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BONUS

First chapter of my novel THE MAIDENHEAD is at the
end of MOOD INDIGO


CHAPTER ONE

 

The old Hindu, his cadaverous body wrapped in
the loose white dboti, sat with his legs entwined before
him, his back against the cart’s high, wooden wheel. He held the
chipped and cracked porcelain cup between brown, gnarled hands.
Beneath the hazy light of England’s August sun, his hooded eyes
studied with detachment the mystical arrangement of tea leaves, the
dregs that were left in Lady Jane Lennox’s cup.

Captain Terence MacKenzie of Her Majesty’s Royal
Dragoons watched the uncommonly tall young woman arch a skeptical
brow—a raven’s wing, as black as her high- piled cluster of curls.
Her beauty was more subtle than breathtaking and she was the
personification of unbending pride. Quite different, he thought,
from the awkward little girl who at one time had run to hide her
ungainly height from visitors. Now Jane carried her regal frame
with a magnificent sense of the old noblesse.

God damn them to hell.

Terence shook his tawny head at her, counseling
patience, and her too-wide mouth formed a piquant moue of feigned
long-suffering.

The swami at last spoke, almost reluctantly it
seemed. His Tamil dialect was but strange mutterings to Lady Jane.
The officer, however, was quite familiar with it. Not yet
thirty-two, he had absorbed the Hindustani language during three
years of distinguished military service in India for His Majesty
King George III.

The boisterous jetsam of humanity that crowded
Wychwood’s green for St. Bartholomew’s Fair made listening
difficult. At the nearby puppet show Punch and Judy clobbered each
other with shrill yells, and at the wagon’s far side two men
sparred in a boxing match, championed by shouts of encouragement
from the spectators. The officer propped an immaculately shined
Hessian boot on the colorful cart’s tailgate and leaned closer to
hear the old Hindu.

“Puphiyawar, nwengel santhikkavendum oru adayala
man-itharai, ” the swami murmured in what seemed a resigned
tone.

When he paused between breaths, Terence translated.
“The stranger you are to meet is a marked man.”

Lady Jane rapped the epaulettes of the officer’s
scarlet coat with her ivory fan. “Faith, Terence, that diddle the
gypsies can do better.”

“But not as authentically.” The East had taught him
well the existence of that supernatural outer realm. Yet he did not
fear that realm as others did. Perhaps that was why the wagon, off
from the welter of gaily decorated booths, had drawn him. He nodded
at the Hindu. “Go on, old man.”

Once again the swami spoke, and the lean, sun-browned
officer translated. “He says, Jane, that like the stranger, you,
too, shall be marked.”

The young woman, the salon set’s favorite, laughed, a
delightful trill that for the past three years the courtiers of the
Queen’s Buckingham House had enjoyed—though not as much as they had
suffered under her sharp tongue. “And, pray, Terence, what of
you?”

He was a little above average height; still, his
deep-set, long-lashed eyes were on a level with those of the young
woman he had known since she was six and he sixteen. After his
twenty-first year, he had served duty in England’s various foreign
colonies; but those five years he had had with Jane, before the
thin, hulking girl matured into the magnetic young woman before
him—yes, those years had wrought his dreams. He saw in her
blue-violet eyes that she was irrevocably in love with him.

He returned his gaze to the swami and fired off a
rapid sentence in Tamil, then translated the answer. “The old man
says that I, my dear Jane, wait for you at the end of a long
road.”

“You’re making that up!” she accused, laughing again.
Her mouth lost that little-girl vulnerability to form a
delightfully appealing curve at the comers of her lips. The lips
were asymmetrical, with the top too narrow and the bottom much
fuller and wider. But no one ever noticed, for it was her
exceptionally beautiful eyes in the fair face that enchanted.

He flipped the swami a shilling and guided her back
into the stream of revelers heading for the bowling green. “I’m not
making it up at all. I don’t have to, for it is indeed the truth. I
shall yet have you.”

With a flick of her wrist, Jane splayed the fan’s
ribs and waved it against the English countryside’s muggy heat and
stench of unwashed people. “Do you seriously think you will?” she
challenged.

Her face was animated with a lively intelligence
that, apart from her eyes’ extraordinary color, had been her only
redeeming quality as a homely, love-starved child; for her hair had
been a dull, lifeless black without the glorious luster its cascade
of ringlets now possessed.

“Do not doubt me, Jane.”

The breathless excitement eased from her lips, and
she looked away, her eyes as bleak as a channel fog. “My father
will never consent to marriage with a—a natural son.”

Terence’s smile was frank—and relentless. “And the
fact that I am Lady MacKenzie’s bastard, will that stop
you?”

She halted in the midst of the jostling villagers,
unaware of the sudden awkward curtseys and doffing hats made by the
few who recognized Lord Wychwood’s daughter, and faced him. “No
less than it shall stop you, Terence.”

He drew his fingertips in a line along both sides of
her jaw and kissed her, there before everyone—including lackeys and
hirelings who would carry the story back to her father. He felt her
hungry response, restrained only by the curious eyes. “With your
love,” he murmured into her mouth, “nothing shall stop me, Jane.
Nothing.”


CHAPTER TWO

 

Lady Jane Lennox felt as if she were in the
Haymarket or Drury Lane Theatre, watching—but not a part of the
revelry that went on about her. It was one of those private dinners
where the cabinet ministers met hastily after the meal to discuss
the kingdom’s problems.

This time the problem was twofold: budgeting the
troops for the protection of the American colonies without further
taxation, and controlling the few rabble-rousers stirring up
trouble, mostly in Massachusetts and Virginia, the latter being the
oldest, largest, and wealthiest of Great Britain’s colonies. The
empire that ranged from the dusty plains of India to the green
islands of the Caribbean to the ramparts of Quebec had long since
outgrown the British Isles.

This time the private dinner was at the crenellated,
Tudor-style Bedford House with its forty-two indoor and outdoor
servants. These did not include the page boys and blackamoors who
hovered discreetly in the shadows of the marbled pilasters where
the prismed candlelight of four giant crystal chandeliers did not
quite reach. Chamber music drifted down from the gallery to provide
entertaining sonatas for the guests.

In her honorary position as part of Queen Charlotte’s
retinue, Lady Jane Lennox stood in attendance beside the royal
couple, towering over both of them. George III, a young man with
straight, thick lips and vapid blue eyes, wore his jeweled crown of
state with a notable lack of regal bearing, unlike the French and
Spanish Bourbon kings.

Few apart from Jane and the queen, the king’s valet,
and the royal doctors ever suspected from George Ill’s robust
appearance that the stuffy monarch was periodically bled, cupped,
and fed asses’ milk. For a recurring mental aberration, so the word
went. Whatever the problem, it did not hinder his determination to
keep the reins of government from his ministers. More than once
Jane had overheard that George III was buying up boroughs to stack
the House of Commons in his favor.

At his side Queen Charlotte was gowned in white satin
edged with royal purple ermine. The king and his thin German queen,
whose dark-skinned features gave her a pleasant appearance, watched
with staid countenances the procession of peacocks.

Gallants, known as macaronis for their grand tours of
Italy, pranced by in red heels, gold brocade coats, lavishly curled
perukes, hose-padded calves, and flagrant codpieces to enhance that
certain private part of their anatomies.

The women were no less flamboyant. Mouse-skin strips
covered shaven eyebrows and often slipped with the heat; enormous
paniered skirts distorted the body’s natural shape; multi-tiered
wigs of artificial and natural hair, pomade, and powder towered a
yard high. One dame’s coif actually resembled a frigate under full
sail.

Jane was accustomed to these extravagant displays at
soirees, fetes, banquets, and grand balls. She was also utterly
bored. Here among the fops, she longed for Terence—for the sight of
his superb soldier’s physique, for his directness that blunted the
mincing conversation of the dandies at court, for his shrewd mind
that challenged hers. He had held a fascination for her beginning
with that first rose he had plucked from her mother’s garden and
handed her.

At first, as the lonely, sole child of Wychwood
Estates, she desperately wished and pretended he was her brother;
then gradually during those many splendid hours he had spent with
her and her mother—or the best times, with only herself—she became
glad he was not.

She knew Terence, as a bastard, would not be invited
to such a distinguished gathering of MP’s, barristers, baronets,
and earls; nor would he be invited to the Lennox country estate at
Wychwood. Her father would never countenance that. As a Member of
Parliament, he was most assuredly aware that Terence’s regiment had
recently been called back from India for a more pressing
assignment. Yet she doubted whether her father knew that the week
before she had spent St. Bartholomew’s Day with Terence. Her father
was too busy, had always been too busy with politics and position
to think of his daughter.

Perhaps if her mother had not taken her life that
year Jane was seven . . . But then she would not have had Terence
all to herself to enjoy those next five years. She had waited for
him all this time. There would be no other for her.

Her gaze sought out her father’s exceptionally tall
figure. He was deep in conversation with the fiftyish, Roman¬nosed
Lord Sandwich. As the scandalous First Lord of the Admiralty, Lord
Sandwich was a member of the Hell’s Fire Club, a secret society
whose members, so gossiped the wags, held orgies in the abandoned
Medmenham Abbey with young women dressed as nuns. With the two men
was the new Secretary for the Colonies, the supercilious Lord
George Germain, said by London’s Fleet Street to be a
homosexual.

The exchange between her father and his coterie of
peers was interrupted by the arrival of the London agent for the
Massachusetts Assembly, a balding, bespectacled man whose droll wit
was quite the delight of London society, Benjamin Franklin. Jane
saw her opportunity to speak with her father and, begging her leave
of the royal couple, made her way through the press of noblemen and
titled ladies.

Here and there came fragments of conversation—the
king’s review of the fleet off Portsmouth ... the recent duel at
Hyde Park . . . American violence and smuggling. And a peripheral
area of her mind responded, as it often did, with indignation. The
Boston Massacre, as the American colonists termed that tragic
fracas, had been provoked by themselves.

Lord Wychwood eyed his daughter’s approach with his
usual austere countenance. His only child had inherited his
extraordinary height, quick mind, and, some thought, his haughty
pride.

“I would talk with you, Father,” she said when he
removed himself from the growing number of people crowding about
the provincial agent for the Massachusetts colony.

He ignored the pleading in the eyes that were neither
violet nor blue. “We will discuss it tomorrow, Jane.”

She held the sandalwood fan tightly between her
palms. “You know, don’t you? You know about Terence.”

“Do you seriously think you two could romp through
Wychwood Green and no report filter back to me?” he muttered
through clenched teeth.

“We did not—romp. We were scarcely together three
hours.”

“And that shall be the last three hours Lady
MacKenzie’s bastard shall spend with you.”

“Why—why do you hate him so? You took Manor House
from his mother—”

“And I shall keep you from him.”

“Do you think to stop me?” she asked in a voice that
betrayed none of the old fear she felt before her father’s cold
wrath. A few of the guests near Jane and her father paused in the
midst of trivial conversation, drawn by the almost tangible
friction that issued between the two. But she continued. “I am past
the age of consent. I no longer need your consent nor approval to
marry Terence.”

For the first time her father smiled, displaying the
Briton’s poor teeth, a trait his daughter had not inherited.
Instead her French Huguenot mother had bequeathed to her
shell-like, albeit slightly uneven teeth. “This week I was closeted
at Whitehall for more than an hour with Barrington. The Secretary
of War assured me that your MacKenzie would find duty in the
Canadian provinces, enough to occupy an ambitious man of his
likes.”

“Terence has left?” she breathed.

He snapped open the opal-inlaid lid of his snuff box.
“Sailed three days ago.”

Her shoulders straightened. “You can’t stop me from
joining him, Father.”

Her father lifted a heavy brow. “With what funds?”
Her hand went to the topaz necklace inset with rose diamonds that
graced the long column of her throat, and he chuckled as he sniffed
a pinch of snuff up one nostril. “I took the precaution of warning
every ship’s captain between here and Bristol against giving you
passage. Do you think any would dare flaunt Lord North’s
command?”

“You went to the Prime Minister?”

“I’ll go to King George himself if I have to.” He
pocketed the snuff box. “ ’Tis time you made an advantageous
marriage, Jane.”

“With whom?” she sneered, gesturing with her fan
toward Lord Sandwich. “The Mad Monk of Medmenham?”

If someone could be both pampered and neglected, Lord
Wychwood reflected, his daughter most definitely was. At times,
when he thought about it, he regretted his ineptitude as a father.
“You could do worse than Lord Sandwich,” he tempered. “Jane, for
all that you are of the female sex, you have inherited my
stubbornness. An unfortunate and abominable trait in a woman. Do
not try my hand this time.” With that pronouncement, he left her to
join a group of tittering ladies with flashing fans.

Pleading an early-morning stag hunt at Windsor Park,
the stolid George III and his wife chose to retire early, as usual,
before dinner was served, which would not be until near midnight.
During those intervening hours, Jane’s mind whirled, sorting out
all possible recourse to her dilemma. And none presented itself.
Should she manage to sell her jewelry, there were few vessels,
other than army transports, bound for the American colonies and
Canada, and none whose captains would dare defy an edict from the
Prime Minister.

The dinner table, brightened by hundreds of candles
burning in the crystal-prismed candelabra overhead, groaned with
roast duck and veal pies and gooseberry sauce; with plum puddings,
fruit tarts, and syllabubs; with brandy, Madeira, and Bordeaux.
Liveried servants faded tactfully into the background. Jane was
relieved to find herself seated at the far end of the table from
her father. Mr. Franklin, peering through his spectacles, held sway
over the guests at that end of the table, where French, the court
language, could be heard.

Tales of the colonial agent ran rampant. It was
whispered that he played chess with a high-born French lady— she in
her bathtub; it was rumored that he salubriously left his windows
open at night and rose for half an hour each morning to sit stark
naked in the boarding house’s chilly room, which he rented from the
Widow Stevenson.

Jane was seated to the left of an MP, a country
squire who proved to possess a dependable lack of imagination and a
passion for meticulous gardening. On her left sat a massively built
man whose sober clothing was only spared total drabness by his deep
red hair, tied in a queue and unpowdered.

“One of those American provincials,” whispered the
squire maliciously.

A little later when the squire paused in his
monologue on the value of the boxwood hedge in maze gardens, she
escaped his droning by turning her attention to the colonist and
the Duchess of Marborough across from him. The American’s profile
was devilishly handsome in an unpolished sort of way; as if God had
reached the seventh day and left his chiseling unfinished. The
sharply squared jaw jutted, the prominent cheekbone angled almost
defiantly, and the nose, from Jane’s view, appeared slightly
crooked.

The big man so far had remained silent before the
voluble speech of the duchess. Obviously of no social brilliance,
he watched and listened and sometimes smiled.

“And you, sir,” Jane asked perfunctorily when the
duchess paused. “How do you find England?” She only wished the
evening would end.

For the first time the big man looked her full in the
face. The left hollow of his cheek was marred by a bad bum. She
smothered her gasp with a quick sip of the Bordeaux, but above the
crystal rim of her glass she caught the amused glimmer in his
black-flecked eyes and knew he had noted her start.

He had a big man’s lack of assurance, and his words
came clumsily. “Pardon me, mistress—what did milady say?”

She set down the long-stemmed glass and said gently,
“I asked how you find your mother country.”

“I find her quite”—he paused and she heard the
beginnings of amusement in his voice, a curious mixture of Irish
brogue and colonial dialect that was difficult to understand—“quite
revealing.”

She saw the way his gaze offhandedly assessed her
blue- powdered hair, her beauty patch placed strategically on her
cheekbone, her naked shoulders above the peach satin gown. All
empathy with the man dissolved. “Are you enjoying your tour of her,
sir?” she snapped.

He grinned, his irregular teeth white against his
weather- tanned skin, and for a moment she forgot the disfiguring
burn. “That would be difficult to say, milady, until I have seen
everything of her.”

The insolence of the man! She flashed an artificial
smile. “Do I sense a tone of disrespect to the mother country?”

The rise of his thick, dark-auburn brows acknowledged
her thrust. “That I did not say, Mistress—?”

“Lady,” she said frostily. “Lady Jane Lennox. And you
are Lord—?”

“Mister,” he drawled with an impertinent and humorous
tone. The bumpkin was quite obviously enjoying himself. “Mr. Ethan
Gordon.”

“And I suppose you are here with Mr. Franklin to
protest the closing of the Boston port? No, don’t tell me,” she
interrupted with a disparaging smile. “You, no doubt, are one of
those colonial oafs who threw East India’s tea chests into the
Boston Harbor last December.”

He held his large palms up in a gesture of mock
defense. “Please, Lady Jane. I don’t believe in violence—nor
disloyalty to the mother country. I am a member of the Society of
Friends.”

A Quaker as a dinner partner! Her father’s doing,
doubtless. No wonder she had sensed contempt in the curl of the
provincial’s cleanly defined lips. “You don’t look like a Quaker,”
she murmured, and at his wry grimace that somehow passed for a
smile, she hastily added, “The red hair—and all.”

“And pray tell, what do I look like, Lady Jane?”

She chewed on a bite of the roast duck, while her
face took on a pensive air. With the sun-and-wind pleats about his
mouth and the squint lines fanning eyes that were somewhere between
brown and black, she judged the big man to be in his late twenties
or maybe Terence’s age, though Terence eclipsed him in every other
way. “Oh, perhaps a pirate.”

“Thy jest misses the mark.”

Mark! She felt as if she had suddenly ridden to the
brink of a precipice that yawned before her. The stranger shall be
marked. The fine hairs at the back of her neck prickled.

Her gaze swerved to the shriveled patch of burned
skin. No, she refused to believe in the sham and chicanery of
gypsies’ cards and swamis’ tea leaves. But the colonist was a
marked man. Faith, but she was not a marked woman. So much for the
old Hindu’s hoax.

“Since you are neither a pirate nor a rebel Yankee,
what does bring you to London, Mr. Gordon—other than the grand
tour?”

“I am but a simple planter come to purchase supplies
and indentured servants, milady.”

This time she almost choked on the veal pie.
“Indentured servants?”

“Of course,” he said casually. “Quakers don’t hold to
slavery, Lady Jane.”

Jane barely managed to control her excitement. “And
where does one go in the city of London to purchase indentures, Mr.
Gordon?”

~ ~ ~ ~ ~

A heavy swinging sign suspended from an ornamental
bracket portrayed a silvered half circle, which announced the
address of the Half Moon Coffee House near Ratliff Crossing.
Inside, Jane sat at a tiny table, dawdling over a cup of tea. That
morning, with her maid in tow, she had made the perfunctory calls.
Afterward, she visited Charing Cross and the Strand to browse among
the shops, which was becoming a national pastime. People journeyed
from as far as France and Germany to visit London, the City of
Shopkeepers.

After a drapier had patiently unfolded a hundred
bolts of material, regaled her with a glass of wine, and bowed and
scraped as he handed her into her coach, she had deemed it safe
enough to set out on her primary mission.

In the Half Moon Coffee House she and her personal
maid, who sat stiffly opposite her, were the only women customers.
The men exchanged stocks and shares and discussed politics,
philosophy, the “American” problem, and life’s vicissitudes in
general.

Female customers were not unknown at the Half Moon,
though few came dressed as elegantly as she. True, she wore her
singularly black hair not powdered but covered by a large,
concealing Lunardi hat that dipped charmingly over her classical
brow. And true, her satins were decorously hidden by a summer
pelisse of the finest broadcloth. Yet the quality of the lady was
clearly evident. Then again, it was impossible not to notice her,
if only because of her unusual height.

Ignoring the rowdy conversations of the gentlemen at
the rear of the coffeehouse, she slowly sipped the tea in her
Wedgwood cup. Through the leaded casement window she watched the
people enter and leave the establishment diagonally opposite the
coffeehouse, the guildhall.

“Ma’am, are ’oo certain that ’oor father would be
approving ’oo being ’ere.”

Jane drew her gaze away from the guildhall to fasten
on Meg O’Reilly. The Irishwoman shifted uncomfortably, unaccustomed
to sitting at the same board as her mistress. The reddish brown
hair that peeked out from her high starched mob cap reminded Jane
of the Quaker and her purpose for being at Ratliff Crossing. “Of
course, I’m certain, Meg.” She set down the cup with a resolute
motion. “Now wait for me, and I shall return shortly.”

Oblivious to her maid’s protests, she gathered up her
parasol, her reticule, and her long gloves with the fashionable
open fingers. She left the coffeehouse to wend her way through the
maze of post chaises and chariots to the far side of the narrow,
littered street. Here at the guildhall, people desperate for
employment after the Panic of ’72 were lined up to indenture
themselves before the Board of Trade’s magistrate.

Others who came to indenture themselves were husbands
who had forsaken their wives, wives who wished to abandon their
husbands, children who were running away from parents, and, quite
often, criminals escaping from prosecution. In addition, there were
the maids who despaired of ever having husbands in England and
sought to indenture themselves to employers in the New World where
members of the female sex were at a premium.

Indenturing herself was Jane’s one hope. The mighty
political arm of her father reached far. Even if she could sell her
jewelry and persuade some unsuspecting captain to give her passage
to the American continent, her father could still track her down
before she found Terence.

But, she hoped, her father would never think to look
for her disguised as an indentured servant.

Still, she couldn’t bring herself to enter the open
doors of the guildhall. Studying the people over her cup of tea,
she had seen the misery, the poverty, the hunger etched on each of
their faces. But was she that desperate—to sign away anywhere from
two to seven years of her life, merely in exchange for passage to
the American continent—and to Terence?

And then, high above the stream of people coming and
going like ants, she saw the deep red hair of the Quaker. “Mr.
Gordon,” she called out impulsively. He stopped and looked at her
with a puzzled frown, and she hastened to identify herself, feeling
suddenly quite foolish. “Lady Jane Lennox—your dinner partner at
Buckingham House last night.”

He crossed to her, and she noted then that he had not
the honed, lean length of Terence but rather was more solidly built
and measured a full six inches taller than she. With him,
certainly, she need never resort to that old childish ploy of
hunching her shoulders to minimize her height. She drew herself up
tall and said calmly, “I am hoping that you can perhaps help
me.”

“Ahh, yes . . . mother country. ” His big hand
engulfed hers as he made a deep, mocking bow, and she could feel
the calluses on his blunt farmer’s hands. “I am at your service,
Lady Jane.”

She ignored his barb. “No.” She put out a restraining
gloved hand. “That’s just it, Mr. Gordon. I wish to be at your
service.”

His black eyes quizzed hers politely, but she could
see him curb the impatience at the corners of his mouth. “How so,
Lady Jane?”

She nodded toward the doors of the guildhall. “I wish
to indenture myself to you.”

Amidst the cacophony of the city, an abrupt strained
silence held between the two people. Jane knew full well what she
meant to do. She was securing passage to the American continent in
order to join Terence. And after her three years of international
intrigue at St. James’s Court she felt she was a good enough judge
of character.

This Yankee planter seemed of a kindly nature, if his
membership in the Quaker sect was any indication. But for the most
part, she was counting on her sophistry and charm to handle the
plodding colonial. Surely, after but a few months of dutiful
servitude, she could convince him to release her from her
bondage.

And as for the provincial’s reaction, she could see
flickering behind the dark eyes first surprise and then doubt,
which was followed once more by mild impatience. His marred
countenance was an easy one to read. “I don’t have time to waste
with bored, spoiled noblewomen who indulge in pranks, Lady Jane.
Tell thy companions, whomever they are, that thee has lost thy
wager.”

“Spoiled!” she sputtered. The strain of the past few
days broke her cool reserve. She had lowered herself to petition
this simpleton for help, and he had castigated her! She glared up
at him, hands on hips. “And a yokel such as you deem yourself
capable of judging character? You insensitive swine, you haven’t
the slightest knowledge of me or what forces me to come—”

The fine weather lines about his black-flecked eyes
gathered to narrow the deep, thick-lashed lids, and the brows
lowered over a nose that most certainly had been broken. “Thee
needs to be humbled, mistress, and I would take great delight in
the task, had I the time.”

He pivoted from her. “Follow me, Betsy—Jonah,” he
said to the slight, shabbily dressed woman and rail-thin boy whom
Jane had failed to notice standing next to him. Only then did Jane
spy the indenture papers the Quaker held rolled in his hamhock
hands. He strolled off with the middle-aged woman and child
dutifully trailing him.

Jane, her spirits drooping, watched the crowd swallow
up the three. She had let her pride get the best of her. She turned
back to the guildhall’s open doorway. Before a board the people who
could read pressed to study the public notices posted.

“A Pennsylvanian colonist desires a tutor,” someone
near the front called out.

Jane’s eyes swept over the list:

Men: tanners, coopers, shipwrights, sawyers,
ropemakers, carpenters, wigmakers, millers, iron workers,
bricklayers, ship chandlers, binders, bookkeepers,
cardswainers.

Women: seamstresses, cooks, domestics.

The paucity of occupations on the women’s list
explained why so many men were gathered at the guildhall.
Apparently few in the colonies wanted maids. They wanted craftsmen
to build the New World.

“You be needing help,” a haggle-toothed woman said to
Jane.

“No—no, I don’t,” she murmured, backing away from the
men and women who suddenly encircled her with hope- filled faces.
She hurried away to the comparative safety of the coffee shop.

Yet the dawn of the next day found her slipping
through London’s fog-shrouded streets. No one would have recognized
Lady Jane Lennox as the frowzy wench who took her place in the line
that formed before the guildhall’s as yet unopened doors.

Her heart pounded erratically against her rib cage.
What ever was she about? She could still change her mind. Yet when
the double doors were thrown open and business began, she willed
her feet to cross to the caged counter along with the other men,
women, and even children— most of them looking as if they had
recently come from the countryside in the hope of finding
employment in the already overcrowded metropolis. The burgeoning
malt shops and gin joints that flourished in the slums and now
jostled for elbow room in the middle-class districts testified to
the hopelessness of gaining employment in London.

When she neared her turn at the cage, the
freckle-faced boy ahead of her hunched himself down, much as she
used to do as a young girl, and piped, “Ye got chimney sweep work
here in the city?”

“Nothing,” the old clerk muttered, not even bothering
to look up from the paper he wrote on. “Only in the colonies. Ship
sailing next week. Mark an X on the line, boy. Then take the paper
over to the magistrate in the next room and swear you have not been
coerced into signing.”

Parliament had passed a law requiring the signature
before a magistrate the year after the Earl of Anglesey’s son had
mistakenly been kidnaped for indentured service in the Barbados.
But men were still gang-pressed into service; women abducted, never
to see their families again; children and infants often indentured
to serve until their twenty-first year.

Jane took the boy’s place, and the clerk, busy again
writing, asked without looking up, “Well—what qualifications?”

She hesitated. With her education, she could tutor.
But that was a man’s job. And her father’s wealth had made it
unnecessary to learn a vocation like cooking or sewing. Maids had
done everything for her. She naturally knew needlepoint, but how
many positions were open for that fine craft? “I am afraid I have
none,” she finally got out.

The clerk’s head snapped up, and she knew her refined
voice had given her away. Now what? The man’s wrinkled lids
narrowed. “It’s employment in the colonies you be wanting?” he
asked dubiously.

Canada would be better, but beggars could not be
choosers. Virginia was the nearest she could manage. “Aye.”

After a moment his head bobbed, as if he had been
suddenly enlightened. One thin eyelid closed in a sly wink. “Ran
afoul of the law, did you? All right. Just sign your name. You know
’ow to do that, don’t you?”

She nodded, unable to speak.

“Let’s see . . .” His ink-stained finger jabbed at a
name on another list. “Your ship—the Cornwall— is bound for
Virginia.” He passed her the paper. “Your indentured papers, they
are. They will be auctioned off in the colonies. Take them along
now to the magistrate.”

Jane stared blindly at the parchment for several
moments before the words came into focus.

THIS INDENTURE made the twelfth day of August in the
Year of our Lord one thousand, seven hundred and seventy-four
between on the one part and of the other part do hereby promise to
serve in such employment as is the custom of the country for a
period of years, of which the said shall pay the passage and allow
meat, drink, apparel, and lodging during the said term; and at the
end of the said term to pay the usual allowance according to the
custom of the country. IN WITNESS whereof the parties
above-mentioned to these Indentures have interchangeably put their
Hands and Seals.

Signed, Sealed, and Delivered in the Presence
of:

Below was the one sentence: I hereby acknowledge
that I have not been coerced into service.  Jane took up
the quill, dipped it in the inkwell and beneath the sentence wrote
the name Meg O’Reilly.

 

 

 


CHAPTER THREE

 

Ethan lit the pewter lamp on the escritoire
and set to writing. Penmanship came laboriously to the
backwoodsman, but his quill scratched hastily over the parchment,
for his ship was due to sail with the tide.

My dear Franklin,

I learned today that our illustrious King George, as
Prince of Hesse-Kassel and Hanau, has called for the troops of that
German ministate to relieve those English soldiers stationed in the
Mediterranean—so that the royal troops can reinforce those already
stationed in the Massachusetts Bay Colony. Also discovered that a
certain member of the cabinet has put forth the idea of appealing
to Catherine of Russia for troops to conquer those “rebellious
Boston provincials.”  This from my voluble dinner partner, the
Duchess.

He paused, the quill twirling absently between
fingers the size of piano keys. His other dinner partner . . .
aloof, distant, witty, sparkling. In a way she reminded him of
Susan. But Susan warmed and soothed like wine and did not go to the
head like champagne. The Lady Jane—brilliant and brittle.


CHAPTER FOUR

 

The lean, bronzed body slipped lower past the
woman’s flesh-padded rib cage. The Canadian cabinet member’s wife
gasped, “Mon Dieu!” as the tawny head buried itself between
her ample thighs. The British officer was doing something her
husband had never attempted to. “Mon Dieu!” the Frenchwoman
cried out again, and clutched the sun-streaked head to her.

Afterward, she lay spent on the rumpled sheets, her
soft, voluptuous body exposed. The officer, supporting himself on
one elbow, plucked with teasing fingers at the thick tufts of hair
beneath her outstretched arm. Yet she sensed with some disquiet
that he was no more aware of her now than he had been during the
hours he had made love to her. She knew the officer no better now
than she had three weeks earlier. Assigned to the governor’s
retinue, he had been in her husband’s office with Governor Carleton
one afternoon when she called upon her husband.

She could not honestly say the officer seduced her.
He had offered no flowery blandishments, as did the other British
soldiers garrisoned in the Province of Quebec. At another chance
meeting in the Chateau Frontenac he had simply told her he wanted
her.

She had been shocked, angered, shamed—and intrigued
by those pale-blue eyes whose depths, were openly candid yet as
distant and unreachable as the night’s stars. She watched as he
uncoiled his long body and rose to pull on his knee breeches.
“Terence?” she called softly.

But either he did not hear her or he ignored her.
Bare-chested, his skin baked by the hot sun of India, he crossed to
the French doors and threw them open to the pale September
sunlight. Out on the balcony he braced his hands on the black
wrought-iron grillwork and looked out upon the walled citadel. As
the English General Wolf had breached that citadel, claiming the
French province as England’s own, so would Terence breach London
society to claim again the Manor House as his own—but not from a
backwoods province like Quebec.

Once more Robert Lennox of Wychwood had bested him.
But Terence knew his own assets. His patience—and shrewdness—would
bring about that for which he had been striving since he was
sixteen. He was in no hurry.

His transfer to Quebec that Lennox had effected—he
might make it work for him, under the right circumstances. He
considered the chaos erupting in the American colonies. Were he
there, the opportunity could present itself for the object he
sought—the total devastation of the House of Lennox.

The Frenchwoman murmured his name again, and a
patient, unruffled smile creased lines at either side of his mouth.
He was already weary of her avaricious hands, yet she, too, would
serve his purpose.

 

 

 


CHAPTER FIVE

 

An early-winter gale chased the brig on its
voyage across the Atlantic, so the hatches were battened down most
of the journey. Mercifully, Jane was too ill to recall fully the
five-week nightmare: the narrow slats that slept two or three
people; the paltry food, if food it could be called; the lack of
ventilation; and always, the vomiting. Every indentured servant had
been ill with the bloody flux and ague, and some—like the
five-year-old in the cramped bunk across from hers—had died.

For Jane, who had been served tea and crumpets in bed
every morning of her life, who had Meg to light the fire each
morning before she arose, the cold and aching in her bones was a
new and almost unbearable hardship. Yet the captain had been
humane. He provided the passengers with lemon juice against the
scurvy and periodically ordered the ship scoured with vinegar.

As the brig put into Chesapeake Bay, the indentured
servants were brought on deck to wash up and restore their
clothing. The captain, who was to be paid for transporting the
servants according to the price each was auctioned for, desired the
haggled lot to look their best. A clean list was made of the names
and accomplishments of the surviving passengers. Jane noticed that
sometimes a little fraud was practiced—adorning convicts with wigs
to increase their respectability and crediting fictitious abilities
to some of the men.

As for her own appearance, it was much altered from
that of the tall, lovely Lady Jane Lennox. She had brutally shorn
her ebony, hip-length hair with a butcher’s knife from the Lennox
kitchen. The cropped hair now capped her head in oil-matted locks
that had been hastily and spottily hennaed by her inexpert
hand.

Her brown cotton dress, buttoned to the neck, had
sweat rings beneath her armpits. Five weeks at sea had left her
creamy complexion a pasty yellow, and her seasickness had sunken
her cheeks. Her father would find it difficult to trace his
daughter if he described her as she had once been. Despite the
unappealing woman she now appeared, there was still a certain
sensualness in the set of the mobile lips, a husky quality in the
assumed brogue of the voice. And the shapeless dress could not
conceal the high, rounded breasts that taunted the thin cotton.
And, of course, there was her unconscious queenly carriage that
betrayed her station in life.

When she stepped through the hatch, the early-morning
sunlight blinded her. Dazed, she held her forearm across her eyes.
Around her the other servants, like flowers’ petals unfurling,
slowly stretched, lifting their hands to the sun, celebrating the
miracle of life. Yet overhead the wind droned in the rigging like a
mournful bagpipe, and she repressed a shiver at the uncertain fate
that awaited her.

It was one of the few times the men and women had
been allowed to mingle. But Jane, as before, turned a frosty,
shrewish glare at any swain who had the courage to seek her out. So
did Polly, a stout country maid with butternut curls and
street-wise Dresden-blue eyes. The buxom young woman had indentured
herself in hopes of finding a land-owning husband. Over the five
weeks she had recounted to Jane all that she had learned of the New
World before making the decision to indenture herself.

Sailors in red knitted caps brought out buckets of
water, and everyone fell to washing their faces and hands for the
first time in weeks. Jane, however, studied the verdant coastline
of Virginia. Somewhere in that vast continent was Terence. She had
sailed almost three thousand miles to find him. She was that much
nearer her goal.

She turned back to the large staved buckets and knelt
by the least crowded one to cleanse herself of the accumulated
sweat and filth and stench. Here she could not expect French
perfumed soap to wash the grit from her face, neck, hands, and
arms. Afterward she rose and straightened her soiled and rumpled
dress and long linen apron.

These, along with two other gowns, a black duffel
mantle and a frayed gray woolen shawl, she had pilfered from Meg’s
room the evening she had stolen out of the Lennox London town
house. Robert Lennox could easily afford to replace the maid’s
meager clothing and metal trunk. Unfortunately the hems of Meg’s
dresses were far too short for Jane’s height, and her
cotton-stockinged ankles were shockingly displayed.

“Don’t be looking too swell, dearie,” a woman’s
peppery voice said behind her, “if ye get my meaning.”

Jane turned to find the short, scrappy woman who
slept in a hammock not far from her own. It was this woman who had
lost the five-year-old. Lizzie, whose age was difficult for Jane to
discern, did not shed a tear the night the little girl stopped
breathing.

“One less to suffer through this journey ’e ’ath set
us on,” Lizzie had muttered briskly and closed her daughter’s
lids.

“Why shouldn’t I try to make myself presentable?”
Jane asked the middle-aged woman. It only made sense to her that
the fresher she looked the better chance she would have of her
indenture papers being bought by someone who kept a clean,
reputable house.

Lizzie ran toil-worn fingers through her dingy,
wind¬blown brown hair and nodded toward the shore. “Those that
write back say that the brigs sometimes put in first to one of the
coastal towns, where soul drivers come aboard.”

“Soul drivers?”

“They buy off the papers of a dozen or so of the
servants. ’Erd the servants like sheep across the mountains to the
western frontier, they do, where they peddle them as goods to
Indian and ’eathen alike.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

Lizzie shrugged her narrow shoulders, and Jane
wondered if the woman had a husband somewhere to embrace those
brittle yet strong shoulders. “Mayhap cause you gave me wee
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