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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
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