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Chapter I   
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Auntie Caitir was bustling around Henrietta’s skirts, pins in her mouth, showing the well-meaning tailor who was the actual boss of the household.

“This isn’t going to be the grandest of all weddings,” she admitted, “And I’d rather have had it in a proper church. But you will look quite as pretty as any girl marrying in England.”

I’d shrunk back into a corner of the room with my brushes and my sketchpad, but I had to admit that Auntie Caitir was correct. Although Henrietta and I supposedly looked identical, I knew that any man who saw me sketching in the corner, hands mottled with ink, eyes squinting at the page, would certainly pass me over.

Henrietta, on the other hand, was resplendent in her borrowed blue dress. Her pale skin glowed with health and happiness, her dark curls spilled into her laughing eyes, and her substantial bosom was set to great advantage by the lines on the latest (and dearest) London fashion.

When Charles and my father walked in, we all turned toward them in surprise. They weren’t interested in the wedding at all, apart from keeping costs down, so I was shocked that they were having a look at the dress.

“The epidemic has worsened,” said Charles.

Henrietta was the first to speak. “Then we won’t invite people who have shown signs. We’ve been planning this wedding for months,” she said, turning toward the mirror. “No need to be thrown off just because a few of your friends are feeling poorly.”

“William died this morning,” continued Charles, his voice barely rising.

My skirts got inky as I hitched them up and strode over to Henrietta, who was turning red and looked to be on the verge of fainting. I was livid with Charles for breaking the new in his typical way, with the sensibility of a moss-covered rock, but my concern for my twin rightly outweighed all of the rage I felt toward our hapless brother.

Indeed, Henrietta sank down as I went to her, and both the Irish tailor and the Indian maid began to fan her. I fumbled around the mantel for the smelling salts Henrietta occasionally used. They were her go-to when she “suffered a sick head-ache” and wanted to get out of the tedium of church attendance or visiting the poor – but at the moment, it was clear that nothing about her reaction was feigned.

Auntie Caitir put a hand on Henrietta’s arm, but she was looking at the men. “How will we protect the girls,” she asked, and some silent message seemed to be exchanged between her and my father. They were not alike, but an impoverished youth and the death of their parents had formed quite a bond between them.

“Kitty,” said my father, using the English name that my aunt both hated and allowed her brother (and sole provider) to use. “I must speak with you at once.”

And to my surprise, Auntie Caitir arose, walking off with my father with a firm set to her jaw.

Charles also left, and I was the only one to sit with Henrietta, who now seemed nearly asleep. We were on the floor, and the expensive gown was already crumpled, but it seemed that no purpose would be served by protecting that wretched piece of cloth in the face of a much greater loss. I fumbled for a handkerchief to wipe the paint off my hands and the tears off my trembling face. The tailor had already put away her things, and she sat at a respectful distance as Henrietta’s head dug into my shoulder. She wasn’t even crying, just clinging to my body, apparently trying to escape from a world in which her fiancé was dead and her home beset by pestilence.

When Brook came walking in, even though he knew nothing about fiancés or smelling salts, I nearly ran to him, leaving Henrietta to sit on the floor, now covering her face with my handkerchief.

“Brook,” I whispered, visions of the death of my own mother flashing before my eyes. Brook was likely thinking of his father’s demise, and the sad flight of his extended family from war-torn France. In spite of all the tragedy, I couldn’t help responded like a babe in arms. “Please say it isn’t true.”

“I spoke with Charles,” he said, clasping my hands in his. “If there had been any doubt, he would not have alarmed us. He heard it direct from Doctor Simmons.”

This started my sobs anew. But I could see in Brook’s harried face that there was something that remained in his messages. “What is it, cousin?” I asked. “No worse news, surely.”

“Oh Joanna,” he said, his freckled face growing pale. “Mama and Uncle Richard are sending us back to England.”
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Chapter II   
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It took the entire ride to the port for me to convince Henrietta to at least say goodbye to our brother Charles. Though we were in our own rickshaw, we were near the rest of our party, so our voices were low. Though arranging our passage had taken days of sad quarantine, in which I at least had moved on to accepting that Henrietta’s young man had died, she had barely spoken two words together until the morning when we left.

Suddenly, she was speaking. But her voice was so low and sullen that it didn’t sound ladylike – and it certainly didn’t sound like my sister.

“Henrietta, Charles just thinks we would be safer at home,” I pleaded.

She gave a decidedly unladylike snort. “Apparently, he doesn’t realize that this has been our home our whole lives. Unlike Charles, we weren’t born in England. He calls it our home as a sad sort of pardon for his own actions.”

I sighed. “I know, but this outbreak could be dangerous.”

Her stare was acid. “I lost my fiancé to this particular outbreak. You are under no obligation to warn me of the danger.”

“Yes, but Charles thinks he is! He’s simply trying to do his best.”

“Apparently, his best does not involve any consultation with the ladies whose lives are upended by his rash decisions. Mother never would have allowed this.”

The rickshaw bounced over a rut in the road, and I winced both at the pain in my seat and at the correctness of Henrietta’s harsh words.

“You may be right. In fact, I’m surprised Auntie Caitir allowed it.”

This silenced Henrietta for a minute, but she came back with a slightly less-sure retort. “She’s probably tired of having to order us around constantly.”

I had to smile a little bit at this. “Auntie’s been ordering us around for well over a decade, Henri.”

“Precisely. And now, instead of even going with us, she ships us off without a thought.”

I had been trying to remain sensible of my sister’s grief, but my fighting spirit did rise at this. “No, certainly not. I’m sure she has her reasons.”

We lapsed into silence. I was angry and ashamed, Henrietta was angry and inconsolable.

We were quite the pair.

In silence, we descended the rickshaw at the pier, a location familiar to us only from trips to greet visitors and see people off. It was the place where we had met Auntie Caitir and Brook when they first arrived, and I still remembered the fear I felt as I clutched at my Amma’s skirts, bewildered by the chaotic flow of traffic near the boats, annoyed by the Englishmen who thought it somehow suitable to pinch my plump cheeks with their dusty fingers.

And now we were off on a voyage of our own, for the first time in our entire lives. The day was hot and stormy, and Auntie Caitir was the only person who didn’t look distinctly uncomfortable. We’d all been forced to wear uncomfortable veils over our hats, but hers was loose and transparent, and I could hear her giving some last-minute instructions to Annabel, the unfamiliar maid who was supposed to accompany us on the journey.

By the time we alighted, Henrietta was able to put on what I always referred to as her “lady face” and bid a formal (if not fond) farewell to the party. To an outsider, it would have looked as if she were simply tired, not even particularly out of spirits. But to one who knew the vivacious Henrietta – apple of everyone’s eye, the liveliest young woman at any gathering – it was a truly horrific contrast. Our father, absent though he was from most of the goings-on in our daily lives, looked pained. 

Charles did not. From girlhood, we had become accustomed to telling him our feelings in the crudest of terms, as otherwise he would never understand them. Apparently our old nursemaid was highly amused when Henrietta and I, at two years old, came up with sentences such as, “Brother Charles. We are angry because you have taken our doll. Give her back immediately.” I thought about giving him such a translation for the present scene. “Charles. Henrietta is angry because you have sent us off to an unfamiliar land without asking about our own wishes.”

But since this was to be our last meeting in many months, I decided that it might be better if at least one person in attendance felt that that tempers were not running high, and that the parting was quite civil.

“We’ll meet soon, I’m sure,” I told him.

“Not for years, perhaps,” he said, looking at me with doubt.

Picturing the high, cool ceilings of my childhood home, I smiled a little bit. “Oh, Charles. In due course, all this fever will be over, and we will be just as they were.”

Looking at Henrietta, who was already plainly ready to march up the gangplank and turn her back on our entire family, my voice faltered a little bit, but I tried to stay upbeat. Surely her grief-hardened self would eventually turn back into the girl who had turned Mumbai Society upside down.

At that moment, I had no idea that both my childhood home and my childhood innocence would be lost to me.

And that something much grander was about to take their place.
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Chapter III   
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If I had only known that I would have liked Charles’ counsel sooner, rather than later. Or my father’s. Or Auntie Caitir’s. Though I had always considered myself an independent young woman, despite my complete financial dependence on the two men who attempted to control me, I soon realized that this was not entirely the case.

Because after less than one week of the passage, I found myself sneaking through the unlit galley and social area of the first-class passengers, clad in a muslin gown covered by both my finest furs and my warmest (as yet unworn) coat. Because those garments were all that I could come up with for protection.

I was fairly sure that Henrietta was sleeping, but I didn’t want any of the other passengers to see me. As it had been the night before, the common area was completely unlit.

That was the problem.
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Chapter IV   
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On the previous night, the third of our long ocean voyage, I had been determined to get more boiled water for myself. I had never faced the high seas with a strong stomach, and this journey was telling on my body as much as it was telling on my mind. My head was aching, and my movements felt terribly sluggish. At night, I longed for the stillness of the heat that had always accompanied my rest in India. On the sea, I found it difficult to rest with the awareness that I was being tossed about by treacherous waves.

It was no wonder that sailors had so many queer ideas about great whales and strange sea-women. One needed to feel some sense of control in an environment that seemed bent on putting measly humans in our sorry little place.

In the darkened room, I fumbled for the kettle. It would be neither ladylike nor practical of me to go all the way to the galley and light it myself, even though from childhood we had all been taught to perform servants’ duties in a pinch. At least I could be sure that the water still in the kettle would have been boiled, even if it had been cooling for hours.

Besides, I had nothing with which to light the stove in the galley, even if I had been able to get to it. Carrying candles around was never a wise idea, as when the ship rolled in the waves it was terribly easy to drop them.

Meaning that I had to feel my way along in the dark. Because the room only had the tiniest of windows to an outside passage, and the night was cloudy, I could see nothing.

And I also thought I might easily slip out in only a shift and a soft summer robe, without bothering to tie back my long curls.

So when I ran across someone in my path, I immediately drew back.

“Pardon me,” I whispered, hoping that it was only old Mrs. Carlton, who, in the habit of many women of advanced years, tended to wake in the night and potter about.

But both the silence and the scent of the person who had just stepped closer to me helped me realize that I was in the presence of a man, not a lady.

And if I needed any more confirmation, the hands that reached greedily for my body – and the lips that immediately covered mine – should have done.

Unlike my sister, I had studiously avoided any appearance of impropriety for years. That was both from a terror of notoriety and from my own taciturn disposition. Very few boys or men had ever attempted to make love to me, and those who did were met with confusion and rejection. So while Henrietta might have had a bit of fun during parlor games (and perhaps more than a bit of fun with her intended), for me the merest brush of my lips would have set everything aflame.

But this wasn’t just a light touch to the lips. This was a large, hot mouth, pressed against mine so firmly I wondered how breathing would be possible. This was two hands holding me tight against the wall, grasping my waist tighter than any undergarment to which I had been subjected.

When the lips moved down to my neck, making my whole body weak, I had the briefest of moments to consider my best course.

One option would have been to scream. Even though the damage to my own reputation might well be permanent, I had long ago resolved to never let a man’s violations go unchecked simply for the sake of my social standing.

But as I was drawing a breath in, getting ready to give the loudest of all possible shrieks, my attacker spoke. The voice was not only soft and hot in my ear, it was also deep. It reverberated in the large chest pinning me to the wall, and I felt it in my entire body.

“My darling,” the hoarse voice said, “I’ve thought of nothing else since last evening. And yet you would have had me wait.”

I had no response to this. I wasn’t yet sure about the identity of this man, but apparently he believed that we had some kind of arrangement.

And if he was acting on that belief, rather than randomly attacking me – his hot warm mouth covering my neck with kisses, then moving down to my chest – it seemed like he would be quite willing to see reason. Though I could think of no way that I had given any man on the voyage wrongheaded ideas about my virtue, he seemed less threatening.

In fact, I was tempted to allow him to continue, but dismissed this idea immediately as sinful.

“My sister,” I murmured as softly as I could, intending to explain that Henrietta might wake. “She will wonder.”

At this, his hands came up from my waist, pulling the robe off my shoulders. A rush of cold, salty air sent a shudder through me. “Joanna won’t wake,” he reassured me. “I saw to it that her wine at dinner was particularly strong.”

The shock of hearing myself referred to in third person was enough to stop me, briefly, from making any decision about the large, hot body pressed up against mine. Even though it was still too dark to see it clearly, I could feel well enough that the man had broad shoulders. His body was firm, though he had a belly that was not quite as slender as that of a poorer man might have been. 

Having lived in areas with a great deal of agriculture, I was familiar with animal copulation. And when it dawned on me what this apparent growth on the man’s body was, I felt quite faint.

In the drunken frenzy that his kisses gave me, I started to realize what had spurred the man to this ridiculous (and yet enticing) behavior. He must have had some sort of arrangement with a woman who, in the dark, was excessively similar to myself.

The mistake of my identity left me trapped in bewilderment. And my shift was being pulled down so slowly that I nearly decided to scream once again.

Although this time it might not have been from horror. Or from any desire to stop the encounter that had hijacked my shocked, trembling person.

Eager though the man may have been, he was clearly restrained enough to keep his attempted seduction slow enough for a young girl such as myself – or one nearly identical to me. Instead of making straight for my undergarments, which I knew to be the most expedient course, he was trailing his warm mouth slowly down to where the edge of my shift would have been. But since that had disappeared, his mouth was unencumbered as it moved slowly downward, onto a large and firm breast that I had never shared with a man before in my life, not even a doctor.

In fact, it kept moving down until the hot lips had moved directly to my nipple. I was suckling the man as if he were a babe, and the hand that was not wrapped tight about my waist was holding my left breast out, keeping it firm and perfectly positioned for the mouth that was inexplicably eager to grasp at the sensitive flesh.

It was as if my long breaths were amplified tenfold. Although my person was now unencumbered not only by corsets, but my any cloth whatsoever (save the skirt of my shift, as the thin piece of clothing had only been pushed down to my waist, not off my body altogether), I felt quite faint. If I had been sitting on a drawing room couch, I might have asked for smelling salts, as it seemed that I might not be able to remain conscious for much longer.

“Tell him that you are Joanna,” a voice inside me whispered. “Tell him that you are an honorable and artistic young woman, with no blemishes on her virtue, who is ready to pass her days in virginal innocence until the sacred bonds of matrimony should be undertaken.”

I said nothing.

My body wriggled, practically involuntarily. It was split between wanting to melt into the man’s hot mouth and wanting to get out of his grasp, back to a place of safety where I wouldn’t feel as if I were ready to burst from the heat.

Perhaps in response, or perhaps because my milk-less left breast had slaked his inexplicable thirst, the man trailed his face across my chest, taking hold of my right breast. Even in my breathless excitement, I could feel that there was no softness in the untouched right nipple. It was already hard, as if anticipating the man’s tender touch.

With both of my young breasts now stimulated, I began to fear both for my morality and my safety, swaying a bit in his arms.

And when I felt him raising his head back up, I kissed him. The kiss that I received back gave me strength, eagerness, and a total disregard for the consequences of this liaison.

It was a passionate, but silent, response. His tongue was in my mouth, binding our bodies together, and my legs were beginning to grow warm and weak. But still, there were no little moans, none of the puckers or grunts that one hears from a married couple’s room after they feel that they are unobserved. The danger was ever-present, and we were quiet as the grave.

So when the voice came, both of us were quite able to hear it.

“Walter,” I heard a voice hiss, “Are you still about?”

Even in the darkness, I could feel my skin grow even warmer as I flushed, yanking the shift back up and snatching the robe from where it had fallen on the floor. My back against the wall, I crept back to my own room, listening to the man’s steps as he walked away.

Even the soft breathing of Henrietta and the knowledge that our door was now barred didn’t allow me to sleep.
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All of that was in the past, and I was making a most valiant attempt to banish it from my mind. It had awakened such feelings in me that I struggled to keep from feeling angry.

I was now clad in many extra layers of clothing, fur coat included, sitting primly on the edge of my cousin’s bed, trying to describe the incident without mentioning quite how forward the man in the darkness had been – or how gratified I had felt by his unexpected passion.

“But are you certain, Jo,” asked my cousin, looking into eyes with a gaze so earnest I had to turn away from it. “His intentions may have been honorable.”

Brook was also sitting on his bed, though casually attired in only breeches and a nightshirt. My father’s solicitude had extended far enough to get Brook a first-class berth (the better for him to protect us – one could see how well that was going), but it had not extended so far as the hiring of a manservant, so we were alone. And yet, my breath was shaking, and I was considering feeding Brook the same kind of lie that I gave to everyone else. For a moment it seemed a rather perfect solution. After all, it could keep me from feeling embarrassment around one of the two family members I had left. Brook, as my first cousin through Auntie Caitir and my third cousin through Auntie Caitir’s late husband, was so much a part of my family that I couldn’t bear the idea of sharing many details.

“Please don’t force me to be crude,” I murmured, practically tearing at the sleeves of my strange coat (which now smelled permanently of the sea air) with my fingers. “His intentions were clear to me.”

I hadn’t even brought myself to explain that the scoundrel had spoken of giving “Joanna” extra strong wine. In fact, the idea that the man had intentionally tried to drug me – the real me, Joanna – was one of the only things that had prevented me from seeking him out and trying to take Henri’s place in his arms. My feelings would have to be shoved down, because he was vermin, a predator. What little Auntie Caitir had shared about men’s exploits related primarily to this kind of man. “People choose to do all kinds of things, Joanna,” she would say, sighing. “Married people are not exceptional in that regard. In fact, they may be worse than most. For the most part, we must leave it to God to judge. But any man or woman who tries to take advantage of another is no better than a savage.”

Generally, these speeches had been met with a solemn nod, although my feelings had shifted after my sumptuous encounter in which I had practically been transported into Henrietta’s body.

I also knew that at the dinner table, I would have to continuously “spill” my wine to avoid betraying the knowledge that there were some around me who wanted to remove anyone who could protect Henrietta from ruin. It made my blood boil, and yet the thought of the man – as ready for carnal acts as any satyr – made my blood boil for entirely different reasons.

“Cousin Joanna,” said Brook, taking my hand. “I’m not sure that I could find the words to be explicit with dear Henrietta.”

The warmth of his touch, combined with the impossible nature of our situation, conspired to draw a pair of tears out of my weary eyes. “I didn’t think we’d be needing Auntie Caitir quite so quickly,” I managed, fishing around in the pocket of my greatcoat for a handkerchief. “You’re the one with the French family! Surely you can find a way to talk of these subjects.” 

Brook’s father had been a refugee to England in 1790, one of the first aristocrats to flee from forces sure to be destructive to his way of life. Auntie Caitir was the only “foreigner” who had married into the family, and she’d been forced to improve her French quickly as she lived amongst people who talked of nothing else but a return. After Brook’s father died, he was raised nearly entirely by his extended family before Auntie Caitir took him to India. That was where he found a new (and very English) extended family waiting to receive him.

In the meantime, just as soon as Napoleon fell from grace, all the family except for Brook had hurried back to France, and had been living there for the past several years. They considered Brook an odd bird, a French child who had somehow decided to live in a primitive colony of a cold and uncultured homeland. I knew that he wrote to them frequently, sometimes spoke French to himself, and read French literature quite constantly. I’d always considered him an equal product of both cultures, a true cosmopolitan gentleman.

But perhaps Brook had become more Anglicized than I realized, because he refused to give in to my requests. “Even the French have certain ideas about, shall we say, the way that family counsel ought to be given. And this type of duty certainly belongs to the sister, not the brother.”

I sighed, thinking back to those ghastly sessions of preparing Henrietta’s trousseau. I’d chosen all of the worst fabrics and been worse than useless, so much so that Auntie Caitir seemed to doubt whether I would be able to handle any pre-marital tasks when (and if?) my own time arrived. 

“I wasn’t a fit sister when I was supposed to be preparing for Henri’s wedding. Apparently, I’m no better now.”

Even in the darkness, I could see him smile. He lit a candle, and at once the miniscule room didn’t seem quite so unwelcoming. “She could not ask for a better, Joanna. You must know that.”

There was a silence while I thought about his statement. Brook was kind, but he must have known that a mother would have been better yet than a sister at a time like this. Or a very strict aunt – Henri had never been very receptive to any of my suggestions, even at the best of times, and this was not likely to improve under the delicacy of our present dilemma. In fact, simply admitting that her admirer had found me in the darkness was likely to completely undo my composure.

As if he were reading my mind, Brook shook his head. “Surely we have no need for sadness. Henrietta is recovering from a shock. In time, we shall quite forget these days.”

At this, I shook my head in a fashion so unladylike that my cousin risked being hit by my tears, which were transformed into tiny projectiles. “Not if she has to pay. With her reputation, with her happiness, with her life. You are well aware that the price can be high for even a moment of thoughtlessness.”

At least, this was what I had been trying to tell myself. Because the temptation to seek out Henrietta’s companion once more, allowing him to follow his (and my) tantalizing urges to their natural end, sometimes felt too heavy a burden to bear. In spite of the price, in spite of his devilish nature, in spite of Henri’s own claim on the man.

I hadn’t found a handkerchief, but Brook spoke gently as he worked out his own out of a pocket and dabbed gently at my cheeks. “Her reputation is at risk, but not her life.”

This drew an exasperated snort from me, and I pushed down his hand.

“And how many women have you known to die during their confinement, or shortly after?” I didn’t have to give him an answer. We both had ample examples, both of English and of Indian women, from which to draw a healthy amount of fear. It had been a source of terror to me from childhood, even though Auntie Caitir assured me that women who wished to remain childless had ways of remaining so. What she had usually been forced to add was that most son-less husbands were unsatisfied, and even tempted to seek remedies such as annulment. In the very best of circumstances, gentlewomen lead lives of few choices.

Even in the low glow of the candlelight, the disquiet in Brook’s face was evident. “You think her conduct is such as to warrant that particular worry?”

I thought again of the large man, hard and hot against me. I had no doubt as to what would have happened had his wife not interrupted what seemed to be the beginning of a very sinful congress. “I see nothing to stop it. Henrietta knows the risks, and he a married man. If they are meeting at night, have we any reason to think they will be sure that there will not be a child?”

I could see that Brook was disturbed, but he still had the faintest shadow of denial. “Well, let us hope that it is not so. That the worst that may happen is that they are found out, not that there is a child who is a product of this union.”

Handing back his handkerchief, I shook my head once again, this time a bit more contemplatively. “I wonder if that is any less ghastly a prospect. By cutting herself off from any honorable future lovers, she is certainly harming her happiness. And I do not imagine Henrietta as a mother.”

Brook rubbed at his temples, and now I felt that I had to be the one to offer him reassurances, however flimsy. “But how are we to stop them?” he pleaded.

“I will do what I can with my sister. But ever since we left, she’s been truly inconsolable. I’ve made my attempts, but she just gives that hollow laugh and refuses to speak with me. Auntie Caitir might have had a chance, but this is not an area of strength for me.”

Brook sighed, watching as I securely buttoned my coat, holding fast to the candlestick in my pocket. “You may speak with her. In truth, there is nobody else who is likely to even come close to making her see reason. I’ll watch the little scum royal Lord in question. You are certain it was him, aren’t you?”

I thought again of the arm at my waist, the mouth on my nipples, and the night that felt as if were confined to an entirely different plane, a dream-world eons away from my day-to-day life. Though I thought of it only with a shudder, it still sent a wave of heat through my body.

“Yes. To me, his identity was clear.”
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The following day, I slept through breakfast, and ended up taking luncheon in my room. Normally, this would be considered a nearly unforgivable breach of etiquette, but on ocean crossings one expected the ladies to be indisposed.

This added a certain bitterness to my ruminations as I thought about the previous night’s dinner. This couldn’t have been an effect of that wine, as I hadn’t allowed myself to consume any. The revelations from Henrietta’s lover had ensured that I was careful in my approach to food and drink.

After the bread and tea that I took in bed, my health did not improve. If anything, I felt yet more seasick and teary. But it seemed to be the best time to approach my sister.

And “approach” might have been the wrong word, as I was still much more comfortable when lying in my little berth alone, conversing with no one.

“Henrietta, may I speak with you?” I asked from the relative comfort from my bed.

“Certainly,” she said, her smile pretty but empty. If I wasn’t mistaken, she had been pinching her cheeks to get up her color. This was unusual for Henrietta. She was beautiful, and she was no stranger to vanity. But in the past, she’d taken more care with her garments and hats, letting her beautiful young face speak for itself without an excess of cosmetics. On the voyage, she was not only pinching her cheeks, but having Cora apply burnt cork and the lip color that had been presented specifically to the young bride-to-be for use with William – presumably in intimate moments. 

The effect was a strange one – a face that had once been excessively familiar to me was now partially hidden in these strange concoctions. Having been raised mostly in India, we were no strangers to the formulations themselves, but had always been taught that applying garish color to one’s face was not in the provenance of a young lady. And with Henrietta, there had never been any need.

That is, until her face lost is natural luster. Perhaps that was her reason for resorting to such tricks. They seemed tedious, taking an age for both application and removal.

Perhaps for this reason, our servant, Cora, was still in the room. Between my indisposition and Henri’s fashion requirements, Cora had passed a busy morning. She had just prepared a tisane for me, as I had been firm about my intention to dress and leave the bed. But I had trouble thinking of a way to have her leave the room.

“Lady Baldwin said that she had packed some sort of ginger remedy,” I told her. 

Henri stretched, her shapely arms arching above her head, pulling up what seemed to be an overly short dress and revealing carefully powdered ankles. In spite of all of Cora’s efforts, Henri’s eyes seemed a bit red, but I could only guess at the cause.

“I have to warn you about Lord Reginald,” I began, unable to bear the idea of mincing words against a person who had once felt like part of myself, a lovely girl who had been my companion inside the womb and through all of a somewhat chaotic childhood.

She examined her eyes, now half-open, in our small looking glass. “You mistake your responsibility, Joanna.”

Her cold tone was made more severe by her use of my Christian name. Between each other, we were usually Jo and Henri, though Auntie Caitir said that this tendency was childish and unbecoming.

“He is not honorable,” I continued with some difficulty, attempting to sit up and gain an air of authority. I could not challenge her on the grounds of authority, because she was right – neither one of us had ever tried to control the other’s conduct. But because there was nobody else but Brook, who had abdicated all responsibility for discussing these “delicate” matters, I had to at least try to be Henri’s jailer.

She didn’t seem to feel threatened in the least, though. She went over to the trunk that Cora had left unlatched, seeming to look for some specific garment. “That is not your concern.”

Another effort at sitting up was more successful, though I felt dizzy as my blood began to flow. “It is.”

At this, she finally looked over at me. “What, that the very thought of sin will besmirch your good name?”

It was a surprise. She wasn’t denying anything, or even asking me how I knew. The thought occurred to me that Lord Reginald might have already shared something of our experience two nights before. That would mean that Henri had pieced it together and discovered that he had made love to me. My cheeks flared, but I grew more a spine at the humiliating thought.

“Our good name, Henrietta! You cannot disregard yours without harming mine.”

I instantly regretted this way of putting it. Digging through our box, Henri located a few hat pins, and began to arrange her hat with more precision than even Cora could have managed. It was as if she had decided that I was only concerned for my own prospects, and therefore she need not care one jot for my little words.

Attempting to heal the breach, I tried again. “I only remind you that your conduct may well have consequences for all of us.”

She sniffed. “But mostly for myself. I require no solicitude.”

And when I made to object, her gaze narrowed. “Nor will I accept any. I think we have both said quite enough on the subject.”

Her exit was angry and brisk. In fact, she had grown so angry that I felt I was finally looking at a tiny hint of hope. Ever since we got the news about William, I had recognized no genuine emotion in my twin’s face. She had seemed gay enough at our meals together, pasting a smile over her face and tittering into her soup at the vaguest of jokes, but her soul seemed absolutely unmoved.

But now she was angry. Truly angry. And if I could capitalize on that, perhaps she would finally go back to the young woman she’d been before she was so conspicuously deprived of her intended. Flirtatious, yes, but smart. Certainly not the pawn of any man, no matter how manipulative.

A few minutes out of bed, however, deprived me of that possibility. And soon Cora was putting the powders she’d obtained from Lady Baldwin to good use.

Because my fever reached such a level that that I couldn’t follow Henri out to the deck. In fact, I couldn’t even open my eyes.
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After that, I was lost. I sank into a delirium which only came back in murky passages later. There were a few moments in which I was almost ready to come back to myself. I remember Cora reading to me from the Bible, and the strong temptation to open my eyes and insist that she read Song of Songs, or some passage a little more interesting than “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.” As much as I had taken ideas about innocence and virtue to heart, I was such a habitual skeptic where the Church was concerned that only the most vulgar of passages had ever held any interest for me, and I had always delighted in tricking Brook into quoting them in front of our endless string of horrified missionary vicars. But almost as the thought (“Hallo, Henri, could not you choose one of the less tedious passages”) struck me, I was put under once again by the delirium of sleep.

Sometime during this delirium, my eighteenth birthday passed. As did Henrietta’s. We didn’t manage to share any sort of celebration, as I was not conscious. But for an unmarried young woman, an eighteenth birthday hardly bore celebrating anyway – many women were already on their second child or third child by that age. The older we grew, the more we heard from young married women that they were eager to be through with childbearing, and therefore had their first children in rapid succession so as to try and free themselves later.

The only clear dream from my fever was one in which I was walking on the English shore, close to the cliffs. The moon was full, but the night was windy, and the salt air was stinging my eyes. Before I was able to find the path, a wave came up from the sea, pulling me back into the ocean. Though we had all been swimmers as children, with the constant risk of being swept off our feet into floodwaters during monsoon season, I felt quite lost. I could no longer tell which direction would lead me to shore.

In that moment, a figure appeared behind me. Although I couldn’t identify it, there was something familiar about the hand. A man’s hand.

“Come back, Joanna,” said the rescuer, and took my hand, holding it with a grim so firm that I knew I wouldn’t be able to fall.

It was then that I realized the fever must have broken. As I felt a true flesh-and-blood hand pulling away from my own, it occurred to me that everything except for that voice and that gesture had been part of a dream, and that I was now lying in my too-small sea berth.

The clarity was so bright that I felt nearly shocked by my newfound ability to hold a full thought in my brain. I could smell the sea air again. In fact, I was already hungry. Even the weight of my body in the bed must have been different, and I worried that we would arrive in England too soon. Perhaps I would still look pale and thin, which wasn’t much of a recipe for attracting a future husband. Were we already close to England, or would I be given some time to recover? I was unsure.

My eyes now open, I noticed a figure sitting at the foot of my bed, bathed in moonlight. It was my cousin Brook. And he was weeping, choking on emotion the way the companion of my girlhood had never seemed to do.

The first idea that burst into my mind was that Henrietta had been discovered. If I had been in my sickbed, with Cora and herself nursing me at all hours, perhaps her liaisons with our married neighbor had become even more difficult to arrange. That would mean that I had utterly failed in dissuading her, and even my grave illness had not been enough to keep her from the arms of her lover.

It would also mean that Charles and my father would have to continue to use their employment to provide for the entire family. It was a heavy burden, one that they intended to alleviate with increasing wealth, and one that Henri and I were expected to take on in the brilliance of our marriages. If Henri had been discovered, that possibility would be decidedly over for her, and much less likely for her twin sister. In fact, even Charles and our father would suffer societal repercussions, and Brook would probably face barriers in his own endeavors due to the sin of the women who were like sisters to him.

But, as it turned out, the worst had not happened. The grief in my cousin’s voice was from an entirely different source. My eyes beginning to drift open, I was unburdened when I heard what Brook was saying as he wept. “Joanna,” he managed. “Jo, my love, please.”

This snapped my eyelids shut.

I wanted to spare him the embarrassment of my discovery. And I also didn’t want him to have any idea that I’d woken. The words “my love” yanked at me, making me feel more out of sorts even than my illness. Brook was not one to use those words carelessly. If he was using them now, he must have truly thought I was on the brink of dying.

If there had been any hope for us, it would have been a perfect moment. I could have opened my eyes only be showered with words of love and adoration from one who had known me since childhood. One who, I realized, had a concern and solicitude for me that nobody else shared, now that Henrietta had decided to scorn me.

An idea began to creep into my heart. The idea that my love for Brook was not entirely cousin-ly, and that the way I had begun to feel nervous in his presence on the voyage was a reflection of that. Now that I had discovered a fountain of pleasure in a savage married man, I was now more than willing to discard the thought of that man for the idea of one who was infinitely more attractive and dear to me.

For a brief moment, my head nearly burst with the idea of Brook being the person stopping me at night. Of Brook’s mouth, beautiful and uncorrupted, being hot on my neck. And on other places.

My head hot on the pillow, I wrenched my thoughts away as Cora came into the room. “How is she?” I heard her ask.

Instantly, Brook was all business, although his voice was a little bit muffled by the aftermath of his grief.

“She seems to be recovering.” I could feel his eyes on me. Then he touched my head, already warm with the thought of his body, hidden by cursed clothing, and I could feel my face flushing even more.

Cora sighed a bit. “She’s terribly pink, isn’t she? Let me put another cloth on her brow.”

Brook nodded. “I thought that her fever had broken, but it feels very severe.” I could hear that his voice was shaking, and wanted to kick myself for worrying him unnecessarily. My body was no longer hot from illness.

Well, not from communicable disease. What I was feeling, as the old poets would have put it, was an illness that was much more severe.

In fact, it was incurable.

When Henrietta came in, Brook went straight over to her. “Will there be a doctor in the port, do you think?”

Her sigh was not uncaring, but it was burdened. “Harley Street is costly, Brook. We will hope that she recovers before then.”

And this was enough to remind me that our family was poor. Except for rich cousin Andrew in America, who would be wont to share the family wealth with his descendants, not anyone else’s. My father and Charles were trying to make their own fortunes, as was Brook, but it was an uphill battle. In order to secure all our futures, I would have to marry mine.

Which meant that unless Henrietta could marry the Crown Prince himself, Brook and I were to remain separated. By the dictates of both our family and our finances.
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It turned out that I was to see little of my twin before we disembarked at Bristol. Though I could not be sure whether she had taken any of my advice to heart, what was certain was that she spent most days walking the first class deck, wearing a large and gaudy bonnet that ensured that her face was plenty pink from the salt air and exercise, and perhaps from the pot of rogue she was now dipping into every morning – not from the sun.

My convalescence gave me excuse enough for avoiding Lord Reginald, which was what I wanted. When we were gathering to leave the ship, I caught my last glimpse of him. He and his wife both looked out-of-sorts, and I pulled my own ill-fitting bonnet low so that I could try and avoid their farewells. Now that my eyes were nearly constantly drawn to Brook, I couldn’t believe that I had ever considered lavishing affection (or even time) on that little sot of man. Though it may not have been very Christian, my wish that he would suffer great harm had finally overtaken my feelings of sinful desire.

Intentionally pulling my bonnet down, however, ended up being a rather poor choice. As soon as I stepped off the rampart, I was greeted with the hoarse voice of a very commanding woman. “Why, my dear girl! You really must learn to show your eyes. And your sister must learn to show less of hers, and to stop painting them, too. The advantage of this is that one should be able to tell you apart quite easily.” The woman’s narrow grey eyes scanned our gowns, along with the coats we had brought. “You aren’t either of you dressed for the cold or for a Christian country.”

This was to be our introduction to the buxom woman we would come to know as Aunt Mary. She was a distant cousin of our mother’s, and was therefore not, strictly speaking, our aunt. However, she was the most suitable person connected with our English family to take on the education of two young girls and their cousin.

As the three of us walked to the carriage, Henrietta was shooting daggers at Aunt Mary, but some of the looks fell on me. I tried to make bland inquiries, conscious of the great burden that Aunt Mary was taking on in agreeing to take on two relatives and their Irish-French cousin, sight unseen (and with little hope of compensation). “Have we any hope of going to the shops soon, Aunt Mary? I have some little money saved, and was hoping that London could furnish me with a better supply of paints than Bombay might.”

This made Aunt Mary chuckle. “Oh, child. London at the very beginning of the season? You would be thrown to the wolves.”

Brook and I frowned at each other, both disappointed to hear that a trip to town was not in our immediate plans, and I looked away. In the past days, I’d been struck with the way that our once-easy silences had changed. I couldn’t enjoy the physical comfort I had felt around him before, and he certainly wasn’t confiding in me the way he had done until even weeks ago.

But that didn’t mean that he misunderstood the loaded look I gave him when Aunt Mary made this admonition. On the contrary, he immediately questioned her. “Lady Huntington,” he began.

She laughed. “I’m Aunt Mary to you, my child, just as I am to half this poor village. You may speak plainly with me, though you shouldn’t blanch to hear plain answers in return.”

He cleared his throat. “Aunt Mary. My mother told me that we were bound for London.”

Her voluminous person disappeared into a carriage. “Get in, all of you. And then I will furnish an explanation.”

This she did as we were jostled about in what sounded to be the very noisy streets of Bristol. “We will head to your uncle’s country house.”

Henrietta drew her breath in at this. “Are we not to be in London at all during the season?”

That was not precisely my thought. I could have done without the assemblies and the inevitable stuffiness of court, but I was more than ready to see the museums – as well as some of the more beautiful private collections.

And, of course, I was eager to see Henri settled as soon as possible. Though I had never been a believer in hasty marriages, I was beginning to fret that her reputation might not last for more than one London season. The social demands were notoriously difficult to uphold for young women, especially fortune-seekers such as my twin and me. For, if I truly admitted it, she was a fortune-seeker. And I, not expecting to be able to make a brilliant match for myself, was a secondhand fortune-seeker willing to do anything to help my sister secure a place in society.

At Henrietta’s hurried mention of the awful London season, Brook chimed in readily. “I would also like to go to town, in order to seek employment with a friend of my mother’s.”

Aunt Mary looked him over. “Determined to make your own fortune, eh? Even though you’re in their father’s line?”

I shifted in my seat. Because Auntie Caitir had married her second cousin, Brook was actually second-in-line to receive an inheritance from my father. But with Charles about, it was a rather pointless position. On my father’s death, which was likely to happen well into the future, Charles or any future sons of his would inherit. Of course, at the present moment even I was aware that they had more debts than cash, but with more years in business they were sure to build up a respectable amount for Charles and his future wife and heirs.

“I am determined, yes,” said Brook. And, thinking of his endless investment schemes, I realized that he was more than determined. “May I go to town earlier?” he pressed.

Aunt Mary looked skeptical. “Not Paris, then? With you a Frenchman, I thought you might want to try that wild city. All is in uproar, but more than one man is coming out with riches.”

He shook his head. “My father’s family is in the countryside. Besides, I am English.”

“That’s no reason not to live in Paris. You may be deprived of a Grand Tour, but you’d learn far more through work.”

I could tell that Brook was searching for the words, unwilling to be rude with his cousin’s relative, but also unwilling to agree that France was the place for him. “I am English. It is not my home. I know that in town, if I work at it, I will be able to stay. Which is why I am hoping to trespass on your hospitality for only a matter of days.”

I shifted, uneasy at the thought of Brook abandoning me. Fortunately, Aunt Mary unwittingly came to my aid.

She shook her head firmly, her jowls shaking as well. “My child, London will wait. I have business in the country. In a month or so, we may all go to town. Until then, you will rest and allow your cousin Joanna to regain her health.”

The three of us looked at each other, stupefied. Though it was rather forward, I had to ask her about the source of her excellent information. “How did you know that I was ill on the voyage?”

“You take after your grandmother. She never had much of a stomach for ocean crossings.”

At this, I couldn’t help meeting Brook’s eyes again. He was sitting next to my aunt, and had a particularly pronounced smile. “But Henrietta was quite well on the village.”

She raised her eyebrows. “Yes, I can see. Quite so,” she said, implying that Henrietta may have been a bit too well on the voyage.

Our aunt seemed like some sort of witch, and for Henrietta’s sake I blushed. I hoped that her implication had been only that Henrietta looked healthy, not that she had been enjoying overly pleasurable male companionship. “Really, but Aunt Mary, how could I take after my grandmother if Henrietta does not?”

I could feel my twin relaxing beside me, and I hoped that at the end of the village she might go so far as to allow me to embrace her again.

“You two are not anything alike,” proclaimed Aunt Mary. “Anyone with half a view of you, or the opportunity to hear your voice, would know you at once.”

Brook nodded gravely at this. “I agree.”

For the first time, Henri let herself be drawn into the conversation. “But that has never been true! Nobody at home could tell us apart easily. Except for mother, and Ama, and Auntie Caitir.”

“And me!” added Brook, looking a little scandalized.

I smiled, and I could see that Henrietta shared the memory. “Not when we try to trick you, Brook.”

Aunt Mary’s voice was booming. “Well, neither of you two shall be able to trick me. You would do well to remember that.”
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We remembered it the next day. All of us were forced to attend a rather dull church service. Although I was looking around eagerly at the actual church, very interested in the architecture of the plain but simple little building, Henrietta only picked at her sleeves the entire service. Brook almost fell asleep, and the hymns were so dull that I did not wonder at his boredom.

After the service ended, the three of us were rather revived, hoping that the opportunity for social intercourse with true English country-dwellers would redeem the entire service. But for some reason, rather than staying to enjoy her position in the community, Aunt Mary seemed determined to whisk us away quickly. Aunt Mary was attempting to shepherd us all out of church as a group while the organ still echoed from the final hymn, but she was betrayed by her own elderly aunt, a lady called Josephine who had grand manners but very little hearing.

“This new manner of vestments is very alarming,” Josephine was warbling to the vicar, who was nodding along with her. The elderly woman had lost so many teeth that it was difficult to understand her words. And I wondered at the “new” vestments – compared to the few vicars who were in India, serving missions among the poor, I thought that the local man was dressed in a rather stuffy fashion. His sweaty face rather blended with his neck to begin with, and the hot long robes only advanced that effect.

Meanwhile, a very stylishly dressed trio approached. The lady was small and thin, almost like a child, with massive curls arranged under a hat that seemed to sink half of her head. Her chin was small and pointed, and although her eyes seemed lined, otherwise she looked diminutive enough to be an ugly but droll little child.

One of the men was also thin, although unlike the lady, he simply seemed to look old and a bit tired, with no interesting features to redeem his dull face. But there was a second man. His hair was light, his eyes were a bright green, and his body was anything but thin. He looked almost Pagan in the little church, much too handsome to fit in with the hard pews and the hymns about chastity and suffering.

Aunt Mary rocked back a forth for a moment, looking over at her aunt. She seemed to calculate the impossibility of extricating us in just a minute, and swept over to the trio that had approached us to perform a round of introductions.

After the usual bows and pleasantries, the flaxen-haired man (who was revealed to be the brother of the local landowner) spoke particularly to us. “Are you pleased with the countryside so far?” This Mr. Stackpole seemed to stand with the utmost arrogance, practically daring the women of the room to admire him.

Unfortunately, even with me, his stance achieved the desired effect. I took care to arrange my hands elegantly, wondering if my appearance had shown any improvement since Aunt Mary’s gloomy pronouncements of the day before, and made an attempt at a becoming smile.

Henrietta, who never cared to hide her interest, made it known right away that she was not impervious to the charms of Mr. Lucas Stackpole. She immediately stood straighter, and answered in her clear, intoxicating tones. “We’ve hardly any chance to be pleased. After just having arrived, we have only slept and been to church.”

It seemed that after this last detail, Henrietta smiled a bit too broadly.

Aunt Mary’s eyes immediately flicked over. Auntie Caitir had warned us about the stiff morality of true English shores, and it appeared that even mentioning the idea of sleep came to close to matters that might transpire between virtuous married gentlemen and their virtuous and faithful wives.

Then the vicar fairly demanded Aunt Mary’s intervention, and she was forced to walk away as the brother, his eyes already glistening with delight, responded to Henrietta.

“A very virtuous family, then. But that sounds dull. Will you not come join our little family?”

Henrietta smiled, and began to speak, but Brook stepped into Aunt Mary’s role and cut her off. “I’m afraid we would not wish to impose ourselves on the lady of the house.”

All eyes were now turned toward Lady Stackpole, in the expectation that she might politely issue some sort of invitation. But she simply shifted in her expensive lace dress, dark and perfect for an ostentatious Sunday afternoon. Doubtless half the women in the church, bored nearly to tears as I was, had spent the whole of the service admiring it and wondering at the cost. “I’m afraid we had no plans for any particular gathering. Perhaps my brother is mistaken. But do be assured that we will call on you directly,” she added, showing in her tone that she neither wished to nor expected to call.

Aunt Mary was already back, our elderly and loquacious little relative in tow. “We will soon be in town, at any rate. I bid you all good day.”

Again, there were the same rounds of polite nothings. But I heard Henrietta say quietly to Mr. Lucas Stackpole that “We shan’t be likely to head there too soon. We’re not yet out, and Aunt Mary thinks that town is much too sinful.”

His response was not quite so quiet as hers, perhaps because it would have seemed innocent to one who had not heard the antecedent. “In that case, I rather wonder that you don’t head there at once.”

As we walked away, I could still feel the eyes of Mr. Lucas Stackpole following our little party.

And I imagined that this was not for my sake. Apparently, he had already settled on Henrietta.
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