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      London – Autumn, 1815

      When the scandal surrounding Miss Dobson’s Finishing School broke like a wave crashing upon the shore of London’s high society, Miss Josephine Hodges was elated. Finally, the haughty mothers and indifferent fathers who had shunted their daughters off to such a horrible school—which was really more of a reformatory for young ladies ages eighteen to twenty-two who had embroiled themselves in some kind of scandal—when they should have been having their first or even second season, would see the light.

      Miss Dobson was little more than a conniving shyster who took advantage of the young ladies entrusted to her in the best of times and outright abused them in the worst. Jo and her closest friend, Lady Caroline Pepys, had witnessed their other bosom friend, Lady Rebecca Burgess, in the aftermath of a humiliating punishment only a fortnight before, and it had nearly broken Jo’s heart. At least Rebecca had been rescued by the ruggedly handsome Bow Street Runner, Mr. Nigel Kent—who, as it turned out, was actually Baron Wharton and a peer.

      “We should all be so lucky as to accidentally marry peers,” Caro said to Jo as they sat on cold, hard benches in one of the school’s classrooms, embroidering cases for pillows. Caro stabbed her work with a vicious scowl that Jo could only assume meant she was picturing Miss Dobson’s face.

      “But you’re the daughter of an earl,” Jo pointed out. “Surely you will marry a peer.”

      Caro laughed and stabbed her embroidery again. “To hear my mother talk, I’ll end up a disreputable spinster.”

      Jo very much doubted that. Caro was too pretty and far too clever to end up a spinster. That was a fate she was certain belonged to her alone of all her friends. Not that she begrudged them.

      “I’m happy for Rebecca,” Jo said with a sigh, picking out a row of stitches she’d done wrong. Embroidery was such a silly, useless occupation. If she had to be at a school at her ripe age of nineteen, she would rather have been learning History or studying literature, not doing the same boring thing she would be doing if she were still at home. Not that she wanted to be at home anymore, not with the way her mother continually looked at her in disgust after “the incident”.

      “I’m happy for Rebecca too,” Caro admitted, stabbing her work again. “And I dare say a bit jealous.”

      Jo hummed. “Yes, Mr. Kent—I mean, Lord Wharton—is a handsome man. And the letters Rebecca has managed to sneak to us via Flora have been so delicious. Can you believe Mr. Kent let her measure his manhood that way?”

      Caro snorted, then glanced around to make sure none of the other young ladies working with them were listening. “I’m more surprised by the measurements. Good heavens, to have a man like that.” She paused in her work to fan herself.

      On the benches across from them, Miss Felicity Murdoch and Lady Eliza Towers met Caro’s eyes across their messy work, then exchanged a grin and a giggle.

      “What?” Lady Ophelia Binghamton whispered, looking as though she’d missed a passing parade. “What are we talking about?”

      “Ladies,” Miss Dobson snapped from the front of the room, where she sat behind a desk, poring over ledgers. “Silence!”

      Jo and Caro exchanged a look before Caro sent an apologetic look to their friends across the way. Felicity and Eliza returned the look with one of bored camaraderie, while Ophelia continued to look lost.

      When silence reigned once more and they had all continued with their work, Caro whispered, “What I wouldn’t give for a man with an enormous cock.”

      That sent Jo, Felicity, Eliza, and even Ophelia into a flurry of poorly-suppressed laughter and snorting. The laughter was contagious, and within moments, even the pupils who weren’t sitting close enough to have heard Caro’s bold comment started giggling.

      “Stop that noise this instant,” Miss Dobson shouted, smacking one of her ledgers on her desk, “or I’ll lock you all in your rooms without supper and rap your knuckles until they bleed!”

      Jo did her best to resume a sober air, as did most of the others. Felicity and Eliza had a hard time keeping their mirth under wraps, but they managed to swallow and go on with their work.

      In fact, Miss Dobson’s threats no longer had teeth. Jo peeked around the room at her fellow inmates. Within the last fortnight, enrollment at the school had been cut in half. The eighteen young ladies who remained were all Miss Dobson had to rely on. As soon as word of her treatment of Rebecca became public, a steady stream of parents arrived at the school’s door, demanding to take their daughters home.

      Well, in truth, the line was made up of servants belonging to the fortunate young women’s parents. Few parents came to fetch their so-called wayward daughters themselves. That only served as proof for Jo’s theory that Miss Dobson’s school was a prison for those unfortunate enough to be caught in scandal’s web rather than a place loving and caring parents sent their daughters to gain the skills they would need to conquer society. And those young women carted off by housekeepers and lady’s maids were the lucky ones. The young ladies remaining at the school had been abandoned by parents who either didn’t care about the scandal or who thought Miss Dobson was in the right to use corporal punishment on one of her charges.

      Jo’s mother had sent a letter mildly admonishing Miss Dobson but confirming her insistence that Jo stay where she was to have her morals reformed. Caro’s parents had sent nothing at all. But as miserable as those circumstances were, they still had each other, they still had secret letters from a newlywed Rebecca, and they still had the secret passageway that connected their plain bedroom on the second floor of the school with the house owned by the East India Company next door.

      “I cannot wait for tonight,” Jo whispered when it looked as though Miss Dobson was absorbed in her calculations once more. “The diamond thief will return to enjoy Mr. Khan’s party, I just know it.”

      Caro hummed in agreement. “I cannot wait to get my first look at his son, Saif Khan.”

      The two of them exchanged grins. It was almost a month ago that the Chandramukhi Diamond had gone missing from the house owned by the East India Company. The list of suspects had been long to begin with. Rebecca’s Nigel had been called in to investigate the theft, and, of course, Rebecca, Jo, and Caro had quickly become involved. Through the secret passageway, they’d managed to overhear vital conversations between the thief and his accomplices and to witness more than a few startlingly carnal acts involving the thief.

      To be honest, Jo and Caro had availed themselves of the secret passages more than a few times in the last fortnight to spy on all manner of carnal acts that had nothing to do with the diamond. Jo’s cheeks flared hot just thinking about the education she was getting late at night, when boredom set in. Mr. Khan, who ran the house on behalf of the East India Company, hosted frequent bacchanals, and even when there wasn’t a party, he procured intimate entertainment for Company employees. Jo had witnessed sexual congress in a long list of fascinating positions through the voyeuristic peepholes that were part of the secret passageways. What she’d seen aroused and enflamed her, but it also sparked unexpected outrage within her. She’d been committed to the walls of Miss Dobson’s school for far less than she now knew was possible between a man and a woman.

      “If only there were a way we could mingle freely with Mr. Khan’s guests without being mistaken for strumpets,” Caro said with a sigh, nudging Jo out of her uncomfortable thoughts. “I’m certain that if we could simply converse with the men who were present at Mr. Khan’s entertainments the night the diamond was stolen, we could lure the thief into confessing his crimes.”

      “We wouldn’t have to do all that,” Jo whispered back. “All we have to do is corner Lord Lichfield and coax him into confessing.”

      Caro arched a brow at Jo. “You’re still convinced Lord Lichfield is the thief?”

      “Rebecca is convinced,” Jo said. “Because Mr. Kent is convinced. And Mr. Kent is a Bow Street Runner. He would know.”

      Caro shook her head. “Mr. Kent is Baron Wharton now. He gave up his position with the Runners when he married Rebecca last week so that he could take up his baronial duties.”

      “But he still knows quite a bit about the investigation,” Jo argued.

      “What he knows is weeks old,” Caro said. “New information may have come to light.”

      Jo frowned. “You don’t think Lord Lichfield is the thief?”

      “No,” Caro said. “I still think it’s—”

      “Good morning, ladies.”

      Their discussion—indeed, everything in the classroom—came to a screeching halt as the tall, lean, and not entirely disagreeable form of Mr. Wallace Newman appeared in the doorway.

      “I’m not interrupting, am I?” Mr. Newman went on, striding into the room. He glanced from side to side at the young ladies, his eyes sharp. “How is the work coming along?”

      Jo straightened, eyeing the man warily. Mr. Newman was a mill owner from the North who had come to London for business purposes. He was young for what he’d been able to accomplish, perhaps in his mid-thirties, and he wasn’t unpleasant to look at. His blond hair was fashionably cut and his jaw was strong, if a little beefier than Jo preferred. Half the young ladies in the room sat straighter, making eyes at him and thrusting their chests forward. Mr. Newman feasted openly on the sights that were presented to him, and Jo could have sworn that the front of his breeches protruded more than it should. She would rather have died than flirt with Mr. Newman. Not only had she seen him in attendance at several of Mr. Khan’s illicit parties, he was Caro’s prime suspect in the theft of the Chandramukhi Diamond.

      “Mr. Newman.” Miss Dobson leapt up from her desk, rushing around to greet him in the center of the room. She patted her hair and pushed up her bosom the same as half of her pupils, even though she was a good twenty years older than the man. “How delightful to see you.”

      Jo could barely watch the exchange. She felt downright ill at the way Miss Dobson flirted.

      Apparently, she wasn’t the only one. Mr. Newman’s broad smile turned sour, and he took a step back to put some distance between himself and Miss Dobson. “I came to check on the work I commissioned,” he said.

      Miss Dobson swayed toward him as though he’d said he was there to ask for her hand in marriage. “They’re hard at work now, see?” She gestured toward one bench of embroidering pupils.

      Jo sat up straighter, her eyebrows lifting to her hairline, then glanced down at the pillowcase she was working on. Was it all just a commission for Mr. Newman?

      “Very nice,” Mr. Newman said. He strode to the bench where Felicity, Eliza, and Ophelia sat and plucked the embroidery hoop right out of Ophelia’s hands. Ophelia yelped. Mr. Newman studied her work with a hum, then glanced down at the expanse of Ophelia’s ample bosom. “Very nice indeed,” he said, like a snake about to devour a mouse.

      Ophelia yelped a second time and crossed her arms to cover her chest.

      “Never mind that,” Miss Dobson said, grabbing his arm and spinning him back toward her. “If you’ve come to discuss business, perhaps we could retire to a more private room?” She batted her eyelashes at him.

      Jo’s stomach threatened to heave. There was no doubt in her mind what Miss Dobson truly wanted to do with Mr. Newman.

      “The wheels of business are forever turning,” Mr. Newman said, holding Miss Dobson at arm’s length. “There is no time for dalliance,” he added through a clenched jaw.

      “Oh, but we have so much business to discuss,” Miss Dobson insisted, lowering her voice and adding a salacious laugh. “So much business.”

      She managed to wheedle her way close enough to rub a hand against Mr. Newman’s arm. She stood at an unfortunately perfect angle for Jo to see her eyes drop to the bulge in his breeches. She licked her lips.

      Jo had to turn away. “This is insufferable,” she whispered to Caro. “I would rather have my knuckles rapped with a switch than witness this torture.”

      Caro hummed in agreement, but before she could say anything, Flora, the school’s head maid, stepped into the doorway and cleared her throat.

      “What do you want?” Miss Dobson snapped at her.

      “If you please, miss,” Flora began with a deep curtsy. “Mrs. Hodges is here. She has requested that Miss Hodges join her for tea this afternoon.”

      Jo’s eyes popped wide. She hadn’t heard from her mother in more than a week. She certainly hadn’t had warning that she was invited to tea of any sort. It was highly unusual for her mother—and the rest of her family—to acknowledge her at all. So much so that she sat straighter and asked Flora, “Are you certain?”

      “Yes, miss,” Flora told her with another curtsy. There was a light of sympathy in Flora’s eyes that reminded Jo she was on her side.

      Miss Dobson hissed out a breath. “This is highly inconvenient. Mr. Newman needs his embroidery by the end of the week or—” She stopped, flushing, then turned to Mr. Newman. “Really, we should discuss this elsewhere.”

      “No need for discussion, madam,” Mr. Newman said. But he leaned closer to Miss Dobson and whispered something that brought a pink flush to the woman’s cheeks and a smile to her lips.

      Jo’s stomach turned again, and she stood. If her mother wanted her, at least she could use her surprise appearance as an excuse to flee the horrible scene. She sent a final look to Caro—who nodded encouragingly—then set her embroidery aside and hurried to Flora in the doorway.

      “This is highly irregular,” she told Flora as the two of them crossed through the hall to the front of the school. “She didn’t send any notice.”

      “No, miss,” Flora agreed. “Not a thing.”

      Jo would have asked more questions, but when she reached the front of the school, her mother was standing there, looking impatient.

      “Ah, Josephine,” she said without a hint of affection. “There you are. Come along.”

      Jo’s heart shivered with disappointment. “Would you like me to change out of my school frock and into something more appropriate for tea?” she asked, fetching her bonnet from the long line of pegs beside the door.

      Her mother looked her over, making Jo feel three inches tall. “No,” she said with a sigh. “Not even the finest silks could make you any better than you are. Besides, you won’t need to win anyone over where we’re going. The deal has already been done.”

      Jo swallowed anxiously and followed her mother out of the school. Her family’s carriage waited in the street, her father’s driver standing ready. He jumped to hold the door as Jo and her mother descended the school’s front stairs.

      “What deal?” Jo asked once she and her mother were comfortably situated inside the carriage.

      Her mother waited until they had lurched into motion. Even then, she straightened her skirts, tugged on her gloves, and adjusted her bonnet, doing everything possible to make herself comfortable before so much as acknowledging Jo was in the carriage with her.

      At last, she said, “You’re to be married.”

      Jo’s eyes went wide and her mouth dropped open. “I am?”

      “I was as shocked as you are,” her mother said without directly answering her. “I’d given up hope after that appalling incident. And with the footman. Oh, Josephine,” she sighed with utter disappointment, shaking her head.

      Jo lowered her head sheepishly. Part of her wanted to ask how Rob was doing. Part of her wanted to forget the whole silly, embarrassing incident. It hadn’t been what her mother thought it was. At least, not entirely. Curiosity had gotten the better of her, and in spite of his inferior position, Rob was a tease. It was merely horribly bad luck that her sister, Wilma, had entered the room just as Jo had closed her hand around Rob’s engorged shaft. It didn’t matter how much she swore that she had only wanted to know what it felt like and that nothing further had transpired.

      “You will do your duty as a wife,” her mother went on, thankfully unable to see Jo’s thoughts. “That is all that is required of you. You will not ask questions about your husband’s extramarital activities. That’s what chased the last one away,” her mother added in a wry aside.

      “His last wife?” Jo asked, dread pooling in her stomach.

      “Broken engagement,” her mother said, again an indirect answer that meant she could convey information without fully acknowledging Jo’s presence. “He’s desperate for heirs, but now that his nature has been made public, few respectable young ladies are willing to affiance themselves to him, in spite of the title.”

      “Title?” Jo sat straighter. Perhaps, like Rebecca, she would be fortunate enough to accidentally marry a

      
    

  

OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/cheekyminxthe.jpg
WHEN THE WALLFLOWERS WERE WICKED SERIES

MERRY
FARMER






