warm foyer of 17 Sackville Street. She began to shake, badly, and though she did her best to hide her tears, dashing them away with a laughing remark about already missing Hallux, I could see she was sincerely distressed. I understood. Even if she wanted to stay up later talking it over, she needed rest.
“I couldn’t possibly sleep,” she insisted. “If Lysandra is locked up in some convent somewhere, I must go to her.”
“You will. We will,” I promised, as I led her into the kitchens to see if I could dig up a bottle of wine, or perhaps some blackcurrant cordial. We had already decided the necessity of our both leaving London as quickly as possible, for Hallux would likely not just let his wife—and more importantly, to him, the subject of his monograph—be stolen from under his nose without mounting a response. “Just not tonight. We both need to rest, for we’ll want to take the earliest stagecoach tomorrow.”
Whether it was my powers of persuasion or the Madiera, I cannot say, but Sabina let me put her to bed in one of our guest rooms. I stayed with her until she fell asleep. She asked me to remain with her until we departed, but that was impossible. In spite of my lecture on being rested for the morrow, I doubted I would put my head to a pillow that night.
As I passed by Reed’s room on the way to my own, I saw it was ajar, and a light yet burned inside. I had never in my life felt less like a frolic, but we were good enough friends, he and I, that I knew he would not mind if I came to him for comfort of another kind.
“Rasa!” He set aside his book as I stepped inside. I managed to shut the door behind me before collapsing against it and sliding to the floor. He was beside me in an instant, kneeling on the deep rug. “What has happened?” he asked, shocked.
I had not let myself really feel anything that night, as Sabina had needed me to be whole and able, but now I began to shudder, and then sob. Reed took me in his arms as grief claimed me, and I clung to him like a child as I wept for my father, who had loved me even as he betrayed me; wept for a country girl senselessly murdered and ignominiously buried; for the lives Hallux had taken in other ways. Anger, too, fed my sorrow, anger at my cousin—but also at myself.
I knew better than anyone what Hallux was capable of, and I had every reason to suspect he would do it again. Yet while it had been tempting to erase his understanding of onarprotrepsis, his memories of my visit, or my master’s involvement—even of Sabina, I had not been able to make myself do it. Perhaps one day he would find himself impaled on his own spear, but I would not hold it for him. I would not imitate him in any way—I would have smashed my mother’s pocket watch to pieces if I could have borne parting with the only keepsake of my former life. Instead, I vowed never to use it again in that way, a promise I have more or less kept.
I might have been angrier at Hallux over what he had done to Sabina, but to say I forgave him would be untrue. I hated him for what he had done to me, even if I had him to thank for the life I loved. Taking my memories had not been his right; nor had it been his right to try and make the girl I had been into the woman he wanted me to be.
It was this thought that dried my tears; brought me back to myself. It occurred to me that while Hallux Dryden was undoubtedly a thief and a murderer, a villain if ever there was one, he had a few too many things in common with the person whom I had always considered to be a hero.
“I take it the visit did not go as planned?” asked Reed, once I was recovered enough to wipe my nose.
“No.” Even my laugh was shaky. “No indeed. I left here not knowing who I used to be. Now… I’m not sure who I am.”
“What do you mean?”
I told him an abridged version of what I’d learned. I’d never seen him look more horrified—horrified, and so very sad.
“What a terrible thing,” he said gently. “It seems a blessing you do not remember so much of it. Rasa—Tabula—I... I’m so sorry. But the good thing is, you’re home now, safe, and—”
“Home!” I barked. “Safe! Am I, really? Is this my home—am I safe here?”
“Of course,” he said. “Why wouldn’t you be?”
“Mr. Blythe… he took me for his own, just like Hallux, and he filled my head with exactly what he thought I should feel and know.” I took a deep, shuddering breath. “He took it upon himself to be my sculptor; shaped my clay, as Hallux put it—molded me into the person I am. He’s every bit as much of a Pygmalion as my cousin, playing at making Galateas. Why, even my name marks me as his creation—tells the world what he has done. A blank slate! Well, maybe, once. What should I be called, now that I am covered yet again with someone else’s scribbling?”
Reed said nothing for a long time, and when at last he spoke, he first turned me by the shoulders to face him. I looked into his large, dark eyes, and saw sympathy there.
“I could tell you what I think, but what is that to you? No, Rasa,” he said over my protests, “even if we are friends, it is your opinion that matters, not mine. Trust me, I have had my own… moments… with Mr. Blythe.”
“Really?” This came as a surprise to me; the two of them had always seemed to get along so well. As far as I’d ever known, they’d only ever been on the best of terms.
“Oh yes. I once felt about him as you do… and was foolish enough to believe he might return my affections. When I discovered that was not the case—would never be the case—I… well, I felt a bit used, honestly. We had it out, he and I—not long before you came to live with us, actually. I’ll tell you all about it, if you like… but later. It doesn’t matter, not right now. What matters is that you need to talk to him. And I’d advise doing it first thing tomorrow morning.”
“I don’t know if I’ll see him.” I had neglected to tell Reed of my plans—of the person who slept in the best guest room. “I’ll be leaving, first thing… with Hallux’s wife. She, too, was a victim of his methods. I took her away with me, and thus we must absent ourselves for what I fear might be a very long time… long enough for Hallux to give up on ever finding her again, and for her to conduct some business of her own.”
“I’m sorry to hear it,” said Reed. “I hope it is not an impertinence to confess that I will miss you.”
“An impertinence! Can you be impertinent to me, after all the time we have spent in one another’s company? All that has passed between us?”
“Familiarity does not excuse rudeness,” he said, “and I would not wish to be rude to you, not ever.” He looked away as I blushed, surprised—at that time, I’d no notion of the depth of his feelings for me; I had assumed it was our closeness, in terms of our ages and our situations, that inspired his affection for me, nothing more than that.
“Dear Reed,” I said, “you have only ever been rude to me when I’ve wanted you to be.”
I was rewarded by the return of his warm smile. “You should go and talk to him, Rasa. Tonight.”
“Tonight! It is impossible.”
“You should not leave this as it is, not if you will be gone for so long. I would not suggest this if I did not think it of the utmost importance. I know how highly he values his nights with her, but more importantly… I would keep you with me, if I could in good conscience do so. Do you understand me?”
I did, and I took his hand in mine, kissing the huge knuckles before leaning forward to kiss his lips. He tasted so familiar, so wonderful, that my resolve weakened… but I knew he was right. I could not depart for the north with this hanging over me.
I had to make Mr. Blythe account for himself. There was no alternative.
I would do the one thing he had always made clear I was never to do. I would disrupt him when he was with Mrs. Knoyll.
 
***
 
They rented a floor of a small but pleasant townhouse. It had its own entrance, so they could come and go as they pleased. I knew where it was; I had dropped him off at the address several times, in a cab, or in our coach, on our way to or from a job. I had even gone inside once or twice, but never this late—and never uninvited. I understood from the first evening I had been left alone at our chambers in Sackville Street that their time together was sacrosanct.
A light still burned in one window, which made matters even worse. Waking them while they slept was one thing, but bothering them as they…
I turned my thoughts from the image that sprang to my mind. I didn’t hate Mrs. Knoyll, of course—how could I? She had been my rescuer as much as Mr. Blythe. But I coveted what was hers, which had resulted in a distance between us, over the years. I wasn’t proud of this, but neither could I help what I felt for Mr. Blythe.
“No need to wait,” I told the driver, as I paid him. I knew if I let him linger I would lose my nerve, and indeed, it was only after he had driven away and I had no other option that I walked up to the door… and knocked.
Waiting was agonizing. They kept no servant; they preferred to cook for themselves on their nights together, and had it cleaned while they were absent. One of them would answer my summons. After a few moments, I once again screwed up my courage, and knocked again, so they would know it had not been an accident.
I heard footsteps. The door swung open—and there stood Mr. Blythe, his face illuminated by a candle. He was wearing only his shirt.
He did not look happy to see me.
“Tabula.” He hardly ever called me by my first name, but the unexpected intimacy made me feel like he was pushing me away.
“Mr. Blythe… I’m sorry to—”
“Explain yourself.”
“I had to see you.”
“Did you?” He didn’t sound convinced.
“Yes. I…”
“Mangum, let her come in.” Mrs. Knoyll appeared in the doorway, clutching a dressing gown about her. It was humiliating, her pleading on my behalf. “You know she wouldn’t have come if it wasn’t important.”
Mr. Blythe saw the wisdom in this observation. His expression softened, and he stood aside. “Forgive me, Miss Rasa.” He bowed. “I should not have doubted you. Is everything quite all right?”
“I went and spoke with Hallux Dryden.”
“I see.” There was a new note of respect in his voice. “Well, come in out of the cold and tell me all about it.”
“I, however, will be going to bed—unless you have need of me?” said Mrs. Knoyll, as I was ushered inside. “I was almost asleep when you called.”
Mrs. Knoyll was too good. I smiled weakly, grateful. “Thank you.”
She kissed Mr. Blythe on the temple, but before she could go, he grabbed her by the wrist and drew her into an embrace. After whispering in her ear for what felt like hours but was likely only a moment or two, he released her. Blushing, she disappeared into what I assumed was the bedroom.
“Would you like a drink?” asked Mr. Blythe.
“Yes.”
He cocked an eyebrow at me, as he set down his candle and opened the liquor cabinet. “So? What did you learn?”
“My trick, with the pocket watch…” I accepted the glass of port and sipped it, resisting the urge to drain it. “I learned it from him. When he was experimenting on me. On my mind.”
He indicated I should sit, and pulled up a chair beside me. “Tell me everything from the beginning.”
Mr. Blythe’s tone was crisp, almost impersonal. It helped me organize my thoughts. As I had with Reed, I related my discoveries as quickly as I could. When I told him of the girl Hallux Dryden had murdered, he put his hand on my knee, and the warmth of his touch almost brought forth another deluge of tears. I forced them down, and kept speaking, staring at the dregs of my port. I had to tell him the rest—about what had happened after. What had happened to Sabina. Why she was asleep in his guest room. Why I was leaving first thing the next morning.
After I’d finished, I was finally able to look up. The expression on his face! I cannot describe it, except to say I believe he felt worse about everything than I did.
“My dear girl,” he murmured. “What you must have endured, sitting through him telling you all of this!”
“It’s not as bad as what he did to Sabina, and—”
“Forgive me, but I am not as generous as you. Not knowing Sabina, I care far less about her troubles.” He squeezed my knee. “You are the one I care about, your feelings. It’s monstrous! He tried to turn you into someone else! Someone who would please him!”
Hearing my own thoughts in my master’s mouth made me recall why exactly I had come to him. His chilly reception and the necessity of explaining myself had pushed my questions from the front of my mind, but now they were back, and felt twice as urgent.
“But… Mr. Blythe… didn’t you do that, too? To me, I mean? You… named me what you did because of what I was, and then you molded me into… whoever I am now.” I laughed a mirthless laugh. “I scarcely know anymore. Is there anything of me that is… me? Will there ever be?”
The silence following my speech was profound. He withdrew his hand. I felt its absence like a pressure.
“I thought you wanted to learn my arts.” His voice was so quiet I had to lean in, though we were sitting quite close. I realized I had wounded his feelings.
“I did! I do!” I protested, setting aside my glass and scooting forward on my chair, closer to him. “Mr. Blythe, I have no regrets about anything—that is why I said I felt so much worse for Sabina than myself.”
“And yet you feel your apprenticeship has shared certain similarities with what Hallux Dryden did to you?”
“No!” I realized it—the difference, I mean—as I said it. “But…”
“Perhaps the error is mine,” he said. “I never tried to locate your family. I should have, I think, now that I know… all of this. It just never seemed important to discover who you had been. It has always been my honor to know you as you are, and my pleasure to help you become the woman you wished to be. If I had thought for even a moment you would think I was making you into someone you weren’t—if you believed I was doing this for myself, instead of for you… Tabula, it has been a comfort to know such an intelligent and capable young woman will carry on my life’s work after I’m gone, make no mistake. But I had always thought you wanted to learn everything I had to teach you. I mean to say, I have always hoped you wanted it for
yourself.”
I took his hands in mine. “I did,” I said. “I do. I’ve been a fool, Mr. Blythe… Hallux, he said something about fashioning some sort of paragon out of clay. It made me think that perhaps you were also a kind of sculptor.”
“I have always hoped you would consider yourself a sculptor, my dear girl—if I have influenced you, it was, I hope, only by handing you such chisels and sandpaper as you required to shape yourself into your own ideal. Well…” he chuckled, “that sounds far too altruistic; there was some selfishness involved. As I said, I think very highly of my trade—and of myself, of course—but I would not see either memorialized by someone who had been compelled—created—against her will.”
There was the crux of the matter. “You’ve never compelled me,” I said firmly. “Ever.”
He looked ever so relieved. “My dear girl, I never thought to tell you this, but I think I shall. It seems… pertinent.” He sat up a bit straighter, as did I—there were so few secrets between he and I, I knew this must be something significant. “When my mistress took me away from the Foundling Hospital, she did not interview me. She did not ask if I wanted to learn what she wanted to teach; did not give me the option of becoming independent after a year, if the work did not suit me. Part of that was that I was only eight years old at the time… and to be honest, in some ways, I think had an easier time of it, learning I mean, due to my youth. Languages seemed to come easier to me than they did with you, and certain aspects of our physical training, too—climbing and stretching and all that. But in other ways, it made things… problematic. She did not wait for me to express interest in the more intimate aspects of our trade, nor did she shirk from catering to the sort of wishes we do not choose to indulge.”
I knew exactly what he meant. “I see.”
“Do you?” He smiled wanly. “Good. I don’t wish to discuss it. I never actually intended to tell you, as it casts rather a dark shadow on the brightness that is our life and our trade. I only mention it because, well, long ago I resolved if I ever took an apprentice, I would select one who was able to choose for him or herself. I would give them recourse if the lifestyle did not suit—and I made a vow that no matter how tempted I might be, I would never, ever, touch him or her. The bond between master and apprentice… it muddies things dreadfully. It can be confusing, I mean. I know from experience. For years I thought I loved my mistress. Now I know those sensations were… not artificial, but neither were they strictly genuine.”
I hoped he would not look up and see me blushing. “I see.”
“Don’t get me wrong, Miss Rasa… when you developed into such a bright, sensitive, amusing and—if I may—most
attractive young woman, it wasn’t as if I never questioned my resolve. But… a vow is a vow, and more than that, it was the right thing to do.”
I used every bit of the self-control he had taught me to keep any emotion but good humor from my voice.
“But what if that had turned out to be my heart’s desire?”
He looked at me evenly. “Well,” he said, equally blithe, “you know my rates, and you have money of your own—quite a bit of it now, thanks to that awful Tom Dawne.” He chuckled. “I admit, it’s amusing to imagine you using your father’s inheritance to purchase my services… but I can think of many more interesting ways to spend it.”
“We can discuss that after I return from the north,” I said, getting to my feet. The eastern windows of the sitting room looked a little brighter than they had; it was high time for me to be getting back. I needed to pack, and get Sabina roused and ready to go.
“Let me just tell Mrs. Knoyll I’m leaving,” he said. “It won’t take but a moment.”
“Stay with her.” I was surprised to find I no longer felt any resentment toward my master’s lover. I still loved Mr. Blythe, and indeed I always would… but now that I understood why he had never responded to my obvious affection for him, I found I could love him at a distance, without considering Mrs. Knoyll a rival.
Knowing more of Reed—his history, and his own misplaced affections—also helped me to let go… and to forgive myself, for all my various foolishnesses.
“Don’t be silly. Of course I’ll see you off.” He hesitated, then embraced me, kissing me on the cheek. “My dear girl. You have grown into such a woman! And it was all your own doing, you know. It’s impossible to teach anyone anything… you can only show them how to learn. I have been more than lucky to have such a pupil as you. You—you won’t stay away long… will you?”
“I’ll come home as soon as I can,” I promised.
And I did… but not before some very curious events took place during my absence.
It would be my pleasure to tell you what I know of them.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 





 
 
 
 


 
She had been late for their last meeting by fully half an hour, so it wasn’t until the clock struck four that Tom began to feel some anxiety over Tabula’s failure to appear at Button’s Coffee House. Up until the end of the final, sonorous bong he kept telling himself it was the coffee—that unused to drinking so much of it he had become jittery—but when the hour sounded he began to suspect he’d been stood up. When half four chimed, he knew it.
Tom’s temper flared. The utter fucking nerve of that chit—who did she think she was? How dare she fail to attend her benefactor! He, who had given her literally everything, up to and including her own identity! He, who had given her the means to escape her life of servitude and moral indignity!
Unable to remain seated, Tom stalked into the street, very nearly stepping in a great pile of horse turds in his rage. He was too busy turning over Miss Rasa’s betrayal in his mind to pay attention to his feet. Why had she allowed him to kiss her, to embrace her, caress her familiarly, like a lover—or at least one whom she would not object to having as a lover? It made her cold neglect of him today most unaccountable!
Tom stopped in his tracks, eliciting not a few muttered curses from passersby annoyed at being forced to suddenly stop and change course to avoid him. Though their acquaintance had been admittedly short, it seemed awfully unlike Miss Rasa to be so rude as to completely blow off an engagement.
But he wouldn’t put such behavior past Mangum Blythe.
Blythe had to be the rudest, most disgusting picaroon Tom had ever had the displeasure of meeting. The man had absolutely humiliated him last night, and in front of the girl of his dreams, no less. He’d taken obvious pleasure in it, too, which was even more despicable. Tom had come to 17 Sackville Street to have a nice meal with Tabula and meet the man whom she called master, only to be driven away like a dog by the impossible fellow.
The man’s behavior had clearly wounded her feelings; Tabula had wanted Tom to see that Blythe was no monster, but he’d seen the truth. She was employed by an unscrupulous knave and charlatan.
It seemed entirely possible that the hateful blackguard was keeping his ward away from Tom out of jealousy and spite; preventing her from coming, or even sending word to her savior. Yes—that must be it!
Poor Tabula! Yes, he ought to think of her, not his own wounded dignity. In fact, he ought do more than think of her—he ought to go to her, to rescue her, and to show her master that he was not a man to be toyed with, or denied.
The cab ride across town was quick enough, but every moment seemed an hour to Tom as he envisioned all sorts of scenarios, the most elaborate of which involved him bursting through the door, discovering Tabula tied to a chair, weeping as Mr. Blythe harangued her over her choice to bestow her affections to one so lowly as Tom Dawne. No, to transfer her affections, for Tom suspected that before her interest in him, she had been besotted with the devil—for devil Mangum Blythe surely was, as Mr. Bewit had alleged. Only a devil would take advantage of an invalid, as Mr. Blythe had done. Miss Rasa was a victim of circumstance—she would never have chosen to become what she was if not for her loss of memory. She was too good for what she did, and certainly too good for Mangum Blythe.
When the cab turned onto Sackville Street Tom leaped out before it had come to a full stop. He flung a handful of coins at the driver and came close to running up the steps to pound on the door.
“I must see Miss Rasa at once,” he demanded, when Mr. Blythe’s Negro manservant, or whatever he was, opened the door. “Tell her Tom Dawne is here, and will brook no attempts to prevent our rendezvous.”
“She’s…” Whatever the fellow was going to say, he decided against it. “Will you wait, Mr. Dawne?”
“No!” Tom knocked his new glass-topped walking stick several times against the tile floor, heedless of the flunky’s winces. “I insist on being shown to her, but if you will not, at least tell where she is currently, for she is not where she is supposed to be. Which is with me.”
“I see,” said the young man, so seriously Tom thought he must be mocking him. “Please… may I show you into the drawing room, Mr. Dawne? You will be much more comfortable there than in the foyer.”
“No need to show him anywhere.” Mangum Blythe had appeared at the top of the stairs, dressed in an outrageous parrot-green banyan, a matching cap perched on his head. “I’ll speak with him right here.”
“Come down here, you scoundrel, and tell me where you’ve stashed Miss Rasa!”
“I’m not sure that the location of my apprentice is any business of yours, Mr. Dawne,” said Mr. Blythe evenly, as he indicated his lackey ought to scarper.
“It most certainly is my business!” Tom pointed to Mr. Blythe with the tip of his walking stick. “She was supposed to meet me today, to discuss some private business of significant interest to us both. She failed to come, nor did she send a servant with an excuse. I know Miss Rasa, and I know she would never do such a thing unless she was injured, ill, or prevented from doing so. Therefore I ask you, Mr. Blythe, where is Tabula Rasa?”
“Stop your bellowing.” One hand on the rail, Mr. Blythe descended slowly. “She’s not here, so she won’t hear you carrying on like a heifer in labor, but the neighbors might, and that’s just embarrassing.”
“What would you know of embarrassment? You are a man to whom shame has never been formally introduced!”
“Good one,” said Mr. Blythe. “But really, Mr. Dawne, I must insist you cease this coming into my house and insulting me. It’s rude.”
He had a point, but Tom would not concede it, not to him. “If she’s not here, then where is she?”
“She was forced to leave town rather unexpectedly. I did not know of her meeting with you, or I would have sent word. You have my apologies.”
Tom was stunned. She had left town? “Miss Rasa didn’t tell you we were meeting?” Mr. Blythe’s apologetic smile confirmed Tom’s worst fears. “She… she forgot about me?”
“Don’t be too hard on her, she had rather a long night, and packing is always such a nightmare, you know, especially at the last minute.”
“I don’t believe you.” Tom’s reason reasserted itself. “The business she and I were to have discussed was too important to have slipped her mind.”
“Was it about Hallux Dryden? She already took care of that by herself. Went to see him last night, actually, after you departed.”
“What?!”
“Did I stutter? I’m sorry.”
It occurred to Tom that Mr. Blythe might be lying. “I heard you! I just can’t believe it!”
“Why? You don’t think a protégé of mine would need an introduction to a gentleman? Especially one whom she can call cousin? She simply went over to 12 Bloomsbury Square and spoke with him. They had quite the tête-à-tête, to hear her report.” Mr. Blythe produced a snuff-box, and took a pinch before continuing. “Alas, I don’t believe she’ll be going back. Mr. Dryden, despite being family, proved… not quite to her taste. She said he seemed a bit of a blowhard—one who preferred hearing his own voice than having a conversation.” Mr. Blythe sneezed; tucked away the snuff-box. “As it turns out, in some cases, apparently you can pick your family.”
Tom didn’t think Mr. Blythe was lying to him—but that didn’t answer his most pressing questions: why had she done it? Tabula had completely dashed his dreams of supporting her, sitting beside her as she learned the whole of her history. He had given her back to herself, but only partially; if she had allowed him to escort her, her enlightenment would have been all his doing!
The depth of Tabula’s treachery was staggering; her treatment of him, deplorable. Tom was forced to conclude that she had been acting a part the previous night; that the girl had used him in order to get what she wanted—her money, and the information only he possessed. Now that she had her inheritance and her life’s story, she would likely never think of him again! And after all he had done for her! What injustice—what ingratitude! She and her master were a real pair, yes they were.
“Surely you can understand how anxious she was to get the whole affair sorted.” Mr. Blythe canted his head to the left. “I say! You seem upset! Why on earth would it matter if she went with you?”
He wasn’t smiling, but Tom sensed the man was laughing at him.
“I’m glad you think it’s so funny,” he snapped. “It was supposed to be a gift.”
“Why, Mr. Dawne, you did give her a gift! You told her how to find out about her past. It was very precious, and I can say without a bit of doubt that she appreciated it. I’m sure when she returns she’ll find you and thank you, it was just that she had to—”
“But she had no right to go on her own!” The words exploded out of him. Some part of him was aware how petulant he sounded, but he didn’t care.
“What strange notions the young will cherish!” Mr. Blythe shook his head. “I’ve never heard such a thing in my life.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well… after I give someone something, I don’t believe I have the right to tell them how to use it. A gift is for the person I give it to, not for me.” He smiled. “Was this gift given to Miss Rasa, or to yourself, Mr. Dawne?”
“How dare you!” To be smirked at by this insufferable man, this corrupter of innocents and ruiner of lives! He was so damn smug, it was as if he had…
“You—you told her to go, didn’t you?”
Mr. Blythe shook his head. “No. I simply suggested that if she wished to, she could handle such a delicate matter on her own.”
“But you’re her master! Surely you knew she would do whatever you thought best.”
Mr. Blythe laughed. “If only—but she brought you home, even after I expressed disbelief that any disinterested man would hand over a fortune to a girl he barely knew.”
“And you consider yourself disinterested?”
“Not at all. The girl is my ward, and more importantly, she is my friend.”
“She’s my friend too!” Or, at least, he’d thought so…
“Ah—but you don’t wish to keep things that way.” He smiled again, that infuriating smile. “I am perfectly content with my relationship with Miss Rasa as it is.”
“And what sort of relationship would that be?”
Mr. Blythe’s eyebrows shot up. “Are you accusing me of something?”
“Should I be?” Tom had to know the truth of it. “What is between you?”
“Why… our own business. Nothing more, and—I assure you—nothing less.”
The way he said it made the little hairs rise on the back of Tom’s neck. The bastard had clearly had his dear Tabula—taken advantage of her as only a man could. He’d crushed her in his arms, whispered lies in her ears, and…
“Scoundrel!” Tom cried. “You are no gentleman, Mangum Blythe!”
The man was now fully as serious as he had been droll. “I spoke to you once before about insulting me in my own home. It is time for you to go.” He stalked over to the door and opened it wide. “Good day to you, Mr. Dawne. You may have no more of my time—for free, at least. Of course, my door is always open to clients, but you must understand, my fees are rather higher than you—”
“I have money,” snarled Tom.
“I’m not at all surprised to hear it,” said Mr. Blythe wryly. “But as it still rests in your pocket instead of my own, you must go, or I shall be forced to summon the authorities to remove you.”
Without another word or even a backwards glance, Tom stomped out of Mr. Blythe’s home and up the lane into the street. Once out of sight, he allowed himself to stomp his feet and utter a cry of frustration and rage, wishing all sorts of misfortunes upon Mr. Blythe—poxes and catastrophes and depredations and ailments. In that moment, he would have sold his soul to the Devil for revenge upon the man, if said Devil had presented himself, contract in one hand, and pen in the other.
It simply wasn’t fair that Mr. Blythe should have everything, and he so little. Tom was an honest man, as nice a fellow as you could hope to meet, whereas Mangum Blythe was a pimp, probably a whore himself, and a cheat, and also a thief. Yes, a thief—for what Mr. Blythe possessed, he had gotten by stealing. He had stolen from Tom, after all—stolen away his apprenticeship, all for some silly lark of Mr. Bewit’s to join some stupid club, which had in turn stolen Mr. Bewit’s happiness away, as the poor, silly man had told Tom on his very deathbed.
And worst of all, Mangum Blythe had stolen Tabula. He had taken an innocent girl and corrupted her, and now no one but an equally corrupt person would satisfy her unnatural lusts. Not only that, but he gloated over it—reveled in it.
No longer! Tom wouldn’t stand for it. Mangum Blythe needed to be taken down a peg. Several, if Tom could manage it—and manage it he would.
Standing there in the street, Tom vowed he would ruin Mangum Blythe’s happiness, as Mangum Blythe had ruined Tom’s. He had a fortune at his disposal, and he had his leisure to prepare the perfect plot. He could do it.
He didn’t know how, he didn’t know when, but Tom would have his vengeance upon Mangum Blythe.



 
 
 
 


 
Tom scarcely noticed when the year ended and the new one began. He was too busy mulling over the problem of how to revenge himself on Mangum Blythe.
It was a tricky thing—very tricky. If he had wanted to simply kill the man, he would have had an easier time of it. Hiring a thug to slit the cad’s throat would take relatively little effort. But Tom wanted to bring Mangum Blythe low, as he himself had been brought low by the man. And he wanted Blythe to know it was Tom Dawne who had triumphed over him.
For a time, Tom kept to his chambers, eating the meals his cook prepared for him and the wine his serving-girl brought, and enjoying none of it. But when no brilliant schemes came to him, Tom decided being cooped up was stifling his imagination, and he went out, got drunk… and stayed drunk.
It was during this period of dissolution that Tom fell in with a few young men who also frequented the public houses and wine-shops close to Tom’s chambers in Covent Garden. Silly, idle, vain, and moneyed, they were twice as worthless as Callow had ever been, but Tom didn’t mind. He was pleased when they solicited him to join them, and honored to be so quickly accepted as a part of their group. He wasn’t stupid—he knew their affection had as much to do with his pocketbook as his charming manners, but they were enjoyable enough company. And in the end, they provided him with the solution he’d been looking for.
They were eating some cold chicken and ham in a relatively sedate tavern when a respectable older gentleman and his wife came in for a late supper. They were dressed for the opera, and made a handsome couple. At first, Tom and his fellows took no notice of the pair… but when it became apparent that his table’s rowdiness and mirth were distasteful to the new arrivals, things got interesting.
“Have you noticed how that cunt and his cunt wife keep staring at us?” announced Guy Elton, who Tom felt was without a doubt the most feckless of his new crew. “I wonder why they’re so interested in us?”
The couple looked away immediately, turning back to their food, but it was too late. The damage had been done.
“Perhaps they wish us to join them?” said Daniel Harvey. “What do you think, Mr. Dawne?”
“Perhaps,” said Tom. He was tipsy, full, and—for once—had no quarrel with the world. “Let’s go over and see.”
The quartet lurched their way over to the couple as the tavern quieted around them. The woman looked nervously at her husband; her husband looked at them, and tried to put on a brave face.
“Hello, lads,” he said. “Can I help you?”
“My friend Elton here thinks you don’t like him,” said Frank Bottomly. “You’ve hurt his feelings.”
“How have I?”
“Staring at him.”
“I’m sure you’re mistaken.”
“No, sir. You were glaring at him like he was some sort of filth on the street.”
“Worse,” opined Elton.
“I beg your pardon, but that is simply not the case,” said the man. “I never did such a thing.”
“Oh yes you did. And so did your wife. She thinks I’m rotten. But I don’t think she’s so grand herself.”
“That’s enough.” The gentleman looked very severely at them. “You boys have had far too much to drink.”
“Who’s to say?” asked Harvey.
“I am. You’ve no right to say things like that to—”
“Shut up,” said Elton. “We’ll say what we like, and you won’t do a thing about it.”
“No?” The man might be old, but he had nerve, and a chin that he jutted at them like a billy-goat. His wife, on the other hand, kept her eyes on her supper, but it was plain to see she was proud of her husband for standing up to them.
“No,” said Elton. “You won’t. After all, what would you do?”
“I’ll… I’d…” The old man was at a loss. There wasn’t anything he could do, not really, not against four of them. Elton in particular looked like the sort of young man who wouldn’t think twice about challenging someone, and Bottomly had a hard cast to his features.
“That’s right,” said Elton. “You’ll sit there, and you’ll take what we give you—you’ll lick it up, like a pussy with a saucer of cream. Won’t you, puss? In fact, if I had them bring out a saucer right now, you’d lick the cream from it, wouldn’t you?” Elton’s hand was on the hilt of the silly rapier he wore everywhere. “Wouldn’t you, puss?”
The wife wasn’t looking too proud now. Tom watched her—was fascinated by her. Her disappointment was palpable, and her husband’s eyes kept flicking over to her, for he had noticed the change, as well. He didn’t like being harassed, obviously, but he liked it even less in front of the woman who should respect him as her lord and master. It must be completely humiliating, being humbled in front of her by four striplings.
It came to Tom in that moment—that was what Tom needed to do to Mr. Blythe. He needed to humiliate the man, and in front of someone he cared for.
But who? Tabula? Who knew when she would return, and anyway, Tom didn’t care to see that ungrateful slattern again. No, it would have to be someone else. Someone close to him, a friend, a colleague… or a lover.
The problem was, he knew nothing about Mr. Blythe beyond his address, that he sold people their pleasure, and that he had an apprentice.
That would have to change.
“Oh leave the man be,” he said, as Elton shouted for a serving-girl to bring him a bowl of cream.
“Why?”
“Because I want to get out of here. I want… I want to go drink champagne.”
“Are we celebrating something?” asked Bottomly, surprised.
“Nothing much.” Tom grinned at his fellows. “Just my genius.”
“A cheap bottle, then,” said Elton, leaving the gentleman’s side. The old sod shot Tom a grateful look before turning to deal with his glum-faced wife.
“As cheap as it comes,” agreed Tom. “Come on, let’s go!”
 
***
 
Tom knew he must be very careful. It would be tricky to observe someone Mangum Blythe; the man likely had as many enemies as he did hairs on his head, being such a total shit. Someone like Blythe must always be watching for any sign of trouble, and if Tom were found out before the reveal, his plans would all be ruined—meaning, he had only one chance, and he meant to make the most of it.
With this in mind, Tom spent yet more of his diminishing loan obtaining several new suits of clothing. Not fine fashionable coats and breeches, but such garments as tradesmen and builders and laborers might wear. He then confounded his serving-girl by requesting she bring him a basin of mud, another of sand, and some grease from the kitchens. These he used to replicate use and wear, and was quite satisfied with his disguises.
The Tom who began to linger along Sackville Street was almost unrecognizable, and thus able to watch Mr. Blythe without being noticed himself. After a few days of this, Tom began to feel a sort of respect for beggars; it wasn’t an easy thing, waiting around all day and night in all weathers. In fact, it was jolly hard, especially for him, as Mr. Blythe kept unpredictable hours, and went out less than people came to see him. Sometimes, all Tom had to show after a day’s work was a hungry belly, a suit of even dirtier clothes, damp in his bones, and shit on his shoes.
The worst part was, when Mr. Blythe did emerge, he did only what any other gentleman in London might do. He visited shops and private homes, went to his club, to dinners, and to parties. What he did at such places remained obscure, as Tom had no invitations or introductions. It was dispiriting, waiting outside these bright parlors and dance-halls in the cold, and often in the rain. Several times Tom despaired of ever succeeding in his endeavor, but after the better part of a month, patterns began to emerge when Tom checked over his notebook—certain homes visited at certain times, certain visitors arriving at 17 Sackville Street on certain days of the week, parties always scheduled between this time and that, and so on and so forth. Out of the chaos of his enemy’s schedule Tom began to see order, beautiful order. So he kept waiting, and kept watching.
His friends called on him to complain he never came out with them anymore, but Tom shut the door in their wretched, ill-bred faces. His budget was abandoned; his intention of living frugally until he could pay back his loan, forgotten. He was a man obsessed, convinced he would discover something if only he kept watching.
And in the end, he did.
That day, according to Tom’s notes, Mr. Blythe should have seen clients at home in the morning, and then gone out to his club. But instead of emerging around the supper hour to go and dine, Mr. Blythe got into a cab rather than his coach and, dressed in his best, went somewhere else entirely: to a small townhouse in a quiet neighborhood he had never to Tom’s knowledge visited before.
Tom had hailed a cab the moment he noticed the aberration, and bid the driver follow Mr. Blythe at a distance. Something curious was afoot, that was for sure—that big flunky had packed a basket and a bag into the coach along with his master, and while it wasn’t unusual for Mr. Blythe to bring obscure equipment with him on his errands, it was certainly unusual for him to carry everything up a flight of stairs by himself, and then let himself into darkened rooms with a key.
Tom watched all of this, fascinated. Behind the curtains he saw Mr. Blythe light candles, set out a cold meal, and then pace back and forth, waiting for… something. He was in fine spirits, though—Tom saw the shadow of him cutting a jig as he waited.
Eventually, another hired coach arrived, and out of it emerged nothing more intriguing than an ordinary-looking woman in a respectable walking-suit. Though she was not particularly handsome she gave the impression of being good looking. It was the perfection of her posture—the elegance of her bearing. She, too, had a basket over her arm, and after paying the driver carried it up to the second floor, where she let herself in.
Through the drapes Tom saw Mangum Blythe rush over to her. She barely had a chance to set down her burden before he had her in his arms. He kissed her for a long time, and then they left Tom’s sight, retreating into some other room not visible from the street.
Tom smiled in the darkness, but not because he took any joy in seeing a loving couple expressing their affection for one another. No; the tableau was most interesting. While Tom had observed Mr. Blythe meeting with plenty of clients who certainly seemed as if they’d been romanced upon leaving the man’s company—blushing cheeks, bright eyes, that sort of rot—he’d never seen Mr. Blythe greet any of them in such a familiar fashion. This woman… she was special in some way.
She must be his lover.
They remained obscure to him for hours, but eventually they returned to the front room, which they lit brightly enough that he could see them enjoying their postponed supper, drinking wine and sitting very close to one another. Afterwards, they retreated a second time, after extinguishing all the lights in the front room.
Tom didn’t wait to see if they went their separate ways, or if they stayed the night. He guessed it would be the latter, but he was hungry and cold and ready to be inside, and really, it wasn’t all that important what they did now. What was important was that he’d found what he was looking for.
What was it Tabula Rasa had once said?
“You only truly know someone when you know their pleasure… then, you see their truest self—their darkest secrets and their brightest dreams.”
Tom had found Mr. Blythe’s pleasure.



 
 
 
 


 
Her name was Mrs. Rosalind Knoyll, and she was married to a barrister called Mr. Ogden Knoyll. They were a respectable, ordinary couple, who lived in a respectable, ordinary townhouse, and kept respectable, ordinary hours. Yet in spite of possessing every outward appearance of domestic felicity, their marriage did not seem particularly loving. They were not affectionate, neither physically, nor in their speech to one another. Walking beside her husband in the park on a pleasant Sunday Mrs. Knoyll rarely took his arm, nor did her husband offer it; in church, there was a distance between them on the pew unless it happened to be crowded. At home they appeared to sleep in different rooms, and while that was in itself not unusual, it did not seem that one ever visited the other.
During the day Mr. Knoyll spent most of his time at the Temple; she, being childless, worked for various social causes, such as volunteering for one of the better anti-slavery societies, as well as spending hours every week at another charity that helped poor young women learn to read and write and comport themselves with dignity, with the goal of getting jobs in shops or in service. She would also chauffer them to doctors, and pay their bills out of her pin money.
Though unpaid, of the two, Mrs. Knoyll seemed the more dedicated to her occupations—Mr. Knoyll practiced law during working hours, but Mrs. Knoyll practiced what she preached, employing only girls from her organization as domestic staff, and refusing to have Jamaican sugar at her table, nor chocolate from the Americas, nor West Indian coffee. She was particular about where the cotton for her gowns came from, and though she occasionally drank, she would never drink rum.
In the evenings, Mrs. Knoyll attended her husband at various parties or dinners, but Tom got the impression she did not particularly enjoy herself at these gatherings, save for when she was dancing. Mr. Knoyll did not often dance, he went there to eat and drink and make merry with his friends and business associates—but as Mrs. Knoyll was light on her feet, not unattractive, and possessed of a pleasant disposition and an even temper, she did not often want for partners.
Much of this information Tom gathered by watching them; the rest, he discovered by attending a public ball where he knew the Knoylls would be, having overheard it discussed by two maids as they were at their washing in the yard, unaware the builder lunching by their gate was a spy.
That night, Tom danced with Mrs. Knoyll twice, though without giving her any indication he had an interest in making her acquaintance beyond acquiring an excellent partner. He found her perfectly charming, well-mannered, intelligent, and playful. More than once, he wondered what a woman like her could ever see in Mangum Blythe.
But she must have seen something in him. The only time she ever smiled more than on the dance floor was when she was with her lover, though those moments were few and far between.
They met regularly but not frequently, and it was obvious to Tom after seeing them together that any affection wanting in her marriage was provided by her lover. He did not find this touching or tragic; Tom thought it rather gross for a woman to carry on with riff-raff as her husband worked hard to keep her comfortable. But, that was what a savvy man ought to expect from women, he was learning.
Most often Mrs. Knoyll and Mr. Blythe conducted their sordid affair in their rented rooms, but sometimes they risked a public meeting, walking together along busy streets, or along garden paths not frequented by anyone of their mutual acquaintance. Then, she threaded her arm through her companion’s; then, she gave off the appearance of a happily married woman.
As for Mangum Blythe, the devil seemed domesticated in her company—in fact, he might have been mistaken by anyone for nothing more than a contented husband. Gone was his archness, though he often made his lover laugh—gone was his strange severe joviality, though he was often merry with her. The difference to Tom’s mind was that nothing, with her, was an act—he walked easily, spoke easily, gestured without inhibition or consideration.
It pleased Tom to contemplate ruining this fragile, perfect happiness. The only question was, how exactly would he do it?
 
***
 
As you may have guessed, some time after discovering her existence, Tom had abandoned his observation of Mangum Blythe and instead focused his efforts on Mrs. Knoyll. He followed her when she went out, and when she was home he hung around her house and tried to steal peeks through the casements. He wanted to know her as well as he knew Mangum Blythe, in order to affect the most complete triumph possible.
But what should be the form of his vengeance? What shape would it take? The matter nagged at him constantly, for he could see few scenarios that would humiliate Mr. Blythe.
To expose Mr. Blythe as a rake and a seducer of wives would embarrass Mrs. Knoyll more than it would her lover. Such a scandal would tarnish her reputation forever, but hardly smudge his.
Tom considered sending her a letter telling her what it was her lover did for a living, but he abandoned that notion as well. He had no idea if Mrs. Knoyll already knew what her lover was. If she did, then he would expose himself before embarrassing his quarry; if she didn’t, there might be an ugly scene—a breaking off of contact—and while that would certainly wound Mr. Blythe, it wouldn’t shame him.
Tom hit on the perfect plan whilst considering the possibility of seducing Mrs. Knoyll. At first, this seemed the way to go. He had watched her long enough to feel fairly certain that she took no other lovers, and he sensed it would mortify Mr. Blythe to discover himself cuckolded by… Tom.
But Tom realized simply setting horns upon Mr. Blythe wasn’t enough. No, he needed something more—something that would leave Mr. Blythe reeling. Something that would utterly destroy the arrogant man’s unshakable confidence in himself.
He needed to beat Mr. Blythe at his own game. And to that end, Tom bought himself some fine stationery, and set to writing a letter. This is what it said:
 
Dear Mr. Blythe,
 
I know discovering this communication comes from me is not likely to bring you much pleasure, but please know I write to you in good faith. The last time we spoke you made it quite clear I was to have no more of your time for free. Do not fear, for I intend to pay for it. To be quite frank with you, sir, I have a problem—a rather desperate, delicate conundrum, and I find myself needing one such as yourself to help me solve it. I trust you understand without my mentioning it that it is of the utmost importance to me. Otherwise I would not trouble you about it, but I am quite convinced you are the only one who can help me. Sir, I beg you overlook our prior disagreements and favor me with a meeting. If you will be so kind as to accept, please send word to this address, with instructions on when and where we should meet.
 
Yours sincerely,
Tom Dawne
 
Reading it over, Tom was satisfied, and sent Mrs. Miggins’s boy to deliver it. He asked that the lad wait for a response if Mr. Blythe was in; to his delight, he did indeed return with a letter. Tom tore it open, scanning it eagerly.
 
Mr. Dawne,
 
I would be pleased to meet with you about this matter, in spite of our past differences, which I am only to happy to overlook due to the urgency I sense in your missive. Can you come tomorrow morning, at ten? That is the earliest time I have available. Come, let us breakfast together and discuss your affairs. I will expect you unless I hear otherwise.
 
Your servant,
Mangum Blythe
 
“Take my blue coat and brown breeches down to be pressed,” said Tom, delighted, “and tell Susan not to cook breakfast for me. I’ll be dining out.”
“Yessir,” said the boy.
“Wait—no. Don’t do that. Put those down—leave them be, I say! In fact, throw them on the floor. Yes, the floor. Leave them there. And make sure my shoes aren’t polished.”
“Aren’t—”
“Don’t let anyone polish my shoes. That’s not too difficult an order is it?”
“No, sir,” said the boy, and he left in evident confusion.
Tom laughed and laughed, alone in his room. The lad might be confused over Tom’s queer orders, but Mr. Blythe would surely notice if he paid too much attention to his clothes or his grooming. Love made a man forgetful—changed his perspective on what really mattered in life.
Tom opened up his wardrobe so he could see himself in the mirror.
“I have conceived such a passion for her, sir… I believe I shall die of it,” he said, looking at himself.
No, that wouldn’t do at all. He did not look like a man possessed; inflamed. He looked sincere, but not agitated.
He resolved to spend the rest of the day practicing. He had to. Tomorrow, he needed to be perfect.
 
***
 
This time, Mr. Blythe’s servant was expecting Tom, and showed him respectfully in to a breakfasting salon.
“Good morning, Mr. Dawne,” said Mr. Blythe, looking Tom up and down as he entered. “Forgive me—are you quite well?”
“My apologies, I slept but poorly,” said Tom carelessly, pleased the man had noticed his rumpled state. “But I am not ill, I assure you.”
“Good, good. Then let us eat. It’s so difficult to conduct business on an empty stomach, don’t you agree?”
“As you say,” said Tom, as nonchalantly as he could.
It was difficult to maintain his insouciance when the food arrived. Tom’s long weeks of hurried meals had left him over-fed but under-nourished. It was agonizing, picking at his food, for Mr. Blythe’s cook had prepared every tempting dish. There were hot rolls and crisp bacon; little white sugared cakes, jugged herrings, poached eggs, and custard cream tarts. Tom accepted whatever Mr. Blythe offered him, but took only a few bites here and there.
“Not hungry?” Mr. Blythe had eaten twice as much as he, and was still at it. “Here, try these jam thingies. Linzer Augen, I think they’re called.”
“I thank you,” Tom pushed away his plate, “but I’m quite full.”
“Then take some more tea and tell me of your troubles while I eat one,” said Mr. Blythe, helping himself to the delicately latticed confections. “I must say, Mr. Dawne, I am quite concerned. You do not seem at all like yourself.”
“I assume you mean that as a compliment, given how I behaved the last time we met,” said Tom. “I blush to recall it.”
“Then say no more about it. All is forgiven and forgotten.”
If Tom didn’t know better, he would have thought the man was sincere. “That’s very good of you, sir.”
“Not at all. So, tell me—what is distressing you? I assure you, whatever it is, I will do my best to make it better.”
“Oh, I know you can, sir. Miss Rasa… she was a little in awe of your powers, I think.”
“Was she now?” The man was an actor born! His pleasure at the compliment seemed completely genuine. “How nice to hear. Once you’re older, you’ll understand how gratifying it is to have the respect of the young.”
“I’m in rather the opposite position.” Tom buried his face in his hands, to hide the fact that he was not blushing. “She is older than I, you see… but it hardly matters. I am in love with her.”
“In love! How wonderful!” Mr. Blythe sounded amused. “It isn’t still Miss Rasa, is it? That might prove a difficult feat… she knows my business better than I, so—”
“It’s not Miss Rasa. I thought I loved her, yes, but I have realized that was but a childish infatuation. I have found the real object of my affection, my heart’s desire, and she is a woman, not a girl.”
“Good for you, Mr. Dawne!” Mr. Blythe gestured at him with his half-nibbled pastry. “Miss Rasa is a treasure, really. I think the world of her, and believe her capable of anything… save making you happy as a wife. No no, Mr. Dawne, you need the sort of girl who will—”
“Do not make light of this!” Tom exclaimed, purposefully a little louder than was polite. “This is a serious thing, Mr. Blythe. I beg you to take it—me—seriously.”
“I say, you’re in quite a state.” Mr. Blythe set down his tart. “All right, Mr. Dawne. Tell me all.”
“Well,” said Tom, prepared from grueling practice to spin his artificial history, “you’re right in that I never thought I should get over Miss Rasa. She… bewitched me. But I knew I should have to get over her, so I went to a ball, and…” he let out a shuddering breath, “when I saw her dancing, I knew I had to meet her. She dances most beautifully. But I assure you, her dancing is but the least of her accomplishments!”
“I see.” Mr. Blythe was grave, though there was a twinkle in his eye. “So you’ve met her? This isn’t a case of ‘she doesn’t even know I exist’?”
“She barely knows, perhaps. I contrived an introduction, and she accepted me as a partner. We danced twice… that was enough for me to know I could never be happy without her. I must have her, Mr. Blythe. I must! I believe I shall die if I do not.”
“Well, we can’t have that.” Mr. Blythe rubbed at his chin. “Mr. Dawne, I understand your ardor and your passion… what I don’t understand is your problem. You met the girl, you danced with the girl—”
“Woman!”
“Woman, then. You danced with the woman, you enjoyed yourselves… surely that is enough to begin a courtship? How, then, can I help you? I’m not sure what Miss Rasa told you of what I do, but helping lovebirds build a nest isn’t quite—”
“She’s married.”
“Ah.” Mr. Blythe nodded. “I see. That does complicate matters.”
You would know, thought Tom, but what he said was: “Indeed. And she is so good—so pure! I cannot think her capable of deceit. With an ordinary woman I would assume a few meetings… a some clandestine bouquets or trinkets… but not her.”
“Well, Mr. Dawne, it is a tricky thing you propose… but not impossible.” Tom thought he saw the ghost of a smile hovering at the corners of Mr. Blythe’s voluptuous mouth, the smug bastard. Oh, this was all simply too delicious! Tom vowed to hold back the name of his lady-love for as long as possible, to produce the most possible dismay. “I suppose I must ask… how can you be sure she returns your affections?”
“I am not. But when I saw her with her husband there could be no doubt she was unhappy with him,” said Tom. “I believe her indifferent to him at best. Even so, I do not think she intends to stray. But, if she could be convinced it would increase her happiness…”
“I see…”
“Do you? Do you, Mr. Blythe?” Tom leaped from his chair, and began to pace. “I have no wish to see her dishonored, but I must have her. I love her, and I believe—she was so easy with me, so graceful and elegant. If I could have but one night with her—”
“One night!” Mr. Blythe poured himself more tea. “Mr. Dawne, forgive me, but I think in your passion you are conflating lust with love. At first you sounded as if you wished to court the lady, to earn her love in the hopes of one day having it returned. Now, I believe you are asking me to make it possible for you to simply sate your desire.”
Tom, panicking a bit, scrambled to undo his hasty language. “You interrupted me, sir. I was going to say, if I could but have one night with her I think I could make her happy enough to desire more.”
“Ladies fall in love with their rapists in novels, Mr. Dawne... in real life they are usually far more complex creatures.” He held up his hand. “I do not mean to suggest you intend to force the lady to do anything, but the scenario you suggest sounds more like something contrived by Mr. Samuel Richardson than anything I have the power of affecting.”
“Is it not what you do? Arranging such matters, I mean?” Tom pretended annoyance. “Let us speak no more of novels, sir. I was under the impression that you could procure the unprocurable; deliver the undeliverable. This is my greatest desire, Mr. Blythe. I will pay you whatever you ask, for I love her, and I must have her!”
Looking profoundly unhappy, Mr. Blythe rose and retrieved himself a short cigar from a jar on the sideboard. He offered one to Tom, which he declined. Silence descended as Mr. Blythe snipped off the end and lit it; after a few pulls, he sighed.
“My experience has taught me that gentlemen in your position often lose interest after the, ah, consummation of their desires.” He shrugged. “By your own admission, your love flowered quickly—what if it wilts away with similar briskness? Are you sure the risk is worth your time and your money? A girl, one who looked much the same, could be acquired to—”
“You mistake me!” Tom began to sweat. He had not expected Mr. Blythe to try and put him off. To hear Mr. Bewit tell it, Mr. Blythe was an unscrupulous money-grubber who talked no one out of his desire. Tom had been so certain the man would jump at the chance to make a few pounds; instead, he was having to talk Mr. Blythe into taking his money! “This is no passing fancy, no whim that may be absolved in a sweaty encounter with some syphilitic slut!” He took a deep breath. “I do not wish to dishonor my love. I simply believe that if we could but meet… if I could get her alone… Tell me, Mr. Blythe, could any woman be happy in a loveless marriage? I hope only to increase her joy, for if there is one woman in this world who deserves to feel loved, it is she.”
“Yes, but what of her wishes? What if I procure her for you, as you put it, and she is disinclined?”
“I rather thought that inclining her would fall under your purview.”
“I see,” murmured Mr. Blythe, grinding out the cigar in an ashtray. “Yes, I rather suppose it would.”
“So you will do this thing?”
“Mr. Dawne… what you are asking for, it is no easy thing. It is far more difficult than, theoretically speaking of course, getting a gentleman into an exclusive club. You are asking me to convince a married woman to have an affair with a man who has met her but once. It could result in much ugliness; I prefer to deal in pleasure.”
“Surely obtaining many of your clients’ desires must naturally result in the unhappiness of others. After all, as we are talking in the theoretical,” Tom drew out the word just to drive home the point, “getting a gentleman into a club ahead of another might ruin forever the other man’s chances at the same.”
“True… true. But it is one thing to thwart some gentleman’s chances at drinking, smoking, and playing cards with the cream of the crust, as it were. It is quite another to convince a married woman to stray even once, much less to conduct an affair that would forever ruin her reputation were it to be discovered.”
It took all of Tom’s willpower not to sneer in Mr. Blythe’s stupid face, knowing bloody well the man was conducting exactly the sort of affair he was protesting. Instead, Tom took the high road. “Forgive me, Mr. Blythe, but I’m having some difficulty ascertaining exactly where magnetic north lies on your moral compass.”
Mr. Blythe nodded. “I deserve that, of course. So be it, Mr. Dawne. I shall do this thing for you… if you agree to my terms. I warn you, the price will be high, to be paid in advance… and written into my standard contract is a clause you must agree to, regarding the unpredictability of human nature and the possibility of failure, meaning you can’t go to the courts if it doesn’t go exactly right.” He shrugged. “You are asking rather a lot of me, so I must do the same of you.”
“I’ll sign whatever you need. What is your price?”
“One thousand pounds.”
“A thousand pounds!” exclaimed Tom. He had been expecting a hefty tab, but a thousand pounds? That was fully twice what Mr. Blythe had charged Mr. Bewit, who at least appeared to the world to be far wealthier. Tom did some mental calculations—the difference for him, after the fact, would be close to forty pounds per annum, or the equivalent of after the fact, would be close to forty pounds per annum—a sum that would have been staggering to contemplate when he had been an apprentice wig-maker, and four times what he had been slated to earn had he worked an entire year for Mr. Bewit. If only. If only he could remember off the top of his head how much he had spent of his loan so far! Money had been flowing through his fingers, but surely he must have enough left to pay back the interest, when it came due. And if not, well, he could always dip further into the well… adjust his lifestyle accordingly…
Was it worth it? Was it really worth a thousand pounds just to get revenge on this man? Tom looked up and saw Mr. Blythe smirking at him.
“I’m sorry, but that is my price,” he said. “If it is too high, I completely understand. Over the years, many potential clients have decided their heart’s desire isn’t quite as essential as they believed once I’ve revealed how much it will cost them to obtain it…”
Tom found this insinuation of penury incredibly provoking, and it rekindled his desire to humiliate Mr. Blythe. Once he’d committed himself, only to discover Tom’s object was Mrs. Knoyll, the man wouldn’t be smirking. No, certainly not.
“Done,” said Tom, taking his chequebook from the pocket of his coat. “Do you have a pen here, or shall we repair to your office?”
“Right this way, Mr. Dawne.” Tom was gratified to see how surprised Mr. Blythe was as he bowed him through the door. “Let’s get everything settled exactly to your pleasure.”
Tom signed the cheque for a thousand pounds, pretending the sum was a mere trifle, and spent what remained of his good humor by assuring Mr. Blythe it would be no problem at all when the blackguard had the nerve to make a rather pointed remark about taking the bill that very afternoon to the Five Bells, where the bankers met in Lombard Street, to have it exchanged. The insinuation that Tom might not have enough in his account stung, but worse than that, it was also a reminder of just how tight of a spot Tom would be in, at the end of the next quarter. He pushed the thought away. He’d figure it out. Somehow.
Only when the cheque was in his hand did Mr. Blythe produce his complicated and lengthy contract, in order to walk Tom through it, clause by clause. The terms were almost irritatingly fair—rather more so than what he’d signed away for his loan at Merchant and Mills, come to think on it. He got the sense that Mr. Blythe enjoyed explaining it all in plain language to him; reveled in Tom’s astonishment at its decency. Well, let him. He’d be singing a different tune shortly.
“All right. If you feel satisfied with the terms and conditions, please sign here, good, good… and now, so shall I. Excellent! Mr. Dawne, we are in business!” Mr. Blythe dried the ink with an ornate blotter, and setting it aside, replaced that form with yet another. “Now that we are agreed on the terms, and you’ve paid your fee, we can get down to the details. As you can see, this form has several blanks; we’ll fill them out together. Again, this is for your protection, you understand. We wouldn’t want you to pull back the bed curtains only to find the wrong girl—I’m sorry, woman in there, would we?” He chuckled as if he’d told a joke.
“No indeed,” said Tom. Sweat prickled at his forehead. It was time.
“First things first. What is this woman’s name?”
“Mrs. Rosalind Knoyll.”
Mr. Blythe’s quill snapped with a loud pop, and ink sprayed across the sheet.
“How clumsy of me!” Mr. Blythe tried to laugh it off, but Tom knew he had rattled him, oh yes he had! “Forgive me, let me just clean up this mess and get another document ready. Thank goodness I always keep several on hand.”
“Take your time,” said Tom cordially. “I am in no hurry.” Oh, how he wanted to twist the knife, enquiring if Mr. Blythe knew the lady, for he seemed shocked or surprised by the name! But, he sensed it would give away his hand to do so. Better to pretend not to notice. He was, after all, a man so in love he would spend a thousand pounds to bed some poxy old bizzom.
“All right,” said Mr. Blythe, settling down again with fresh paper and pen. He had recovered his composure, but Tom could sense a tension in the room that had not been there before. “Mrs. Rosalind Knoyll, was it? Do you by chance know her address?”
“I believe she said she lived somewhere near the Temple; her husband is a barrister. I don’t know more than that. I do know she volunteers for the Anti-Sugar Society and is quite passionate about the plight of the poor women of London.” It was such fun affecting the rambling, rather soupy tone of a man in love. “Does any of that help?”
“But of course.” Tom could detect the faintest whiff of sourness about Mr. Blythe, and it delighted him. “Why, I hope I shall be able to convince her to stray. She sounds a true paragon of virtue.”
“That is your affair,” said Tom. “I say, will you tell her about me? What will you tell her?”
Mr. Blythe looked up from his note-taking. “What you have told me. That she has an admirer who ardently desires she spend one night with him, in order for him to convince her that he could make her happy.”
“That’s all?”
“Mr. Dawne, I already have an apprentice.”
“I beg your pardon. I did not mean to offend.” Tom leaned in. “I say, are you quite all right, Mr. Blythe? You seem…”
“Yes?”
“Nothing, nothing.” Tom turned to hide his smile. “Is that all? Can I be of further service? Do you require a description? She has dark straight hair, streaked through with finer silver than could be found in Gray’s…”
“I believe I have everything I need.” Mr. Blythe abruptly handed over the quill. “Sign here, please… only a formality of course, but it demonstrates you’ve read over what I’ve written, and that it’s all accurate information, to your knowledge.”
Tom couldn’t help adding a flourish to his signature. “Wonderful!” he cried, as Mr. Blythe signed as well, and replaced the quill gently, so very gently, in its inkwell. “Oh, thank you, Mr. Blythe. But I suppose I should not thank you yet… all you have done is take my thousand pounds.”
“Indeed, but I anticipate you will have reason to rejoice soon enough.” His smile was absolutely showing the strain! “When I have arranged matters I shall send you a letter with your instructions. Take care to follow them exactly, when you receive them, and I believe you shall come away from this experience quite pleased.”
“I should hope so!” said Tom, extending his hand. Mr. Blythe shook it limply. “Well! This is exciting. No no, don’t get up—I’ll see myself out. I know the way. Oh, Mr. Blythe… I am so glad I came to you about this.”
“As am I.”
Tom made as if to go, but when he came to the door he turned around—and just caught sight of Mr. Blythe, slump-shouldered, staring at the contract with a peculiar look on his face. It might have been sorrow, or defeat, or simple resignation. Tom couldn’t tell, but Mr. Blythe feeling any or all of those sensations was fine by him. It was exhilarating, having something to hold over his hated rival; he felt no remorse, for at long last the worm had turned, and now he was laughing at the man who so recently laughed quite heartily at his expense.
“Good day, Mr. Blythe.”
Not realizing he had been observed, Mr. Blythe straightened immediately, and smiled weakly. “Good day, Mr. Dawne. I expect you’ll be hearing from me soon.”



 
 
 
 


 
In high spirits, Tom decided to walk back to his lodgings in Covent Garden. It had turned into as fine a day as they’d yet seen that year, bright blue and bracingly cold, and he whistled as he strolled along, detouring through Leicester Square while contemplating his triumph. Things were going exactly has he’d planned—the man would be the instrument of his own undoing! And he had to go through with it! After all, if he failed to deliver, Tom could have the law on him, for breaking a contract—and on Mrs. Knoyll, for adultery. It hadn’t proven necessary, but he had planned all along on threatening her safety if Blythe refused him. Tom had certainly seen enough to condemn her, or at least plant such doubts in her husband’s mind that he would never look at her again. While it wasn’t likely the woman would be hanged for her crime, not in this more enlightened age, her being sent to the stocks or embarrassed with a public whipping were certainly within the realm of possibility. Of course, he’d always preferred the idea of spending a night of pleasure with Mrs. Knoyll… but all’s fair, as they said.
“Tom!”
So deep in thought was Tom that he startled to hear his name. Looking around widly, he heard it a second time, before seeing who called to him. It was a pretty, well-dressed young woman, waving like a country maid greeting her cousin in the lane. Her gentleman companion did not look at all pleased by her behavior, understandably, but she said something to him and rushed over to Tom, dragging the man by the hand, a smile on her rosy-cheeked face. As she came closer, Tom realized it was Hizzy, of all people.
“Goodness, look at you!” she cried. “So changed! You look like a gentleman, Tom. But that’s no livery—is it your day off?”
He stood gawping at her before recovering his wits enough to make some reply. He scarcely knew what he’d said until she said she was very sorry.
“Very sorry?” he asked, still in a daze.
“To hear that Mr. Bewit passed. Are you employed elsewhere now?”
Not respectably, at any rate, given that revenge had become his sole occupation. “No… I…” he shook his head. “Mr. Bewit saw fit to make me independent.”
“Oh!” Hizzy looked astounded, as well she might. “That’s wonderful, Tom! You must have served him very well!”
“I did my best.” For some reason, he found himself blushing.
“I see now why I scarcely recognized you! I said to Mr. Jenkins, why, that gentleman looks just like my father’s former apprentice, and I confess I stared at you for a bit until I was quite sure. How merry, that we should meet here, and like this! It calls for a celebration. Shall we all go and have a drink?”
By Jove, she was a beauty! Tom marveled at her as she laughed, looking from him to her companion. How had he failed to appreciate her myriad perfections? He’d been a fool not to write her, she was a prettier girl by half than any he’d wooed in Puriton, and a sight for sore eyes after spending so much time looking at Mrs. Knoyll, who was good looking considering her age, but not more than that.
Perhaps he ought to stop by Dray’s some day, and see if Hizzy was in… it might be fun, reconnecting with his old flame…
“We have some good news of our own, don’t we, Mr. Jenkins?” she was saying, gazing up at her companion. “Oh, I haven’t introduced you. Mr. Jenkins, this is Tom Dawne, my father’s former apprentice. Tom—Mr. Dawne, I should say!—meet Mr. Bruce Jenkins… my fiancé.”
“Your what?”
“My fiancé!” She really was beautiful when she smiled like that. “We’re to be married.”
“I know what fiancé means!”
Why, the bold little slut! It was unconscionable, after all the grief she had given him! How dare she go off and marry someone else? The girl had no decency—no constancy whatsoever!
With a start, Tom realized it had been just under a year since last they’d seen one another. Though part of him acknowledged that perhaps she could be forgiven for moving on, especially considering his silence, the other, larger part was still deeply annoyed.
Mr. Jenkins did not look as though he was enjoying this very public, and very awkward interaction. “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Dawne,” he said, proffering his hand. “We have only just asked Mr. Dray’s permission, and now that we have his blessing I believe we shall be married very soon.”
“Congratulations, best wishes, and all that,” muttered Tom, shaking his hand gingerly. “I expect you’ll be very happy.”
“Disgustingly,” said Hizzy, gazing mawkishly up at this rotter Jenkins, who returned the look with interest. “Mr. Jenkins has just recently taken over his father’s perfumery, and we’re hoping—”
“How nice,” interrupted Tom. “Well, I really must be going. Sorry about the drink, I simply can’t spare the time it right now. But perhaps when I need some toilet water, or a new wig, I’ll stop by and see you both. Until then…” He bowed stiffly and he walked on, leaving them in his wake, murmuring to one another. Well, let them. He had more important things to do than stand around chatting with vile tradesmen—tradeswomen, for that matter; better things to spend his money on than a glass of porter in some shitty little ale house. They’d likely expect him to pay their tab, as well as his own.
The sunshine seemed a bit less shiny, the blue of the sky less blue, as Tom stomped the final half-mile or so back to his lodgings. He tried and failed to conjure up his earlier sensations of joy, but he could not prevent his thoughts from returning again and again to Hizzy. To think, settling down with her had once been his greatest ambition in life! Well, for someone in his former circumstances, that made sense.
In any circumstances, some treacherous part of his mind whispered to him. Other than Miss Rasa, Hizzy was the only girl he’d ever met who had more sense than hair. If only she had been a bit more patient! Then, she might have crossed paths with Tom and found herself engaged to a gentleman instead of some rotten smell-mixer.
This thought, at last, brought a smile to Tom’s face. In five years, when Hizzy’s fingers were worn to the bone and her breasts had gone soft from feeding her pack of hungry brats, she would think of him, yes she would, and wonder what she could have had—if only, if only! Well, she could always apply to Mangum Blythe, and hire him to retrieve Tom for her… if she scrimped on household expenses.
Cheered, Tom turned on his heel. He hadn’t eaten much breakfast—perhaps he’d go ‘round to the Devil and see if Elton, Bottomly, and the rest were anywhere. He could use a bit of diversion after his stressful morning, and he was quite at his leisure until Mr. Blythe wrote to inform him of the imminent granting of his dearest wish in all the world.



 
 
 
 


 
Dear Mr. Dawne,
 
I’m certain it will please you to learn I have been able to arrange a meeting between you and the lady. She proved as modest and unassuming as you reported, and was quite intrigued to hear she had an admirer. My descriptions of your passion were received with many blushes and protestations of ‘how can it be,’ and ‘surely he has mistaken me for someone else.’ I assured her that was not the case, reporting the details you were so kind as to provide me. I then made bold to suggest an interview. It will not surprise you that at first she was loath to jeopardize her situation, but I made it very clear that refusing to humor your wishes would endanger her happiness far more than honoring them. She eventually agreed—to one night, as you specified, though I made it clear the nature of your attachment made you hopeful of future liaisons.
This time of year the lady’s time is understandably occupied by social engagements, but I ascertained that this Tuesday next she is at her leisure. Her husband is attending a gentleman’s supper, and not expected back until the wee hours, meaning she will be free for a substantial block of time.
I have provided her with the enclosed address, which I have already rented for the evening. The house in question appears respectable, as does the lady who rents the rooms, but in reality both are flexible. If a light burns in the uppermost right window, knock three times on the front door and you will be answered. If no light is apparent, something has gone wrong, and I will make contact with you as soon as I have information. These precautions are most necessary, in my experience, so please follow my instructions to the letter, for your sake, and for the lady’s.
I should mention that I have arranged for a supper and wine, so you need bring only yourself—and any favors you might wish to bestow upon the object of your desire. I gave her no jewels or trinkets, reasoning she might take offense before I had even made your proposition, but if you wish to bring her a token that is of course up to you.
I have done everything within my power to secure your happiness. More even than I have detailed here, I assure you. The rest is up to you. I wish all you the best.
 
I remain,
Your servant,
Mangum Blythe
 
The letter had come early, hours before Tom rose. He had been out quite late with his friends, so it was with unsteady hands that he broke the seal and read the contents. It did more to clear the fog from his mind than sips of tea and very small bites of the plain toast his serving girl had brought him, along with the missive.
Tom gloated over the details, imagining what must have occurred between Mr. Blythe and his lover. Had she wept? Had he? He must have needed to explain to her the nature of his occupation, if he had not done so before. In either case, what she must think of him now! His influence had not saved her from exposure of the most personal kind; his wealth had not protected her from needing to sacrifice herself for the sake of her reputation. The phrasing of the letter suggested Mr. Blythe had found it necessary to force her to agree. How could anyone continue to love a man who made such a demand? Their relationship had endangered her person and her character. Not only had she risked all to be with him, she was now required to risk everything to keep him.
Tom poured himself another cup of tea, feeling much better. He had not expected his revenge to feel this satisfying.
It was a shame the lady wasn’t more handsome, but the thrill of the act would surely supply whatever excitement was lacking. And once he stripped her down, if he couldn’t manage to perform the coup de grâce—he had his concerns, having never romanced someone of her age—he could deliver that insult to Mr. Blythe just as easily. I thank you for your efforts, sir, but upon closer inspection of the lady’s charms she did not satisfy… perhaps for a less discerning man she would do… but not a connoisseur such as myself…
Tom laughed to himself as he sat back in his chair, cradling the warm cup in his hands. “Oh, Mr. Blythe,” he said, with relish, “what have you gotten yourself into?”
 
***
 
Tom was surprised to find he was nervous as he rode across town for his meeting with Mrs. Knoyll. Though he had played out predictions for the evening’s events in his mind almost ceaselessly since receiving Mr. Blythe’s letter, he still had not decided upon his final course. Would he be tender, or cruel? Would he take full advantage of her situation, or send her back home in disgrace? Soon, he would have to choose.
The house was indeed respectable and nondescript, a middling townhouse like every other middling townhouse in London. Tom’s heart fluttered when he saw that a light was burning in the topmost right window. He marveled at himself—his conquest would be less troublesome than many he had managed; had been bought and paid for, in fact. Why, then, did he feel as if his bowels might give way at any moment?
Before knocking, Tom checked the letter a final time in the light spilling out from a downstairs window. His hands shook as he re-folded the slightly greasy paper.
“Come on, Tom,” he muttered under his breath. “You know what to do when you’re alone with a female.”
“Good evening, sir.” The woman who answered his triple summons was a tiny, grey-haired thing with a dowager’s hump. The candle illuminating her face showed every wrinkle in sharp relief; the shadows it cast on the wall behind her danced like devils at some unholy rite. “Please, come this way. You are expected.”
“Excellent,” he said, trying to sound bold, but feeling rather like a boy arriving at a birthday party for some richer child. “Has she… I mean, ah…”
“Your guest is already upstairs, and supper has been laid out for you,” she said, far cooler than he.
“Thank you. Yes. Very good. I’ll just… go up, shall I?”
“When you get to the top of the stair, it will be the door on your right. Here’s your key, sir, and do take the candle. It’s rather dark up there.”
“Excellent,” he said again, almost whispering it.
The candle guttered as he ascended the stair, his heart beating a savage tattoo at every creak or pop of the wood beneath his feet. He was sweating under his wig, under his arms, where the band of his trousers pressed against his waist. All his gloating daydreams seemed inane now, and it occurred to him that perhaps he’d been a fool to try to cuckold Mangum Blythe. The man was notoriously unscrupulous—what was to stop him from waiting behind the door for Tom, cudgel in hand? He already had his fee…
Enough, Tom told himself. Standing up straight, he knocked once, then let himself in.
No villain waited for him, only a nicely furnished room, warm from a good fire burning in the hearth. A cold supper had been set out on a table, a chicken and some salads, and there was wine breathing in a decanter. There was no sign of Mrs. Knoyll. Tom took a deep breath.
“Hello?” he called.
“Just a moment,” came the muffled reply, from behind a door that Tom assumed led to the boudoir.
“Take your time,” he replied, and helped himself to a glass of wine, to steady himself.
He heard the door open, and turning, almost startled at the unexpected sight of Mrs. Knoyll, already in a state of undress, her hair spilling unbound over her shoulders, dark and straight. She had shed her mantua and stood there in her chemise, stays, and petticoats; the whiteness of the linen was almost blinding in the dim chamber. She looked like a saint, or perhaps a sacrificial virgin.
Tom reminded himself that she was neither—she was only a woman. His woman, at least for the evening.
“Good evening, Mr. Dawne.” She wasn’t smiling, but nonetheless seemed generally more at ease than he.
“Good evening, Mrs. Knoyll. You look lovely.”
“Thank you.”
“May I pour you a glass of wine?”
“Please.” When she accepted it, the ruby red claret looked like blood.
“Are you hungry?”
“A little.”
“Let us eat, then—and talk.”
He carved her some chicken and dished out the Dutch carrots. They ate in silence for a time, but it was difficult for him to manage much, keenly aware she was staring at him every time he looked away.
“I remember you,” she said at last. “We danced together at a ball, perhaps a month ago.”
“We did,” he agreed. “I found you… entrancing.”
“You are too kind.”
“Not at all.” The chicken, though juicy enough, felt dry in his mouth. He swallowed another mouthful, but then pushed aside his plate. “Mrs. Knoyll… I don’t know what Mr. Blythe told you about me, but…” He swallowed again, unsure if words or the chicken were stuck in his throat. “I came to him… about you…”
“He told me that, yes.” She continued to nibble at her meal, seemingly unperturbed.
“When we danced, you were so beautiful.” He hadn’t thought so at the time, but now, here, in this room, she excited him tremendously. Her eyes were large, though not perfectly even in her oval face, and her figure, while not without its flaws, was ample, and very, very real. Her bosoms, only half-concealed by the lace trimming her chemise, moved as she breathed, shifted as she turned back to her meal. “I… wanted to meet you again, but I did not see how it would be possible.”
“Likely it was not,” she said, “save for a situation like this.”
“Are you pleased to see me?”
She looked at him levelly. “What do you think, Mr. Dawne?”
“Ah…” He was sweating again. “I hope you’re not… too unhappy?” It mattered to him now that they were together, and she was a real person, not an object of his imagination, a vehicle for his fantasies.
“Not at all. These carrots are delicious.”
“And as for… later…”
“Later?”
“I had hoped… and thought perhaps you hoped, given your… lack of… clothes…”
“Are you speaking of love?” She smiled. There was no scorn in her tone, but just the same, he felt small and ashamed. “Mr. Dawne, I was made to understand my personal feelings about this meeting were immaterial. You wanted to meet, so here we are. You wanted a chance to prove yourself a most devoted lover, and so you have it. I have made myself comfortable, but—forgive me if I’m wrong—you do not seem to be so.”
“I had hoped…” What had he hoped? A better question—what had he hoped that he would willingly admit to this strange woman? “I am glad you are comfortable,” he said, instead.
“Why should I be otherwise?”
“Because you are alone and undressed with a man not your husband!” He knew he sounded shrill, but this creature was absolutely confounding! Tears, he would have understood, or anger, but this polite distance was bewildering.
Only then did he recognize how much he had counted on terrorizing her. This self-knowledge made him feel cross, which made him wish to be brutal. If he could not scandalize her, he would settle for humiliating her.
“I suppose you are already an adulteress,” he said, and then froze. He had not intended to give away his knowledge of her affair with Mr. Blythe, but to his surprise, she did not seem the least disturbed to be confronted with her crime.
“I am,” she said. “There is no use denying it, if you already know. But that is not why I am comfortable.”
“Why, then? Are you really such a wanton?”
“Not at all. I simply find it useful to take a philosophic attitude toward life. Shall I explain?” Tom’s confusion must have been evident; he nodded. “Well, Mr. Dawne, I am a woman, neither young nor old, neither rich nor poor. Are you familiar with Robinson Crusoe—the novel as a whole, not just the character? Then you have read the argument Crusoe’s father makes about my situation—the middling one—being the best of all. That may be true for men, but the middle class is, I’m afraid, most inelastic for women.”
Tom remembered the passage in question, but he couldn’t quite discern her meaning. “How so?”
“Were I the subject of a scandal such as the one our mutual acquaintance suggested might become public if I failed to meet with you, it would cause significant, unpleasant, and permanent changes to my lifestyle, given who and what I am. A rich woman, even a rich married woman, may take what lovers she likes, especially if she is independent; she is protected by her class. A poor woman has precious few reasons to marry in the first place, unless it is really for love, which renders my point moot. But women like me… we are told we must
marry, and by the time we are wise enough to question that bit of wisdom, it is too late. We are attached forever, for better or for worse, and should our reputation become tarnished, there is no polish that can brighten it.” She poured herself more wine. “I am not complaining, you understand—I am most aware of what privileges my marriage has afforded me. I am simply stating the reality of my situation, at least, as I see it.”
“Forgive me, but what exactly is your situation?”
“I am the wife of an indifferent husband,” she said, without a trace of rancor. “I knew this would be the case, to be honest, during our courtship. We never bothered much with pretending. My family had connections; his, money. It was a most adventitious match. I was able to pay the doctors’ bills that were very soon to put my mother in debtors’ prison unless funds materialized, and he was introduced to the kind of society that helps further the career of an ambitious barrister. It also gave him the appearance of respectability in… other ways, which I shall not get into here, as I have no wish or reason to betray my husband’s secrets. Let me say that our union was fertile only in the ways I have mentioned. I had no real wish for children, you understand, but they do occupy a married woman’s time. No matter; I have found that my volunteer work, and my association with our…. mutual acquaintance… have made me happy. Happy enough, at any rate.”
Tom was completely undone by this frankness. He had known Mrs. Knoyll was an adulteress, but it had never occurred to that she might be… unnatural. To hear her speak so candidly of such vulgar matters alarmed him, even as it made him curious.
“Why not leave him? Your husband, I mean.”
“Oh, he would never grant me a divorce.”
“Then I fail to understand why it is you are comfortable here with me, Mrs. Knoyll!”
She smiled gently. “Of course. I realize I have only explained why I should not be. Well, Mr. Dawne, the maze that mankind has created for women to navigate is far from fairly designed. Cruel are its traps, and dire are the consequences for those who take a wrong turn. But men must navigate their own mazes, too, and while the pitfalls might be different, they can be just as dangerous. A scandal, were one to occur at this point in my husband’s career, would ruin all his chances for advancement. He wishes to be a judge one day, and a messy divorce, one smeared all over the papers, would undo all he has striven for, especially given how very salacious the details would be. Therefore, by mutual agreement, we turn a blind eye to one another’s… extramarital activities.”
“I say!”
“It may interest you to know it was my husband who first introduced me to Mangum Blythe, and when Mr. Knoyll learned of our desire to continue the connection, he was not at all averse. My husband knows how very, very discrete Mr. Blythe is, after all.”
Tom felt lightheaded. His assumptions were sluicing away like wastewater down a sewer. She was safe from him. He could not expose her to her husband, for he was as invested, if not more, in maintaining the façade of their marriage.
But it was not revenge on Mr. Knoyll that Tom was after. The thought rallied him.
“So you are protected from infamy,” he sniffed, “but not from being used. You are mine for the evening, Mrs. Knoyll, and I did not intend for us to spend our evening conversing.”
“Ah—so you do wish to go to bed!” She rose gracefully as he sat there like an idiot, mouth open. “I had thought, after our discussion, that you would not want to. But I’m quite prepared for a romp if you are. Conversation excites me, rather than the reverse.”
“It… does?” He was astounded, and honestly a bit repulsed. “You want to go to bed with me?”
“Why not?”
“But what of Mr. Blythe?”
“What of him? I have helped him often enough when he needed a woman of my appearance and proportions. I am of a naturally lubricious nature, and enjoy such assignments more often than not. And between you and me,” she leaned in, offering him her hand, as if to help him rise, “I do believe he enjoys hearing about it, after all is said and done. Any pleasure I find lacking in such unions is usually made up for by the giving of such to he whom I esteem so highly.”
Tom was more than disappointed—he was horrified. He had not defeated Mr. Blythe—he had spent a thousand pounds to be talked over the next time the man had his wicked way with his lover! With a yelp of rage, Tom leaped to his feet, shoving aside Mrs. Knoyll. She cried out as she collided with the edge of table, whereupon she sank to her knees. The astonishment in her eyes was worse than anything she had said; she seemed surprised he would be at all upset about this state of affairs. He wanted to strike her, but he also did not wish to touch her. He settled for spitting on the floor beside her.
“You disgust me.” He knew how petty he sounded, but dismay sharpened his tongue as it loosened it. Mr. Blythe had sent her here with his blessing; the only option Tom had left was to insult her, and hope some of the insult got back to Mangum Blythe. “I wouldn’t touch a whore like you for all the world. Madam! You do not satisfy. Perhaps one such as yourself might do a man willing to sully himself with an infamous slut, but I respect myself too much to handle any part of you. Get out before I cast you into the street by your hair!”
“As you wish,” she said coldly, and after rising with as much dignity as she could, she limped into the bedroom. Tom poured himself more wine, and drank it as he listened to the sound of cloth rustling.
She emerged, dressed. She did not look at him once as she left, and shut the door quietly behind her.
Only after she had gone did he begin to weep. Oh, how he hated Mangum Blythe! Every time their paths crossed, by accident or by design, the villain emerged the victor. It just wasn’t fair!
Most of the wine was gone now, but Tom poured himself what was left, lees and all. His tears salted it as he sipped. So much time spent—so much money wasted! And for nothing.
He had tried to play a game, a game he had rigged, and still he had lost. Better had he gone to Mangum Blythe and demanded the man orchestrate his own humiliation! Then, perhaps, Tom would have come away from the affair satisfied.
He looked over the uneaten supper. A thousand pounds for a few mouthfuls of chicken and some unsatisfying conversation. What a fool he was! A thousand pounds! More than that, even—he had no notion of how much of his loan he had spent in the course of orchestrating everything that had led him to this awful room. When it came due he would very likely be ruined. He began to mentally tally up what he would lose, and gave it up as a bad job. Instead, he reached for a chicken wing, and gnawing it to the bones, began to laugh, spraying meat and fat across the board.
Then it came to him—he could withdraw a bit more capital, for he still had some credit at Merchant and Mills. If he left enough in his account to cover the majority of the terms of his loan, he could liquidate his wardrobe and his things, and disappear without fear of creditors hounding him to the ends of the earth.
He flexed his greasy hands, noting how soft they had become. With a bit of practice he could surely regain most of what he had lost in his year away from wig-making.
He would use the remainder of Mr. Bewit’s money to open a small shop, somewhere obscure, where no one would ever recognize him. Somewhere like Puriton, where the wig-makers guild would be unlikely to target a tradesman who hadn’t completed his apprenticeship. He had once had the skill to please the picky, which meant he could certainly please those with neither taste nor discernment. Yes—that was exactly what he would do. A quiet life, keeping regular hours… maybe one day he might even find a girl almost as useful as Hizzy to marry, and if he was lucky, nearly as pretty.
Then, undoubtedly, he would be happy.



 
 
 
 


 
I never learned what happened to Tom Dawne after that night, but then again, I did not try to find out. I’m certain I could have discovered what decisions he made in the wake of his failure to humiliate my master, but I had so much to do upon my return to London I had no time to waste on trifles.
I suppose I have come to the end of my account. But, now that I have finished relaying all I know of the matter, I find I doubt my reasons for ever beginning it in the first place.
I had intended this novel to be a moral tale—no, a cautionary tale. A warning, not to the ambitious, but to the unsatisfied—or rather, the unsatisfiable.
Instead, I find I have written… I know not what. A grotesque of a grotesque; a novel as morally bankrupt as its protagonist. And I say that not knowing who should be called the protagonist…
I intended this to be an honest depiction of that fateful year, but I know it is not—and worse than that, even, I realize in the writing of it, I have betrayed myself. I have shown more of my flaws than those of my intended subject, simply because whenever it was impossible to know something, I have had to fill in any missing details with likely-seeming falsifications. At least I may take some comfort in knowing that you will likely never guess which parts are true, and which are inventions.
Yes… you may think I have painted a flattering portrait of myself, but I assure you, looking over what I have written, my depiction of Tom bears more similarity to myself than I am wholly comfortable with—and the more flattering depictions of myself are simply narcissism and vainglory flavored with an old woman’s desire to memorialize her youth. I am content, but there is a certain pleasure to be found in spinning a yarn other than the sort that covers one’s hands with wool-oil and sheep-smell…
I have forgotten so much that was real, and remembered many things that may never have happened. Was Tom really the person who has appeared in these pages? Was Mr. Blythe, or even Hallux Dryden?
Was I?
Ah, but what is the purpose of an epilogue? Certainly not to muse at length on what a novel contains—no, it is to elaborate upon that which was left out. I think, having come this far, you may wish to know what happened to those who played a more minor part in this story than Tom—Mrs. Knoyll, Mr. Blythe, Sabina… and myself, though that may just be my arrogance whispering to me, alongside the rest of these ghosts.
First, Mrs. Knoyll. I am happy to say that her tumble in the rented rooms did her no lasting damage. She suffered some bruising about her ribs, side waist, and posterior, and knocked her knee rather badly, but within a month she was perfectly recovered.
When I interviewed her about Tom’s conduct that night, I had to extrapolate much. She was far less willing to report on his folly than Mr. Blythe, who went so far as to write down the contents of their conversations, when I told him I wished to keep a personal record of these events. Those passages are likely the most accurate, now that I have decided to make that private record public…
I get the impression Mrs. Knoyll was embarrassed for Tom—that she pitied him. I was not able to devote as much time as I might have liked to her, given the complexity of her character; know, then, that she was a queer creature, hard and soft in equal measure. At public rallies and in private salons I saw her viciously denounce politicians and individuals who supported the institution of slavery, resisted the advancement of women’s rights, or supported the enclosure of commons. But whenever Tom Dawne was mentioned, she would go quiet, shake her head, and excuse herself until she was certain the subject had changed.
It is my pleasure to tell you that she and Mr. Blythe lived quite happily in their own unconventional way. Their lives, while divided by circumstance, were cleaved together through mutual affection, confidence in the heart of the other, and patience. Only that patience went unrewarded, for Mrs. Knoyll predeceased her husband, succumbing to a suppurating tumor in her breast when she still had more dark hairs on her head than gray. Her husband, good man, allowed Mr. Blythe to stay with her during her final days, and aid her in any way he could while she faded.
If Mr. Blythe ever connected with another as he did with Mrs. Knoyll, I never knew of it. He was most affected by her passing, but before and afterwards he continued to work, and to take immense pleasure in it, until the end of his days. Those like me, who knew him well, were not surprised. He was a fine master, a constant source of inspiration for me. I miss him every day, and until I retired, long after training my own apprentice, I strove to emulate him in the way I conducted both myself and my business.
In only one way did I deviate from his methods. When Mr. Blythe completed his apprenticeship, he moved away from his mistress and set up his own enterprise. I had no compelling reason to sever ties with him, as he did with the one who trained him, and so I lived with him until his passing.
It was not always easy, remaining so close to him, for I never ceased to care for him. It was difficult, at times, but he was not—nor was he ever—my only love. I have had many affairs over the years, some that lasted, others that were mere momentary pleasures, enduring only in their ability to make an old woman smile as she recollects them.
And of course, there was my dear Amadi Reed, whom I discovered more fully the same night I discovered my own past. He and I never separated; how could we, being bound together not only by mutual affection, but mutual disappointment? It is difficult for me to say which bond was the stronger, but I hope—no, I believe—it was the love and pleasure we always gave one another.
Growing old with him has been wonderful. The truth is, I have only one regret from my youth, and that is in not hiring Mr. Blythe on my own behalf. I was too proud to pay him for the pleasure. I know now this was foolish, but until he died I dreamed he would break his oath, confess that he loved me, take me in his arms… but of course, he did not. I have no reason to doubt he loved me, but in spite of Tom’s doubts, Mangum Blythe was a man of honor, and kept his vow until the end.
I have always told my clients that it was better to regret the things one did, rather than the things one declined to do. If only I had followed my own advice! I do not doubt it would have been an absolutely extraordinary experience. But, my life has been full of extraordinary experiences; it seems petty to lament its imperfections.
But, as a counterpoint, there is one opportunity I am happy to have declined—I never contacted my relations, any of them, after returning to London. Nor did they ever seek me out. What became of Hallux Dryden, I cannot say. I do not know whether he continued in his researches, finished his monograph, was accepted to the Royal Society… or if he ever found or created another woman willing to tolerate him. I cannot even tell you if he was brought to justice for the murder he committed. After wandering the woods to find her grave, I left a wreath upon a patch of loam that felt right, and left an anonymous note for the magistrate of the village containing an account of what happened to her, and let the affair go.
As for my brother Callow, I hope he led a happy life, but given what I know of him, I fear he was not disposed to joy.
 
Before I put down my pen for the final time I must do as I promised and tell you of Sabina. Many decades have passed since that cold, dreary morning when she and I departed by stage from London to investigate the fate of her lover, yet we three remain close friends. Indeed, when I told her of my retirement she invited Reed and me to move to the country, and live with her and Lysandra at Memento Memoriam, their small farm where since their reunion they have lived happily together, tending their poultry, preserving their strawberries, and weaving the very fine wool from their flock of sheep into shawls for the poor. We all get along most amiably, never quarreling, all enjoying our various occupations. I do not think I flatter myself when I claim it was this mutual similarity of temperaments that caused them to invite us to stay with them. I made it quite clear when I gave them the capital to buy whatever estate most pleased them that it was given with no strings attached. But of course, it is most gratifying to every day behold the good done by my father’s final gift to me.
So yes, we found Lysandra. She had left the convent after coming of age and was living on her own in a quiet boarding house, her only income an annuity willed to her by some distant aunt. She had refused to marry, and refused to see her family again, after her father abandoned her to what he had called ‘a period of quiet, to reflect on her sins.’
As you have no doubt guessed, she was very glad to see Sabina, and Sabina to see her. Tears were naturally shed when it was revealed just why Sabina had disappeared without a note, and exactly what Hallux Dryden had done to her mind as he took advantage of her person. But, I shall not dwell any more on that tragedy—it gives me great pleasure to tell you that in spite of everything she endured, Sabina has led a happy life. She does not remember why she loves Lysandra, but she knows that she does. That has been enough for them both.



 
 
 
 


 
The Pleasure Merchant is dedicated to two very real, very unfortunate orphans, who long ago were adopted by the poet and philosopher Thomas Day. Day, on whom I not-so-loosely based Hallux Dryden, was also unlucky in love; because of that, he resolved to train himself a wife (though to my knowledge he did so without the use of the sinister science of onarprotrepsis). Day’s journey, however, began where Hallux’s first attempt ended; he visited the Orphan Hospital at Shrewsbury and picked out two comely girls, Ann and Dorcas, renamed them Sabrina and Lucretia, and took them to France to educate their minds and cultivate their personalities.
He did not end up marrying either of them.
The story of Thomas Day and his attempt at wife-training is told beautifully in Wendy Moore’s lively How To Create the Perfect Wife (Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2013). A delightful and compelling read, I highly recommend it to anyone who enjoys Pygmalion plots. I also owe a debt to Maria Edgeworth’s bizarre 1801 novel Belinda, where I first learned about Thomas Day, via her bizarrely heroic caricature of him.
 
I am very lucky to have the support and love of a great many people, and I would like to thank a few of them here: My husband John Gove, my best friend Raechel Dumas, my mother, my publisher Cameron Pierce and my agent Cameron McClure. My first readers, Selena Chambers, Rob Ziegler, and Jesse Bullington. My friend and mentor Nick Mamatas, who first got me interested in trying my hand at writing crime fiction; my former Greek professor John Marincola and my friends J.T. Glover and Max Campanella, who helped me with the smattering of ancient languages; and David Nickle, who advised me during the revision process.
Undoubtedly I am forgetting someone—likely several someones here—please know that like Sabina, Tabula, and Tom too, even if I don’t remember you, I appreciate you, and you are thanked here, as well.
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