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Chapter One
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Titus Pilcrow read the note with disbelief. Then he read it a second time in the hope he had misunderstood. It still said the same thing.

“You’re throwing me out?”

“I’m not throwing you out,” Mr. Henry Morris said. “I am giving you notice that I have found someone who will pay a higher rent for the shop, and it is all of a piece that you must make me the villain for it. Have I not kept the rent absurdly low for years? Am I not entitled to earn my bread as well as you?”

“How much more?” Titus demanded. “That is, can I not match it?” The words gave him an instant qualm. His rent was not in fact low at all, and his work had never been greatly profitable. The raw materials were costly, and though people loved the quality of his products, they were less keen to pay for them.

“An extra three shillings a week.”

“A week?”

“If you have not the funds, there’s really nothing I can do.”

Titus wasn’t a shouter, and the thought of another argument with Henry made him feel sick, but he would have liked to shout and argue all the same. His throat was closing. “I have paid my rent in full, on time, for six years, and you’re giving me a month’s notice?”

“You’re supposed to pay your rent on time; it’s hardly praiseworthy,” Henry said. “And if you had not treated me with such unkindness, always casting blame—” The familiar complaints went on, buzzing like bluebottles in Titus’s ears as he tried to think.

Henry had the right to raise the rent by whatever extortionate sum he chose. He was the landlord, the property owner, and money always flowed in the direction of those who already had it, like streams flowing down to a lake. For whosoever hath, to him shall be given, and he shall have more abundance, Titus’s father had often repeated to his four younger sons, but whosoever hath not, from him shall be taken away even that he hath.

His shop was being taken away. This was calamitous.

The premises in Red Lion Street, a quite respectable address a little way off bustling Holborn, were small, the bull’s-eye windows rather obstructive of light, but they did for Titus’s needs. He ran Pilcrow’s Improved Colours, making up his cakes of watercolour paint and his oils, slept in the cramped back room amid sacks and boxes and a clutter of canvases, and tried not to be irritated by the jeweller with his family of nine who lived upstairs. He spent more of his time wrist-deep in noxious substances than he might have liked, but he found the work satisfying, and took pride in his reputation for supplying reliable, well-made colours. He spent untold hours in conversation with artists about shade and permanency, what pigments could not be used together, the minutiae of hard work and technical knowledge that underlaid inspiration and vision. He’d built Pilcrow’s into something to be proud of.

And now his shop, his home, his income, his whole little world would be snatched from him, because he’d been fool enough to sleep with his landlord.

Henry Morris had taken over the management of the property from his father three years ago. He was a charming man, witty, lively, a sparkling talker—not, perhaps, a very good listener, but Titus was used to letting people do all the talking. That suited Henry well, and his attentions had become marked. They’d had a few drinks, Henry had taken him to bed, and it had all been thrillingly far from Titus’s quiet routine.

It took a couple of months for the cracks to show.

The problem was that Henry wanted passion in his life, and any sort of passion would do. Sometimes he would fuck wildly, or make extravagant declarations of feeling, but on other days, which became more and more frequent, he was only happy making them both miserable. He would snipe and complain, then throw around accusations, insults, and verbal cruelties that escalated until Titus was finally provoked into protest, and then the onslaught would really begin. There would be tears, screaming, throwing things, breaking things. Afterwards he would weep, and say that his feelings and Titus’s lack of sensibility drove him to these extremes, and then he’d mope in a sad, distraught manner until Titus gave him the reassurance and apologies he needed. And it would be all love and flowers until Henry felt the urge to do it again.

Titus had spent an increasingly unhappy year buffeted by Henry’s alts and rages, bewildered, guilty, and unhappy, desperately trying to extricate himself from the affair without making things worse. He had finally said a firm No more a few months ago. Henry had not taken the rejection well, even by his standards. And here they were. Titus should probably have seen it coming.

In truth, he’d give a lot to get away from Henry, but this would cost him everything. He would have to pack up his pots and powders and poisons, find affordable premises in this horribly crowded city, advertise everywhere in the hope some of his customers would follow him. It would mean starting all over again. The prospect was appalling.

“Henry,” he said, trying to sound calm and reasonable. “Please. Can we not find a compromise? I have been a good tenant for a long time. I can pay more—”

“Five shillings a week more?”

“You said three!”

“That’s the other offer. You need to improve on it. We all have to work, you know. You can’t expect to live on my goodwill after you treated me so callously.”

“I—”

Henry’s mouth curved in the smile Titus knew well, eyes glittering with gleeful anticipation, and Titus realised abruptly that he couldn’t do this one more time, not even at the price of his shop. He simply couldn’t bear it.

“All right,” he said. “A month’s notice it is.”

Henry’s mouth dropped open, shocked at the lack of resistance. “What—is that all? You can’t even scrape together a few shillings? Or do me the courtesy of a proper farewell?”

“Oh, yes, of course,” Titus said. “Goodbye.”

Henry reacted as poorly as might have been expected. Titus ignored the tempest; the scale of the disaster was such that he simply didn’t have it in him to care for Henry’s reproaches. He just stared through Henry as he raged, and felt a twinge of unkind satisfaction in watching him storm out, frustrated.

It didn’t last. He had a single month to find new premises, and no idea what he was going to do.
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He had come no nearer to a solution two days later when he went to call on Miss Whitecross.

She was one of his most lucrative clients: an elderly lady of immense wealth, and an amateur painter of limited talent who used supplies with wild abandon. As an artisan who put a lot of hard work into the colours she splashed about so wastefully, Titus found that somewhat grating. As a shopkeeper, he could only applaud.

Her latest order was for brown pink, vermilion, ultramarine, orpiment, and violet lake. It was a large and costly set of paints, and she would probably interrogate him on whether he had adulterated the vermilion with cheap red lead. Miss Whitecross was a suspicious woman who liked to feel that she was up to every rig and row. Titus had realised early on that her frequent accusations of dishonesty sprang rather from her own fears than any real doubt of him, and he had learned not to take offence. He feared he might struggle to find the necessary patience today, but he needed the money.

Her house was in Carey Street, not far from Titus’s shop. It was a wide and airy street that skirted the Inns of Court, a very pleasant address but decidedly not one for a fashionable lady. Miss Whitecross made no claim to that. Her father had made his money in manufacturing and she wore her lineage with pride rather than trying to disavow the taint of industry. She dressed and lived well, but she had never aspired to move westwards, where the height of the Ton was based, and her house was spacious without grandeur.

Titus pulled the bell. The door was answered by a worried-looking butler.

“Hello, Mr. Thorpe. Is all well?”

“Mr. Pilcrow?” the butler said blankly. “What is it?”

“I’ve an order for Miss Whitecross. Is something wrong?”

“She’s not well. You can’t see her.”

Oh, no no no. It was a four-guinea order because of the expensive materials. He couldn’t lose four guineas now. “I’m sorry to hear it, but—well, it is a very big order. Would tomorrow—”

“No,” Mr. Thorpe said, the word heavy. “She . . . she had a fall yesterday. She went right down the stairs, and her hip is broken. It doesn’t look good.”

“Oh, heavens. I’m so sorry.” Titus was, truly, for a woman he liked despite her obstreperous ways; selfishly, the loss of a good customer was one more blow in a week that was already quite bad enough. He glanced down at his expensive parcel with regret. The paints would last a little while in their bladders; perhaps he could find a buyer while also finding a new shop. His heart sank at the thought, but it couldn’t be helped. “I won’t disturb you further. Please pass her my very best wishes, and I will pray for her recovery.”

“Thank you, Mr. Pilcrow. That’s very gen—” The butler stopped dead, mouth open.

“Mr. Thorpe?”

“Yes. Yes. Would you have a moment to come in? Just for a short while. I, uh, may be able to get you the money.”

“Oh, don’t trouble her with that now,” Titus said, heart overriding brain. “Really, her health is far more important.”

“Please, Mr. Pilcrow,” Mr. Thorpe said, sounding positively urgent. “Half an hour of your time, that’s all. The mistress would want it.”

Titus followed him inside. It felt horribly intrusive, as though he were dunning a woman on her deathbed, but Mr. Thorpe had been with Miss Whitecross forever. If he thought it would make her feel better to pay a bill, he was doubtless right.

Mr. Thorpe showed him into the parlour and disappeared. He remained absent for so long that Titus began to feel quite uncomfortable. He didn’t have anything to read or a pencil with which to scribble, so he sat, bored and uncertain, on a spindly chair too small for the well-sized room, surrounded by little tables bearing china vases and statuettes and dishes, and some truly dreadful watercolours on the walls, which he recognised as being perpetrated by his hostess.

The room had a good high ceiling, large windows. If it were his house, Titus would hang oils in here. Then he thought about Miss Whitecross’s oil paintings and felt relieved she hadn’t.

Well, it was her home so her taste ruled. And Titus could only respect a level of self-esteem that allowed its possessor to decide My work is worth displaying in the teeth of the evidence. He hadn’t pinned a scribble of his to the wall since he was a child, making sketches and showing them to his brothers. That had been “drawing attention to himself” or “giving himself airs,” cardinal sins for the younger Pilcrows and strongly discouraged.

There were footsteps and muffled voices in the hall, but nobody came in. Titus wondered if he’d been forgotten. He wondered why Mr. Thorpe had felt it necessary to bring him in. He wondered about his shop.

Out by the end of the month. He wouldn’t find new premises without closing up his current place and dedicating himself to the search, but that would cost him business he couldn’t afford to lose. Maybe a fellow colourman might lend him an apprentice? But that would take time to arrange, and it would all need to be done so quickly, and he hated to be rushed. It flustered him, and he always seemed to do the wrong thing when he was flustered.

He had no choice. If he didn’t find somewhere, he would soon have neither shop nor home.

What would he do if he couldn’t find new premises in time? Where would he put his tools and supplies? He had friends who would give him a space to sleep, but he couldn’t bring his many boxes of poisons and powders into people’s houses. He might have to sell off some of his stock or tools, but if he did that, clawing his way back would be even harder. He’d seen all too often the frightening speed with which people could fall from comfort to destitution; one bad accident or stroke of misfortune could send you sliding inexorably downwards. The void was yawning beneath his feet.

He was wondering whether he could appeal to his brother for help, and if there was any chance the appeal would be heard, when the door opened and Mr. Thorpe came in.

The butler was wearing an extraordinary expression, something almost like excitement. “Please come upstairs, Mr. Pilcrow. She wants to see you.”

“Are you sure?”

“Please. This way.”

Titus gave a mental shrug and followed him. Perhaps Miss Whitecross wasn’t so badly hurt after all. That would be good.

The hope dwindled as he was admitted into her bedroom, where she lay with a lawyerly sort of gentleman sitting by her. The old lady’s face was cut and bruised in a way that looked obscenely wrong on elderly features, and her skin was otherwise an unpleasantly pale grey-yellow shade, almost isabelline.

“Miss Whitecross,” Titus said. “I’m so sorry. How are you?”

“Bad,” she said, voice thin. “Dying. Murdered.”

“What?”

“Laxton tripped me,” she whispered. “My nephew. At the top of the stairs. His foot between my legs. I fell.”

Titus’s mouth dropped open. He looked round at the lawyerly man, who grimaced. Miss Whitecross caught that and glared at them both. “I’m not a fool. He tripped me, I tell you, and I fell and broke, rot these bird’s bones of mine. He’ll go unpunished for my murder, and be a rich man for my death. Damn him. Damn you all.”

Titus cast a desperate glance at the butler and the lawyer, but neither was looking at him. “And God rot the Laxtons, all of them,” Miss Whitecross went on, voice shaky but intent. “His father made my sister’s life a misery, and his son is like him as peas in a pod. I had such a scheme to spite him—it would have been a grand jest, but he got wind of it, and he killed me.” She paused there, gasping for breath, and finally got out, “And you fools are doing nothing!”

“We have brought Mr. Pilcrow, ma’am,” the butler said gently.

“Er—” Titus said.

“Yes.” Miss Whitecross’s thin fingers were clutching spasmodically at her sheets. “Pilcrow. You’ll scotch the snake for me. You’re a gentleman born, ain’t you?”

“Yes? My father was rector of a parish in Gloucestershire, but—”

“And you’d like to be rich.”

“I beg your pardon?”

She glanced up at the lawyerly man. “Tell him, Carnaby.”

He bowed in his seat. “Madam. Mr. Pilcrow, I am George Carnaby, Miss Whitecross’s attorney. What she proposes—I must say, this is irregular—”

“Get on, fool,” the old woman croaked. “I might die while you talk.”

Mr. Carnaby sighed. “Miss Whitecross proposes that you marry her. Now.”

“. . . what?”

“You will marry her, and become heir to the Whitecross fortune, without encumbrances or restrictions.”

“But,” Titus said. “But—the circumstances—”

“Irregular, but I am happy to swear that Miss Whitecross is of sound mind.”

“As am I,” Mr. Thorpe said strongly.

“Her reasoning for this action is, of course—”

“Hate,” Miss Whitecross said. “My money will pass to the Laxton toad if I’m not married. He can go to the devil and say I sent him. What about it, Pilcrow?”

“But—what—”

“Don’t gibber,” she said with a feeble shadow of her usual acerbity. “Won’t ask you to bless the marital bed. Not with my bones. Snap like twigs.”

Mr. Carnaby’s expression was indescribable. Titus groped for a response. “Don’t you need a licence?”

“Got one already. I was going to make myself a lady, but the fool’s gone away, so fill in your name. It’s your lucky day.”

Titus had no idea what she meant by that, but he was more concerned by “lucky” in this context. “Miss Whitecross, please,” he said. “You’ve time yet. You’re well cared for. Please don’t give up.”

Her eyes met his properly then, faded and full of pain. “I’m dying, and we all know it. Help me, Pilcrow. Laxton broke my sister’s heart and his son has broken my bones. Let me spite him and I’ll rest easier.”

Titus contemplated the proposal. To marry a woman close to fifty years his senior on her deathbed, for no better reason than money on his side and malice on hers—it was contemptible. He’d be a laughing stock.

He’d be a rich contemptible laughing stock.

“All right,” he said.




Chapter Two
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The next period passed in a blur. Titus sat with Miss Whitecross, holding her hand, feeling the spasmodic twitches of pain. Her broken body was failing despite her indomitable will, and the doctor’s draughts made very little headway against her physical agony. She muttered about the Laxtons, father and son, and made Pilcrow swear he’d never give Matthew Laxton anything. “Not a penny to the murderer, hear me? Promise!”

He promised, and talked to her soothingly about anything he could think of, until a very ruffled clergyman came in with a curate in tow, shepherded by lawyer and butler. Mr. Carnaby left the parson to speak to Miss Whitecross, and took Titus outside for a low-voiced talk.

“I know she’s pushed you into this. I can assure you it will be worth your while.”

“Surely Mr. Laxton will object,” Titus pointed out. He’d been thinking a lot about that. “Could he not challenge the marriage in court?”

“Not if I can help it. I’ve drawn up a will, to be witnessed as soon as the marriage is solemnized, in order to confirm her wishes. The vicar is speaking to her alone now, to be sure she’s in her right mind and not coerced. I’ll make this watertight.” He grinned ruefully at Titus. “She’s a dreadful, bullying old harpy, and my favourite client.”

“I like her too. Oh Lord.”

“She’s had a good run,” Mr. Carnaby said briskly. “Let her die as she lived—dictatorial and malicious—and she’ll go happy.”

“Yes, but—Mr. Carnaby, about her accusations—”

Mr. Carnaby made a face. “Mr. Laxton came to visit yesterday afternoon. He asked her to show him some picture, of his mother, I think, and they went upstairs. And then—well, the servants heard a scream and a crash. They came running, and saw Mr. Laxton hurrying down the stairs to her. She was very distressed and confused and in a great deal of pain. And, unfortunately, she insisted on summoning the coroner.”

“The coroner?”

“Quite. She explained to him that she had been murdered, which he took as evidence she was not rational.”

It would do that, Titus thought. “But if she was tripped and dies of the fall, surely that is murder?”

“When she’s dead, absolutely. But she isn’t dead yet, and the coroner is not used to discussing murders with their victim, or to the victim calling him a blinkered fool. With profanity.”

“Oh dear.”

“Thorpe sent for me, but I was out. I wish to heaven I had been in,” Mr. Carnaby muttered. “To make a short tale of it, the coroner spoke to the household, and with no witness to support her claim, he concluded that Miss Whitecross’s account was unreliable. She is old, unbalanced by pain, and casting blame unfairly. That was his conclusion last night, and I doubt he will change it when she is dead.”

“Do you believe her?”

Mr. Carnaby hesitated, then spoke carefully. “She had a very painful, shocking fall. I have seen her take against people many a time, and she harbours a great dislike of her nephew. With no evidence, and no witness, I very much doubt there would be any use pursuing the matter further.”

That wasn’t what Titus had asked. “Do you believe her?” he repeated.

Mr. Carnaby exhaled, long and hard. “It is not a matter of what I believe. Matthew Laxton knew she was discussing marriage with the intention of cutting him out—”

“She was going to marry? Really?”

“She has been considering it on and off for years. This was the first time she had gone so far as to obtain a licence. One might wonder if that seemed significant to her nephew, who I believe has heavy debts. I could not possibly say he killed her, but it is fair to observe that he stood to lose a great deal by her marriage.”

“Then surely—”

Mr. Carnaby shook his head. “No jury will hang a man on the basis of motive alone, and all we have otherwise is an unsupported accusation by a dead woman. It won’t fly.”

“Then he has, or will have, got away with murder,” Titus said. “Surely we cannot tolerate that. If I am to—to inherit, I have a duty.”

“A praiseworthy sentiment,” Mr. Carnaby said, almost without irony. “And don’t let me stop you trying, but it won’t change a thing. I am not saying this lightly, Mr. Pilcrow; I don’t want to see him get away with it either, but I very much doubt there is anything I can do about it. You, however, can go through with this marriage and snatch his prize. That will be something.”

“I don’t entirely understand the situation,” Titus said. “Why must she marry?”

“Humphrey Whitecross had two daughters. He left each of them a life interest in half his fortune, that plus half the capital to go to their husbands on marriage, or to their nearest male relative on their deaths as spinsters. The elder Miss Whitecross married John Laxton and repented it bitterly; our Miss Whitecross observed her sister’s marriage and declined to open herself to similar abuses.”

“Surely she could have found a decent man.”

“When you have that much money, there are no decent men,” Mr. Carnaby said. “Or so she believes. But if she dies unmarried, Matthew Laxton gets the fortune and there is no way to prevent it. So she has been torn between her dislike of men in general and her loathing of Laxton in particular. I did think her latest candidate would get her up to scratch by sheer effrontery, but he has missed his chance, and here we are. She can snatch her wealth from Laxton at the last gasp, if you help.” He gave a wry smile. “You’ll live rich and she’ll die happy.”

“Yes, but, wait,” Titus said. “Could she annul the marriage, if she recovers?”

“Indeed she could, unless you consummate the union, which—”

“I’m not joking. If this is what she wants, I will take my good fortune and be grateful. But if she recovers and regrets her decision, I will make no claim whatsoever on her money. I want her to know that.”

“Noted and respected,” the lawyer said with a nod. “Thank you, sir. But the issue will not arise: I doubt she’ll see out the day. Ah, here we are.”

The door opened and the curate popped his head out. “Gentlemen? Mr. Green is ready for you. Miss Whitecross wishes to proceed.”

So they did. Titus stood by his withered bride’s bedside, holding her hand as the clearly uncomfortable clergyman hurried through the service, slipping a ring Mr. Thorpe gave him over her thin finger. Miss Whitecross made her responses with all the strength and determination at her command, and when it was done, Titus planted a very awkward, exceedingly light kiss on her papery hand, rather than her torn and bruised cheek.

“Flatterer,” she said, in a thread of a voice but still with a gleam of satisfaction. “He has it all now, don’t he, Carnaby?”

“The Whitecross fortune passes absolutely to your husband in accordance with the provisions of your father’s bequest.”

“And my property too. Where’s the will? Read it.”

Mr. Carnaby produced a document. “Mr. Green, if you will confirm for me that I am giving a faithful reading.” He waited for the Reverend Mr. Green to stand by him, then read out the provisions. A generous sum to Thomas Thorpe, her faithful butler, and as much again to her housekeeper, Mrs. Matilda Thorpe. Multiple small bequests to her other servants, and everything else of which she died possessed to—

“Titus Caesar Pilcrow? Caesar?” she croaked.

“My father was greatly interested in Roman imperial history.”

“Imbecile. Go on, Carnaby.”

The rest of which she died possessed was bequeathed absolutely to her lawful husband, Titus Caesar Pilcrow, with the exception of one pound to Matthew Laxton, her sister’s son, in recognition of all the love Miss Whitecross bore him.

“In those words,” she said querulously. “And why must I leave him anything?”

“Only so he can’t claim he was forgotten,” Mr. Carnaby said in soothing tones. “Are these your wishes, Mrs. Pilcrow?”

“Mrs.—ha. Seventy-eight years without a dratted man in my life and now this tomfoolery. Yes, that’s my wish. Everyone hear me? Pilcrow has it all.”

The reverend, the curate, the lawyer, the doctor, and the butler all nodded. She raised her clawed hand, took the pen, scrawled ink on the document, watched with sharp eyes as the two clergymen signed as witnesses, and gave a long sigh. “That’s done. And I’m sorry, Pilcrow.”

“Excuse me?”

“The money was a curse to me, and it will be a curse to you. Laxton drained my sister dry for it. I’ve spent my life surrounded by leeches, waiting for people to turn on me because they only want one thing. And they always turn, you’ll find that out yourself. Everyone is out for what they can get. All of you, grasping vultures—”

“If you want to annul the marriage now, you may,” Titus told her. “Or do it when you wake up hale and hearty tomorrow; I shan’t object. But those paints I made up are downstairs, and I will insist on payment of that four-guinea bill, madam, so don’t think you’re getting away without.”

Her lips parted, then twisted upward. “Ha! There’s an honest man. I should have married a shopkeeper long ago.” She fumbled for his hand. “Swear to me, Pilcrow. Laxton will come at you for money, but he shan’t have a penny. Swear.”

Titus pressed her fingers very gently. “I won’t give him anything.”

“Your oath!”

“You have my word.”

She let out a long hiss, and subsided back. “Good. Good. Now get out, all of you; I have dying to do. Not you, fool,” she added to Mr. Thorpe, and reached for him. He took her hand with a fond look.

Titus retreated downstairs with the lawyer, who rang for sherry in a decisive manner, remarking when the drinks came, “You look like you need it.”

“I’m not quite sure what I’ve just done.”

“Helped a good old soul die easy. An evil-tempered, thoroughly pigheaded, good old soul.” Mr. Carnaby raised his glass; Titus raised his own. “She’ll end easier for this. Whereas, as she indicated, your problems are just beginning.”

“Er—”

The lawyer gave him a wry look. “In that you’re about to be a very wealthy man.”

Titus wasn’t quite ready to think about that yet. It didn’t feel real. He’d come here with destitution hanging over him, and now he was to be rewarded, just for being the man on the doorstep at the right moment?

“I should thank Mr. Thorpe,” he said aloud.

“He has certainly done you a good turn,” Mr. Carnaby agreed. “For Miss Whitecross’s sake, but very much to your benefit. I hope you won’t hold it against him.”

“Why on earth would I do that?”

“Some might. You probably want to know how wealthy you have become.”

“No,” Titus said swiftly. “Not now. It’s her money until—well, until it’s not.”

Mr. Carnaby tipped his head. “How did you make her acquaintance?”

They talked, about Miss Whitecross’s hobby and the business of paints, and Mr. Carnaby’s work, and his four fine children, and anything else they could think of. They had another glass of sherry. Mr. Carnaby went upstairs once more, and then home to his family. Titus stayed, because he felt he had to.

A maid came to get him as the sky outside was darkening. He went up to see Miss Whitecross—he could not think of her otherwise—lying still with Mr. Thorpe and a plump, comfortable-looking woman, both wet-eyed, by her bedside, and the doctor standing. “Is she—”

Mr. Thorpe beckoned him over, and he saw she was breathing, very shallowly. He took her hand with care. “Miss Whitecross? It’s Pilcrow.” He didn’t know what else to say to this woman to whom he was married, so he simply sat with her, and wasn’t quite sure when her limp fingers became dead weight in his.

The doctor moved to pull up the sheet. The plump woman let out a sob, and Mr. Thorpe embraced her with a familiar, loving support that suggested she was Mrs. Thorpe. Titus waited awkwardly until they moved apart and then offered the butler his hand. “I’m very sorry. This is a sad day for you.”

“I will miss her, sir. In her service since I was seven years old. She attended our wedding, even bought Mrs. Thorpe’s dress as a gift. So fine it was. She was the envy of the street.”

“She’d say, A pretty penny I paid for that dress, and look at you now!” Mrs. Thorpe added with a wobbly smile. “It was her way. But she was so very kind to our Alma in her trouble—Oh, Tom.”

Mr. Thorpe’s mouth spasmed; then he hauled back his professional composure. “Thank you for making her end easier, sir. You put her mind at rest, and I’m grateful.”

“We all are,” Mrs. Thorpe agreed, wiping her eyes. “Now, will you be dining here? It is all at sixes and sevens, of course, but we can serve you something within the hour. And shall I have a room made ready for you tonight?”

“I will let the staff know,” Mr. Thorpe added. “You will want to meet them, I daresay, but perhaps tomorrow would be best.”

Titus blinked. “Sorry—dinner? Room? Here? Why would I—” His throat dried.

Mr. Thorpe gave him a look of something like compassion. “Yes, sir. It’s your house now.”




Chapter Three
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The next couple of days were . . . peculiar. Titus closed his shop while he saw to the funeral arrangements, which was to say, put everything in the hands of Mrs. Thorpe. He obtained a black cravat and black gloves, though he felt like the worst kind of humbug in them, and brought over his best clothes and a few changes of linen from his home. His shop, rather. The Carey Street house was his home now, or would be once he had confirmation from Mr. Carnaby that the windfall would not be snatched from him. He wouldn’t let himself believe it until then. It felt like more good fortune than he was permitted to have.

He put notices of her death in the news sheets, and sat in the parlour waiting for the funeral. Reading seemed somehow too self-indulgent in a time of mourning, but he did draw, guiltily helping himself to Miss Whitecross’s pens and drawing paper, even more guiltily enjoying the opportunity. He had always liked drawing, though he was quite untaught, and concentrating on a sketch of a vase meant he didn’t have to think about anything else.

Miss Whitecross’s body was laid out in the dining room, surrounded by sweet-scented flowers, since it was late spring and getting warm. A handful of old people came to pay their respects; otherwise it was very quiet indeed.

Mr. Thorpe suggested Titus might like to invite a friend to sit with him, but Titus was acutely aware that he had nobody he could talk to about this. Almost everyone he knew was an impecunious artist, and he didn’t think he could say, I might have married a fortune and I’m not sure it was a good idea, and be understood. He had been on civil terms with a couple of past lovers who might have sympathised, but Henry had driven them away, and he’d let it happen. So he sat alone, to the point he composed a letter to his brother, just for the illusion of talking to someone.

The day of the funeral came. Titus stood self-consciously at the graveside, wishing his best blacks were better and blacker. Mr. Matthew Laxton stood opposite. He was a fleshy man in his forties, with wide shoulders, a dissipated look, and the start of a drinker’s nose. He wore an obtrusively mournful expression, but Titus couldn’t help glancing up when all eyes were meant to be lowered mid-prayer, and was sure he saw a smirk.

That would be because they had yet to announce the marriage. Mr. Carnaby had advised they wait to do so, on the grounds that all hell would break loose and Miss Whitecross should have a dignified burial first.

A scandal was horribly inevitable. Titus had known that Miss Whitecross could afford the best paints, but hadn’t considered her financial situation in much greater depth, it being none of his affair. He now learned that she’d possessed an astonishing amount in the Funds and Consols, quite a lot of land, and some manufactories in the Midlands. It all added up to a regular income of some eight thousand pounds a year, a sum so ludicrous he had to sidle up to it from an angle. I will have a house, he told himself. I can afford servants and consult a lawyer. I will buy new clothes, tailored for me. It was rather like a man who had inherited a mountain picking up a single rock and saying, Look what I have! but it was the only way he found himself able to think of the change in his life quite yet.

He visited the coroner with Mr. Carnaby at his side, to ask him to reconsider the verdict on Miss Whitecross’s death. It did not go well. Miss Whitecross, the coroner insisted, was a bitter, querulous old woman, senile or malicious or both. Her nephew had said everything that was proper at the time, and the coroner saw nothing suspicious in his conduct. Yes, Mr. Laxton had stood to gain a fortune from her death, but since he had not murdered her at any point in the previous twenty years, there was no reason to suppose he had done so now. The coroner would not pursue a case for which there was no evidence except the spiteful words of a nasty old woman who had nothing to do but complain about her male relatives, and he would advise the gentlemen not to listen to fishwives and gossips.

“Doesn’t like his mother-in-law, I take it,” Mr. Carnaby said as they left.

“I hope she makes his life miserable every day,” Titus said. “This is wrong. Can we appeal to someone? A different coroner?”

Mr. Carnaby sighed. “Realistically, no.”

“But is there nothing more to be done?”

“Only to let Laxton know he won’t snatch the prize. I think we should announce your marriage and inheritance tomorrow.”

“Are you sure?” Titus said, and heard his nerves in his voice. “That is, shouldn’t we wait?”

“For what?”

“Well, suppose Mr. Laxton goes to law?”

“I doubt he’ll risk it,” Mr. Carnaby said. “Nobody is going to hang him on Miss Whitecross’s word, but in a civil case, the suspicion that he had a hand in her death will carry a lot of weight. And more to the point, he can’t afford lawyers. Between him and his father, every penny they had off Miss Whitecross’s unfortunate sister is long gone.”

That seemed impossible. “How? I mean, what does one spend that much money on?”

“Horses, cards, women? My dear sir, eight thousand a year is easily thrown away, at least in some circles. Though I grant you, running through the capital as well must have taken a deal of effort and dedication.”

“Goodness,” Titus said. “I don’t propose to make that sort of effort myself.”

“I’m glad to hear it.” Mr. Carnaby cocked his head. “That said, and to be serious, have you considered your next steps? You have a most satisfactory fortune, and gentlemanly birth to go with it. You could make an excellent marriage. A younger daughter of the nobility is not out of the question.”

“My eldest brother is married to a baronet’s daughter,” Titus said numbly.

“You might aspire to an earl’s. A marquess’s, even. Mr. Titus Pilcrow and Lady Such-and-such Pilcrow. One in the eye for your brother, eh?”

“I don’t really think—”

“Of course not. Excuse me: Mrs. Carnaby and I are in a habit of friendly rivalry with her sister.”

Titus could not imagine any such thing. “No, well. I had not thought of marriage. My circumstances have never been such as to permit it.” Or his inclinations, either. He’d had three love affairs in his thirty-one years, two of them pleasant, quiet dalliances with pleasant, quiet men, one of them Henry, who had plunged his existence into miserable tumult. He suspected he was about to have quite enough tumult to be getting on with. “I would rather accustom myself to my new circumstances before I consider another change.”

“That is a very reasonable attitude,” Mr. Carnaby agreed. “Though I doubt you will find it shared by people with marriageable daughters. I shall speak to Mr. Laxton today—we have an appointment, which I shall enjoy—and put the announcement in the papers for tomorrow. You can expect a certain amount of attention thereafter.”

“What should I do about that?”

“Precisely as you please. You’re now a man of considerable substance, Mr. Pilcrow, and there is a reason we call wealth ‘an independence.’”
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Titus moved the rest of his clothes and personal effects into Carey Street that afternoon, with the aid—shyly requested from Mr. Thorpe—of a footman. He had a feeling he’d be safer there when the storm broke.

“You don’t have much, sir,” Mr. Thorpe observed when his two trunks were brought into the hall.

“No,” Titus admitted, somewhat self-consciously. Of course Mr. Thorpe knew his previous position in life, but he still felt embarrassed by what now seemed desperately straitened circumstances. “Though there are a lot of paintings still in the cart. Perhaps they could go in a spare room for now? But I don’t have many clothes. I must visit a tailor.” He supposed he should be looking forward to that. In fact, he was dreading it.

“I will have it all looked at for mending before it’s put away,” Mrs. Thorpe said, bustling up. She was a kindly, motherly, pleasant woman, clearly an excellent housekeeper, and Titus had just a slight feeling she was watching him like a hawk. “I had meant to ask, sir, will you be taking the master bedroom?”

Titus had been sleeping in a back bedroom. The thought of turfing out all Miss Whitecross’s clothes and trinkets, airing the room to rid it of the smell of lavender and old age, felt like the grossest imposition. “Oh, I don’t know—the back room does very well—”

“We could clear it out for you to decide, sir,” Mr. Thorpe said. “We all miss the mistress very much, but she would be the first to say, Get about your business.”

“She would, wouldn’t she? I suppose you were with her a long time?”

“Mrs. Thorpe and I have served the Whitecrosses all our lives.”

“You didn’t want Mr. Laxton to inherit, did you?” Titus said, struck by sudden doubt. “As his mother was a Whitecross?”

“We should both have handed in our resignations on the spot,” Mr. Thorpe said crisply.

Mrs. Thorpe glanced swiftly at her husband. “Whereas we are very happy to continue service to you, if that is your wish.”

She seemed a touch nervous, and Titus thought he knew why. He owed his good fortune to Mr. Thorpe’s decision on the doorstep. It hadn’t been made for his benefit, but he had benefitted to an absurd degree, and he undeniably felt a little awkward knowing that his new wealth stemmed from his butler’s whim. That was doubtless what Mr. Carnaby had meant about holding his good fortune against Mr. Thorpe; Titus could imagine deciding that life would be more pleasant with a new butler who only knew him as a wealthy gentleman, not a needy tradesman.

That would be ungrateful in the extreme, not to mention self-deluding. Everyone would very soon know he was a jumped-up colourman, so he would only be paying someone to pretend otherwise. “I should very much appreciate it if you would stay,” he said. “This seems an exceedingly well-run house, and I would have no idea what to do without you. To be honest, it’s all rather overwhelming—the money, and what I’m supposed to do, and Mr. Carnaby is putting in the announcement of my marriage in the newspapers for tomorrow, and he says there will be a great deal of interest, and I’m not sure . . .”

He tailed off there, realising he had blurted out rather too much. The Thorpes exchanged looks.

“What you need, Mr. Pilcrow, is a cup of tea and something good to nibble on,” Mrs. Thorpe said firmly. “Now, I could bring you something in the parlour, but I wonder if you’d care to continue one of the mistress’s traditions?”

“What was that?”

“She used to take tea in our pantry, now and then. When she wanted a gossip, or to feel a family around her. She liked to watch our Alma play, back when she was a little one, and she got in the habit. We’d have a cup of tea and a comfortable coze, and it took her troubles off her for a little. I don’t know if that would suit?”

“Yes,” Titus said with profound thanks. “Yes, it truly would.”

An hour later, he felt better than he had done all week. Mrs. Thorpe had given him tea, biscuits, and unflattering character descriptions of all his neighbours. She had decreed, and he agreed, that he would take the master bedroom and consider new furniture, better suited to the house. Mr. Thorpe had offered to announce him as Not At Home for as long as he liked. Titus felt a strong urge to shelter behind that, but knew himself well enough to fear that if he refused this fence early on, he would shy away forever. That wouldn’t do. He was a rich man now, and it would be foolish to live as a hermit.

“No, I will see callers,” he said aloud, so he couldn’t go back on it. “Really, there is nothing to be worried about. Is there?” he was forced to add, as Mr. Thorpe made a face.

“Well, perhaps not worried, sir, but I doubt Mr. Laxton will take the news well.”

Titus didn’t think so either. “Mr. Carnaby is seeing him today,” he said apprehensively. “Is he likely to visit?”

“I should think so, yes. I can turn him away.”

“No, I should talk to him,” Titus decided. “At least once.”

“He’ll be begging for money, I’ve no doubt; it’s what he always did. You won’t give him anything, sir?” Mrs. Thorpe asked.

“I promised not to. And if he did as Miss Whitecross said—no, absolutely not. But I think I should tell him so to his face. I don’t need to avoid him, since I have done nothing wrong.”

“No, sir,” Mr. Thorpe said, a touch dubiously. “And then there’s the Comte.”

“Who?”

“The Comte de La Motte, sir. The gentleman Miss Whitecross proposed to marry.”

“Oh, yes! Mr. Carnaby mentioned she had a man in mind. Do you think she was going to go through with it?” The words “breach of promise” intruded alarmingly into his thoughts.

Mr. Thorpe rocked a hand. “She found the Comte charming, and he made her laugh, but she was no fool: she knew what sort of man he is. A handsome rogue if ever I saw one.”

“He would have made her Lady de La Motte, though, and she liked that idea,” Mrs. Thorpe said, adding with perhaps a touch of wistfulness, “And he is very handsome.”

“I don’t believe she’d have done it, except on her deathbed,” Mr. Thorpe said. “That’s a wrong’un if ever I saw one. And if he turns up to scrounge now, my advice is to send him packing.”




Chapter Four
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Nicolas-Marc de Valois-Saint-Rémy de La Motte handed his cane to a footman and strolled into the hubbub of Lady Baskerville’s rout party. A number of heads turned. He heard murmurs.

In principle, murmurs were good. He was perfectly dressed, good-looking to a fault, elegant, interestingly French, even more interestingly parented. He wanted everyone to be talking about him, all these expensively dressed people in this expensively appointed room. Everywhere he looked there was satin and silk, china and gilt, noble blood and inherited wealth, diamonds and rubies, and paste that glittered like both, and here he was in the middle of it all, object of a hundred well-bred gazes. Yes, he wanted them looking, the whole pack of them.

He really didn’t want them smirking while they did it.

He kept his face composed as he came up to an acquaintance, resplendent in black silk breeches. “Ah, Monsieur Harborough, how do you do?”

“Better than some. You’ve been away, Comte?”

“The Midlands, on a matter of business. I returned this afternoon, but since I had the so-gracious invitation to this soirée, I thought I would take a look in, as you English say.” That, and he was avoiding Eve. He had been relieved his cousin wasn’t home when he got back, and the longer he could stay away, the better. Some people might call that cowardice, and they would be absolutely right.

“Poor timing,” Harborough said, shaking his head. “Dashed poor timing.”

“My attendance here? Why would that be?”

“No, not that. Going away. Weren’t you after the Whitecross moneybags?”

“Monsieur, the vieille demoiselle Whitecross is a most gracious lady, and I am honoured to be counted her friend,” Nico said, with a touch of warning. “I should not care to hear disrespect of her name.”

He was going to hear it, like it or not. This world demanded that one should be rich, but raised a brow at the open pursuit of riches. Young men who sought wealthy old ladies were sneered at, though not as much as wealthy old ladies who indulged the young men. Eliza Whitecross was a particular figure of fun, being a hatchet-faced besom whose immense fortune came from trade. To marry her would be to sell himself, and become a contemptible spectacle in the eyes of any person of sensibility.

Well, fuck sensibility. Nico had no problems that an extremely large sum of money couldn’t solve, while Miss Whitecross wanted to spite her nephew and make the Polite World call her Comtesse. They’d marry, get what they wanted, and both die laughing. She a lot sooner than Nico, he hoped.

Eight thousand a year. A year! A mere couple of thousand on the table right now would make all his current troubles go away, but eight thousand pounds every single year . . .

He didn’t propose to miss that chance because of a little mockery, and if he had to defend the honour of his aged love, he would. He wasn’t going to risk Miss Whitecross hearing that he’d laughed at her expense.

Harborough didn’t offer any disrespect, though. He simply said, “That’s as may be, but you’ve missed your chance.”

“Pardon?”

“She married another chap a week ago, died the same day. Have you not heard?”

Nico’s stomach plunged sickeningly. “What? Married? Dead? Married whom?”

“Some tradesman, a druggist or some such. Married him on her deathbed, left him every penny, and popped off.”

This couldn’t be. Nico had been telling himself all the long journey back to London that Miss Whitecross’s money would save them. Everything else had fallen apart, but it would all come right thanks to her. He’d only managed to sleep at night by assuring himself of that.

There was a faint ringing in his ears and he wanted to sit down. He put his hands neatly behind his back, and clenched the bases of his thumbs to the point of pain. “Vraiment? How did it happen?”

“What, her death? No idea. No question of it, though: Matthew Laxton’s raging. Says she was bullied into marrying and signing a new will on her deathbed. Says she was in rude health before all this, and she just so happened to take a turn for the worse while this druggist was around. Dashed bad show.”

The old lady couldn’t possibly be dead. Nico had been planning on visiting her tomorrow, deploying every bit of charm and pathos and good looks he could scrape together to get a date set for their marriage, instead of Miss Whitecross putting it off forever with her fear of predatory men. And some shifty bastard had slipped into his place while everything went to hell in the countryside, and now he and Eve were fucked.

He couldn’t think about how fucked at this moment, not with people watching. The panic and fear and anger had to be stifled until he got somewhere private to scream. “A sad story, indeed. Miss Whitecross was most kind to me, and I am shocked to learn of her passing. I will miss her friendship and think fondly of her memory.”

He moved on. About five paces later, someone else hailed him with, “I say, Comte, have you heard—” and he realised he’d be dealing with this all night. Everyone had known he was pursuing Miss Whitecross’s money; everyone would enjoy his discomfiture and be eagle-eyed for any sign of less than gentlemanly feeling. He would need to be on his best charming, easy behaviour, when what he wanted to do was cry, or break things, or simply bang his head against a wall. That he’d left London at just the wrong time, that he’d stopped dancing attendance on the bloody woman for ten bloody minutes and she’d done this to him.

This damned druggist fellow had stolen Nico’s money, his and Eve’s way
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