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To Dreamers and Believers




The Scandalous Life of a True Lady

By Barbara Metzger




Chapter One

Virginity was just another commodity, like coal or carrots. That’s what Simone told herself, anyway. She had no coal to heat her rented attic room, no carrots—or anything else—in her tiny larder. In fact she would not have a cot to sleep in or a roof over her head at the end of the week, not without the rent money. She had no hidden skills, no new talents, nothing that could earn her a living, much less keep her young brother in school and out of the manufacturies or mines. 

Simone Ryland was willing to work, and had tried for the last three years since her parents’ deaths. She had taught languages learned from her half-French mother, and tutored in Latin, her scholar father’s passion. Each position had ended in failure or flight, since each post had included dealing with the master of the house, an older son, a superior male servant, even a visiting clergyman at one residence. They all seemed to think that the red-haired governess was fair game. One so-called gentleman would bear the brand of a fireplace poker for the rest of his life, proof she was not playing. Simone almost landed in prison that time, except the baron’s wife did not wish the scandal of a trial. Now Simone had no references, thus no chance of being hired by a school as instructress, or a respectable household as governess, nursemaid, companion, secretary, or parlor maid. She did not cook well enough to be considered for kitchen staff. 

Shopkeepers wanted male clerks, seamstresses wanted faster sewers, theaters wanted women who could sing or dance, if they could not act. Simone had tried her hand at serving in a tavern. She’d raised her hand at two lecherous drunks, lost the pub money, and lost her job, along with her bed and board. For a peaceful person, Simone was resorting to more violence than she had seen in her life, all to protect her last valuable asset. Diamonds could be sold and recut, then sold again. Virginity, that sought-after commodity, had one sale, once. A man had no other way of knowing his children were of his own line. The loftier the title, the greater the wealth, the wider the acres, the more a chaste bride was valued. Let a stableboy’s son inherit an earldom? Hell, no. 

Simone’s worth as a bride no longer mattered; finding her next meal did. She had nothing left to sell, no jewels or books or fancy fabrics, only herself. And time was running out. Not just the month’s rent and her brother’s tuition, but her looks and her youth. At twenty-two, she was growing old in a business that valued fresh-faced girls from the country; worry and hunger did nothing for her appearance. It was now or never, do or die. Then her brother Auguste would die with her, his chances of a better life at least. Condemn Auguste to ignorance and poverty? She could not do that, at whatever cost. 

Her half-French mother would shriek and tear at her clothes. Her English father would bluster and bellow. But they were the ones who left her—unintentionally, of course; no one could have foreseen the riding accident or the influenza epidemic that carried them away—without a guardian, without a dowry, without a bank account. Her mother’s relations had likely perished in France; her father’s family had paid him an annuity to stay away after his embarrassing misalliance to tainted blood. The Ryland remittance had ended with Papa’s death, with no acknowledgment except a message from the bank saying the payments would cease. The only legacy her parents left were medical bills and a little boy. Simone sold their house, then her father’s books and her mother’s clothes and trinkets, just to get Auggie to boarding school, so he could go on to university to become something, anything. Simone hoped he’d choose the law, since she’d lost respect for the church and was afraid of his chances in the army.

Auggie would join up in an instant, she knew. He’d stick his scrawny chest out and forbid her to take up a life of sin. Then he’d go get himself shot. Or else he’d take a job at the mills and die in the machines. 

No. Simone had sworn to her mother to look after him. Besides, her practical side reminded her, his sacrifice would not help her one bit. A bookish boy could never earn enough to support the both of them, not even as a clerk in some dreary office. She could, by sacrificing her honor, her hopes for marriage, her self-esteem. To be realistic—which hunger encouraged her to be—Simone knew she was lucky to have kept her maidenhead this long. Sooner or later some employer or customer or chance-met stranger was going to trap her in a dark corner, simply because she was unprotected and too weak to defend herself, despite the long hat pin that adorned her reticule. Why, even Mr. Fordyce, the first floor boarder, crowded her on the stairs when he thought their landlady wasn’t looking. Mrs. Olmstead said he was a financier of some kind, making investments and reaping the profits. Simone thought he was peculiar, if not scary, the way he never spoke or smiled, and always wore a black knitted scarf around his neck, even when the weather was mild. The thought of being his victim made Simone shudder now, while the sun shone brightly. 

No, better she sell her virginity, rather than let some dastard steal it from her. She might as well profit from its loss. 

Her degradation would not last forever, either. Well, her purposeful fall from grace was irredeemable, Simone supposed, but her new occupation would last only until Auguste became a solicitor, perhaps even a barrister in time, able to keep them both from the poorhouse. He, at least, would be respectable enough to tell the Rylands to go to the devil. 

Which was right where Simone was headed now, before she lost her nerve. 

Luckily the path to perdition started nearby. 

Mrs. Olmstead’s rooming house faced a larger, more handsome establishment diagonally across the street. From her high, narrow window, Simone could see carriages coming and going all evening. Some were hired hacks, but many of the coaches had crests on their doors, liveried grooms, and high-bred horses between the traces. Others were expensive sporting vehicles, with, she guessed, more expensive horses. By the street lamp’s light she could tell that the gentlemen who stepped down were all elegantly dressed, swinging their walking sticks and top hats as if they had no concerns. They could afford a night’s pleasure; their reputations were not in jeopardy for entering the premises. None appeared terribly inebriated, although Simone never stayed awake to watch the last departures. They never escorted any of the women out, unless they used a rear door. 

Simone had seen the women. To her landlady’s horror, the ladies of the night attended Sunday morning services at nearby St. Jerome’s. Mrs. Olmstead had pulled Simone away to a further pew, lest she be tainted. The females, some mere girls, were not all painted and rouged, with raddled cheeks or bare chests. Granted some of them looked tired, many appeared petulant at having to come out on their day off, but they did not seem all that different from the rest of the congregants. They had no horns sprouting from their heads, no marks of shame branded on their foreheads. 

The madam herded them in, then proceeded them out after the sermon, which always dwelled on the sins of the flesh. The abbess, as Mrs. Olmstead called her, stared straight ahead and held her chin high. 

“Arrogant, that’s what,” Mrs. Olmstead had declared, “and if that Mrs. Lydia Burton was ever married, I’ll eat my Sunday bonnet. Disrespectful, her coming to church like that, no matter what she leaves on the plate or in the poor box. Money won’t buy her way into heaven.”

No, but it did purchase her the finest building on the street. Mrs. Burton’s house was freshly painted, her flower beds well tended, and her kitchens always sent out enticing aromas. The girls there did not starve, it seemed. No matter, becoming one of them was not Simone’s intention. Being bachelor fare in a house of accommodation would not serve her purposes. Her parents had taught her better than that, with a higher estimation of her own worth.

The man who opened the door at Mrs. Burton’s establishment did not share her opinion. He was as formidable as any starchy butler in his black coat, and as rough-hewn as a dock-worker. Simone supposed he served as gatekeeper, to keep undesirables out and keep the gentlemen in order. He was large enough, that was for certain, and appeared to be built of stone, with crags and crevices. He was as immoveable as granite when she asked to see Mrs. Burton about a position. 

He looked her over, looking down, from her ugly bonnet to her rusty black cloak and her dull grey gown to her serviceable boots. 

“We ain’t hiring no schoolmarms.” He started to shut the door in Simone’s face, but she placed one of those sturdy boots in the opening.

“I fear your grammar could use the improvement, sir. But I am well aware of the nature of Mrs. Burton’s establishment.” 

“Then you know you ain’t one of her type. Go on back to governessing where you belong.”

The primrose path might have been short, merely across the street, but Simone felt as if she’d climbed a mountain, trekked across a desert, waded through quicksand. She might as well have, for the difference in the two worlds between Mrs. Olmstead’s and Mrs. Burton’s. She’d never have the courage to make the journey twice, so she stiffened her backbone, thought of her younger brother, and glanced around the entryway behind the major-domo. She nodded at the valuable Chinese urn holding canes and umbrellas, the silk wallpaper, and the spotless marble tiles. 

“Mrs. Burton’s enterprise appears to pay better than educating young minds,” she said. “I wish to speak to her about becoming a…a…” She couldn’t say it. She could do it, she hoped. She went on: “If someone is going to take what they wish, I want to be paid for it. And paid well.” 

“You got bottom, missy, I’ll grant you that. The nobs like a wench with spirit. You might do, with some fancifying. I’ll ask Lydia if she’s hiring.” 

The madam found Simone’s request amusing. “You wish to become a courtesan?”

Simone swallowed her indignation. Who knew the standards for the low life were so high? “I wish to become a rich man’s chérie amour, yes.” She had decided on that course as her best option. She would choose the man herself, one man. He had to be clean, respectful, and rich. Also generous and kind, but mostly rich. “A gentleman’s mistress.”

“Then why did you come here, where the arrangements are far less formal and certainly shorter? You should attend the Cyprian’s Ball or some such to make a more permanent kind of arrangement.” Her half smile showed what she thought of Simone’s chances among the fashionable impures. “Not that any such, ah, liaisons are lasting.”

“I do not seek permanency. And I came to you because I live across the street and I have seen you at church. I have heard that your reputation is for honesty,” Simone said, “and for treating your, ah, employees well. I thought you might assist me in making that other kind of connection, for a fee, of course.” 

“Of course. No nob dips his wick for free, not here.” 

Simone blushed. It was all well to put her foot in the waters, so to speak, but she’d been raised in a genteel household. Perhaps coming here was not such a good idea.

Mrs. Burton ignored Simone’s reddened cheeks as she poured tea. “I’m not certain I want to be known as a procuress.”

What else was the madam of a bordello, a matchmaker? Simone accepted a cup of tea. “I merely hoped you might know of a gentleman seeking a longer, more, ah, personal, relationship.” 

“Tell me, why not look for a husband?”

Maybe the woman was a matchmaker after all. So Simone explained how she had no dowry, no family connections, no great wealth or title. She did not mention that her father had been disowned, that her half-French mother was also half-Gypsy, or that she had a young brother to support. His existence, his innocence, his very name, did not belong here with her disgrace. She did tell Mrs. Burton about her one-time suitor in Oxford, a neighbor who was not willing to take a penniless bride after her parents’ deaths.

The madam shrugged. “It’s a common enough story, a girl disappointed by a cad who was less interested in her than in what she could bring him. Men are selfish swine at the best of times. Remember that. It is not enough to have a lovely mother for their sons, a willing woman in their beds, a helpmate for life. They want gold, too, the fools.”

Simone nodded as if she agreed with the businesswoman who made a good living selling love. “Were you disappointed that way?”

Mrs. Burton did not take offense at Simone’s personal question, thank goodness. “Hell no. I married a rich old man who did me the favor of leaving me enough brass to set myself up in business, bless him and his bad heart. I chose this business because I thought I’d be good at it. Why did you?” she asked, just as bluntly.

So Simone repeated her tale of work gone wretched, fire poker and all. “I no longer have references for”—she almost said honest employment before recalling her hostess’s profession—“teaching positions. Other jobs I tried offered insult and injury, without decent wage. I feel the, ah, demi-monde is my best course. Will you help me?” 

Mrs. Burton tidied the dish of biscuits in front of her. “You say you speak several languages?”

Perhaps the madam knew of a foreign gentleman in need of a mistress. Simone counted off her qualifications. “French, Italian, and Spanish, a bit of German. I can read and translate Latin, but not Greek.” Again, she made no mention of Romany, which, in her experience, only led to distrust and fear, as if she were going to steal their horses or children or candlesticks, or put a curse on their houses. She wished she could, a few times, but no one had taught her that Gypsy magic, if it existed. 

“You say you have served in homes of Polite Society? Yes, I can see where your manners are refined enough.” 

Simone had wondered why the older woman had watched so carefully as Simone handled the fragile tea cup, used her serviette, and nibbled daintily at the tiny biscuits that were the only meal she’d have this day. She’d taken a second one only when Mrs. Burton did. Now she said, “One child I taught was the daughter of a Member of Parliament; another was of a titled family.” The so-called gentlemen at those addresses were no better than the patrons of the pub where she briefly worked. Inebriated, poorly washed, they all thought their coins entitled them to take liberties. “I learned my manners from my parents, however. My father was manor-born. And my mother’s mother”—who scandalously wed a Gypsy horse trader—“was descended from French nobility.” 

“You just might do. Take off your bonnet, if that is what you call that monstrosity, and let your hair down, please.” 

“Here, now?” 

“Modesty is out of place for this calling, my dear. And I need to see what your governessy garments are hiding. All cats might be alike in the dark, but a tom who’s going to have a pampered kitten on his arm at the opera expects more.”

“Of course.” At least Simone thought she understood. She stood and set her hat down, then started pulling out pins from her straight red hair, inherited from her English father. Her nearly black eyes must have come from the Gypsies, along with her almond complexion, for both of her parents had light eyes and fair skin. Simone unbraided the coronet of curls fixed to the back of her head and spread it out with her fingers. She always wore her hair scraped back and carefully confined like this to avoid any hint of wantonness. Now it fell over her shoulders, down her back, in red-gold waves where it had been in the braid so long. Her serviceable grey gown pulled across her chest as she combed out the curls, and Mrs. Burton walked around her, clucking her tongue. 

“What a shame you have wasted all this for so long. That hair, those eyes… But yes, you just might do, and we both might profit. I have a gentleman in mind.” 

“A client?”

“A patron if you will, but more a friend. He helped me start my business so I owe him a favor. He expressed a need for a female to accompany him to a house party at a country estate. None of my ladies is respectable enough.” 

“He would bring his mistress to a house party?” 

“It’s a bachelor gathering for the swells. They’re bringing their own entertainment from Town.” 

Simone started to gather her hair up again. “An orgy? I will not—”

Mrs. Burton laughed. “Gracious, no. You must have been listening to your landlady, that old biddy. My, ah, friend would not take part in anything that scandalous. Not since he’s come of age, anyway. Nor would some of the other guests, from what I hear. Government types and businessmen, with reputations to uphold, don’t you know. As far as the neighbors will see, this party will be as polite as a debutante ball, without chaperones, of course. Another old friend of mine will act as hostess. She’s been Lord Gorham’s mistress for the past ten years, at least.”

“It sounds…lovely.”

“Well, it is a few days only, and nights, naturally. But if you please my friend, who knows but he might keep you on. He is generous.” 

Now that truly did sound lovely. “If he is generous, I shall make sure I please him.” 

“That’s the ticket, dearie. Just be honest.” 

If Simone were honest, she’d admit her knees were knocking together at the very prospect. 

Mrs. Burton was going on: “If it doesn’t work out, you come on back. With proper clothes and a bit of training, you could make a lot of money right here.”

“I’d rather try to find a wealthy protector, ma’am. No offense. But a house, jewels I could sell, a bit of security for the future, that’s what I want.”

“Don’t we all, dearie. Don’t we all.” 




Chapter Two

After a few more questions, Mrs. Burton rose to cross to her cluttered desk. “Help yourself to more biscuits while I send a note to Harry,” she told Simone as she pulled a sheet of paper closer. “The gentlemen like a female to have a bit of meat on her bones.”

The madam filled her delicate chair and her bodice in ways Simone never hoped to. She did hope the woman’s old friend approved of her, despite her lack of soft curves and billowy bosoms. The house party sounded like a distinguished gathering, one that might even offer other avenues of employment. Who knew but some nobleman’s mistress had a misbegotten child that needed a governess? Simone could not afford to miss the chance. Besides, Mrs. Burton’s patron must be intelligent and well-mannered if he demanded the same in his companion. From what the older woman said, Simone suspected he was of middle years, no randy youth or rakish, hardened town buck. He’d know she was inexperienced from the letter being written, so his expectations could not be too high. How low was too low? Simone’s education had serious gaps, especially when it came to questions of what a man expected for his money, and how much money was involved anyway. 

For that matter, Simone realized she should have come to terms with Mrs. Burton first, to agree on who got what share of the gentleman’s largesse. Simone needed the coins more, and she’d inherited more than black eyes from the horse-trading grandfather she’d loved as a child. It would never do to offend the woman, though, not before the letter was sent. Mrs. Burton might decide Simone was not biddable enough for her efforts, or too mercenary for an aristocrat’s mistress. Members of polite society, Simone knew, believed discussions of money matters to be crass. Which, she supposed, was why so many of them landed in dun territory or debtor’s prison, and why so many of their merchants’ bills went unpaid. Did such foolish conventions hold among light-skirts and their protectors? Simone could not afford such nicety in her dealings. Why, she might have to ask the gentleman for an advance on her pay, if he expected her to dress the part of a highly paid courtesan. 

Simone had to laugh at herself, counting her chickens before the rooster arrived. He might decide she was too old, too plain, too unskilled, too unsophisticated to be his paramour. The doorman had not thought she had the proper—or improper—qualities. Neither did the women who peeked into the open door, then giggled. Their hair was prinked in ringlets, their breasts pushed over the low-cut bodices, and their skirts shortened to show a bit of lace petticoat or silk stockings. No, Simone did not look like one of them and never had, not even when her family was in funds. 

Mr. Harry had not hired any of them, she reminded herself again for confidence, taking another biscuit. In case he did not like her, or like what Mrs. Burton wrote, at least her belly would be full. 

Men were interested in her. Otherwise she would not be in this fix, unless males commonly assaulted any female to cross their paths. No, no one had tried to take advantage of her in Oxford, under her parents’ roof. Why, her own beau, the suitor she thought she’d marry when he established himself in his career, had never tried to steal a kiss. Too bad she had not aroused in him the same ardor some of her employers had shown. Then the young curate might have wed her despite her lack of dowry. 

Simone could not decide if she actually wanted to be the object of this Harry’s passions. If he did not hire her—or did not reply to Mrs. Burton’s note—then she was not a fallen woman, unless her landlady had seen her cross the street. Surely in all of London there was an employment agency that did not require references. Or some old bat so difficult no one else would work for her. Simone could try harder to find a post. Maybe Mrs. Olmstead would let her clean the house in exchange for rent. Maybe Mr. Fordyce downstairs needed a secretary. Simone quickly dismissed that idea. But maybe Mrs. Burton would pay her to instruct the women here. After all, if none were acceptable for a genteel house party, they ought to be taught, to attract a higher class of customer. That was a far better plan. 

Simone almost interrupted Mrs. Burton’s pen scratching. But what if men wanted their women ignorant and silly and soft? This house obviously was a success, with just such fluffy wares for sale. There was nothing frothy about Simone, not a curl, not a frill, not a giggle.

And she had no heart for the transaction she was contemplating. She reached for her black cloak. Then she remembered her brother and sank back on her cushioned chair. The biscuits were all gone, along with her choices.

Mrs. Burton rang a little bell on her desk and the beefy doorkeeper came, as if he’d been waiting nearby to come to her aid. “See that this is delivered to Harry, George. If you bring it to McCann’s Club, they’ll know where to find him. I’ll be waiting for an answer.”

George looked at the folded sheet, then at Simone. “Harry?” Disbelief resounded in his voice. 

Mrs. Burton waved him on his way with one beringed hand. “By the time our Harry arrives, he’ll be pleased.” 

George still seemed dubious, so Simone’s hopes—if hope they were; she was still undecided—sank. “I should go back home and wait there.” 

Mrs. Burton brushed that aside too. “What, would you have me bring Harry to Mrs. Olmstead’s? Should we discuss your business in her front parlor, which I’d wager is dark and dreary?”

The woman was right on all counts. Mrs. Olmstead would have apoplexy to see Lydia Burton on her doorstep, much less with Simone’s prospective lover in tow. She’d die of outrage, then Simone would have another sin on her head. “Heavens, no. But you could send for me. Or I could watch out of my window.” 

“Hm. That might be better. Then Harry and I could settle the finances right off. You wouldn’t want to be haggling over pounds and pence the minute you meet him. I’ll take care of that business for you.”

Simone was not quite sure she trusted the gleam in Mrs. Burton’s eyes, a gleam that matched the diamonds in her ears and on her wrists. Simone might sacrifice her scruples, but she meant to hold tight to her wits. Let a bawdy house madam settle her fees, and perhaps keep more than her fair share for making the introduction? Not likely. “You said Mr., ah, Harry, was generous. I think we should see if we suit, first, before worrying over the money.” 

“You’ll suit. I’ll see to it. One of the girls must be about your size. Come.” 

Simone was supposed to wear the trappings of a prostitute? Oh, dear. “I do not wish to appear too…too…” She could not think of a word that would not offend her hostess.

“Fast? Loose?” Mrs. Burton supplied, frowning. “Immoral?”

The unknown Harry would know she was a fallen woman by her presence here. Simone did not want to appear cheap or tawdry. Her intention was to command a substantial fee. She settled on “Unladylike.”

“Of course not. Harry is particular. Otherwise any of my girls might have done well enough. We’ll find something suitable, never fear.” She sniffed. “And anything would be better than what you have on. I suppose all of your gowns are fit for the trash bin?”

“For the schoolroom. I do have one silk gown for dinner, but it is grey.” And shapeless and adorned with a single frayed ribbon.

“We wish to impress Harry, not depress him. Come on now. There is much to be done.”

Like making a silk purse out of a cow’s ear, Simone would have thought it impossible, until she saw the results. Lydia Burton was not simply a businesswoman or a matchmaker; she was a fairy godmother. She waved her wand—her glittering hand, at any rate—and miracles happened. 

Watching herself being transformed, Simone worried if they were all wasting their time and efforts. “What if he doesn’t come?” 

“Oh, he will. Harry knows I would not bother him without good reason. Besides, he is not half as busy now that the war is over.” 

“He works with the army, then? The government? Or does he deal with supplies or shipping?”

Mrs. Burton bit her lip as she supervised Simone’s new hair style. “He’ll tell you what he wishes you to know. Gentlemen cherish their secrets and their privacy. You must remember that, Miss Ryland, above all in this business. What is spoken in private must stay private. Do you understand?”

“Of course.” And not at all. Weren’t the girls rushing to do the madam’s bidding gossiping about their latest patrons? Simone assumed there were different rules for becoming a mistress. 

Someone produced a gown that Mrs. Burton deemed acceptable, but it was too long for Simone, too wide around, too gaping at the collar. An older woman quickly fetched pins and needles and thread.

“I cannot pay you,” Simone told her. “Or any of you, for the loan of the gown, the alterations, the help with my hair.” 

“Oh, we’d do anything for our Harry,” one of them answered, and they all agreed. 

He was a favorite of the house, it seemed. Simone was not sure if that was good or bad either. Obviously he was a womanizer, not likely to keep a steady mistress. Just as certain, he was a friendly fellow, polite to all classes, and considerate. He’d brought this woman ribbons for her new bonnet, sent a message to that one’s brother, sent a homesick girl back to the country, and delivered medicine when anyone fell ill. He always brought sweets when he came, and often read novels to the girls when they were not busy. Why, the man sounded like a veritable paragon—except that this was a brothel, not a charity home. 

When Simone started to ask more about him, his age, his looks, his likes and dislikes, Lydia clapped her hands. “Privacy, ladies, privacy.” She meant Harry’s, not Simone’s, who was poked and prodded and perfumed. “Let us leave Miss Ryland to form her own opinions. It is the impression she will make on Harry that we are concerned about, not the other way about.” 

Soon the lovely gown was raised over her head again, and over her plain mended shift. 

Mrs. Burton frowned but did not insist Simone disrobe completely. “No one will be seeing that today, thank goodness.” 

The gown was a dark vibrant blue watered silk. The color matched Harry’s eyes, Molly swore. Harry’s eyes were more like sapphires, Susie said, although she’d only seen paste copies of the gems. Nell declared Harry’s eyes were prettier than any jewel, because of the dark rims around the blue, and because they sparkled so when he laughed.

Simone relaxed a bit. The man sounded charming. She might even like him, which was far more than she’d expected.

The gown’s neckline was far lower than she’d expected. The borrowed corset forced her breasts higher than she was used to, but now the gown looked as if it were made for her, and she was made for a man’s admiration. She did not object. No one would have listened, for one thing, and she wanted to win Harry’s approval, for another. 

Her hair was loosely gathered instead of in its tight braids, twirled into fashion with a curling iron, and held up with a bouquet of silk violets Meg volunteered. 

“Lord Maynes couldn’t keep his regular appointment. His wife was in town, so he sent these instead.” 

Everyone laughed except for the madam, who chided them again. “Privacy, girls.”

Then Jenny brought out a tray of cosmetics. 

Face paints? “Oh, I could not use—”  

The job was done before Simone finished the sentence. A blush of color on her almond skin highlighted her prominent cheekbones and made her coloring seem sun-kissed instead of swarthy; a dark line around her eyes made them look wider and mysterious, instead of just somber; an ashy substance seemed to make her lashes longer; polish disguised the rough treatment her fingernails had recently undergone. Lydia fixed a strand of pearls around Simone’s neck and declared them just the proper touch for a well-bred miss. “Nothing garish, mind. Harry would not want that.” Then she bade Simone stand and walk across the room. 

Simone took one step before her fairy godmother cursed and clutched her heart. “By Satan’s short hairs, she is wearing blasted boots!”

Five girls ran to find slippers to fit. 

Then Simone walked the way her mother had taught her: back straight, chin high, in smooth, graceful steps. 

“Ooh, don’t she look like a lady for true?” 

Lydia poured them each a glass of wine in celebration. “Let us hope so, for Harry’s sake.” 




Chapter Three

“To Harry!” someone cheered. 

“And to Miss Ryland, for luck,” another woman added, so Simone raised her glass to them all. “To new friends and good fortunes.”

“Especially the good fortunes,” Mrs. Burton added. 

George the butler cleared his throat at the door to the proprietor’s private parlor, then entered and whispered in her ear. 

“Major Harrison is coming? Drat the man. I was hoping for—”  Lydia caught herself from saying more and clapped her hands to get the girls’ attention. “Privacy, my dears. You know how Major Harrison feels about his personal life. I am sure you have chores to do to ready yourselves for this evening. Meg, your singing voice needs practice. Sally, your hair appeals dull. Some lemon juice, perhaps?”

In minutes they were all gone, with the jars and sewing baskets and extra slippers. 

Simone set her glass down. “Someone else is coming? I was quite getting used to the idea of Harry. He sounded a pleasant sort.”

“Oh, he is, and that’s our Harry. Major Harrison. I wish he could cease—”  She stopped herself again. “Oh, well, he is coming within the hour.” 

Simone wished the madam had completed the sentence. At least now she knew that Harry was a military man, an officer and a gentleman. He was well off if he’d purchased the rank, courageous if he’d earned it on the field of battle. Like many other officers, he would most likely resign his commission now that Napoleon was finally defeated, unless he was old enough to have fought long ago or had a desk job in London. Or he might have been injured during the war and retired on half-pay, which would not serve Simone’s purposes at all. What if he were scarred or maimed and that was why he could not find a willing woman for himself? Oh, dear. Then there were commanding officers who were martinets, used to having their every order obeyed. Oh, dear, oh dear.

She must have moaned aloud for Lydia refilled her wine glass. “Don’t worry,” she said, mistaking the source of Simone’s distress. “Harry will be pleased. I am certain of that, especially if you remember one important thing.”

“I know, to respect his privacy.”

“Two things, then. His privacy and his demand for honesty. Harry is the most accommodating fellow in England, but he cannot abide lies. Just tell him the truth, and you’ll do fine.”

Tell him the truth, that she was terrified, mortified, and unqualified? Simone groaned.

“You are not going to swoon, are you?”

“I never have before,” Simone answered. Of course she’d never been a member of the frail sisterhood before, nor been on display in borrowed finery for a gentleman’s approval, like a horse at Tattersall’s. She swallowed the contents of her glass for courage. Her French grandmother had fled to England with her Gypsy horse-trader; her mother had eloped with a Latin scholar whose family disapproved. Simone swore to be brave like them, a woman making her own way in the world. 

…A woman whose knees were knocking together loudly under her borrowed silk skirts. 

No, that wasn’t the sound of her bones rattling; it was the sound of a cane tapping down the hallway. Good grief, he was blind! No again, for Mrs. Burton would not have insisted on the face paints if Harry couldn’t see. 

Either a century or a second later, Simone was too addled to notice which, George opened the door, bowed, and announced “Major Harrison, ma’am.”

“Very impressive, George,” came from behind him, the guest being hidden from view by George’s bulk. “No one would know you were a prizefighter in an earlier life.”

“Yes, sir. I mean no, sir.” George tucked the proffered coin into an inner pocket and actually smiled at the bent old man who hobbled around him into the room. Lydia rushed forward and kissed his whiskered cheek. “You devil. Why have you—” 

“Aren’t you going to introduce me to the young lady you invited me to meet, Lyddie?” the ancient asked, turning to Simone. 

She regretted not seeing his eyes through the thick tinted spectacles he wore, for the reputedly stunning blue would have been the only attractive thing about the elderly officer’s appearance. His voice was pleasant, and his manners were polished as he bowed in her direction. Otherwise, he could have passed for any of her father’s fellow classics scholars, half asleep at their favorite club. He smelled like one, too, of old leather, pipe smoke, and spirits. His clothing, not a uniform, was not in fashion either, although it was well tailored to fit his hunched shoulders and bowed legs. His brown wig belonged to the previous century, as did his silver-streaked beard and moustache. Simone grasped her chair—and her courage—with both hands, as she stood to make her curtsy. 

“Lovely, Lyddie,” he said. “As promised. You have done well.”

“So I thought. Shall we let Miss Ryland visit the downstairs parlor while we discuss particulars?”

He laughed. It was a very nice laugh, Simone decided, looking for something to like. And he was intelligent enough not to buy a pig in a poke, suggesting he and Miss Ryland ought to converse a bit first, to see if they could be comfortable together.

Lydia’s eyes narrowed. “You suit. She is young and attractive, speaks several languages, and has good manners, as I told you.”

“Ah, but there is more to this, ah, affair, than reading a résumé.”

“And I wish to be privy to whatever agreement is made,” Simone put in. He wanted honesty? She would not pretend this was anything but a financial arrangement.

He laughed again. “And she’s bright, Lyddie, and refreshingly straightforward. Run along, do. You know you can trust me to deal squarely with both of you.”

None too pleased with either of them, Mrs. Burton left in a huff of tight red satin. Harry, Major Harrison, took a seat across from Simone. She pushed a footstool closer, the way she would have done for her papa. She thought he smiled, but it was hard to tell, under all the facial hair. 

“Now that Lyddie is gone,” he said, “we may speak freely. And honestly.”

She had been warned. “I understand, sir. I was raised to speak truthfully.”

“Good. I would know a bit more about you, if I may?”

She nodded, thinking he might ask about her health or her sick room experience, for the gentleman looked more in need of a nursemaid than a mistress.

“I understand you came to Lydia because you have fallen on hard times, my dear,” he began. 

He wanted honesty? She wanted to flee. Instead she answered: “I would not say I have fallen, more like I’ve been pitchforked into poverty by the death of my parents. I could not keep a position because of fear of molestation, so I am becoming a Jezebel rather than starve.” 

He coughed. “Perhaps that is a bit more information than I asked for. But thank you. You have no other relations?”

“No.”

His mouth twisted, as if he’d swallowed something sour, or was bilious. Old men suffered from wind, she knew. 

“I thought we agreed on the truth. Lies leave a bitter taste in my mouth.” He started to rise. “Lyddie was wrong. We cannot suit. Ciao.” 

Simone hadn’t realized they were speaking French until he switched to Italian. So he was testing her, her skills and her readiness to obey orders. That nonsense about truth was an old man’s idiosyncracy—he could not have known about Auguste—but she thought she ought to humor him, to keep Mrs. Burton’s favor. “My apologies. I thought you meant other relatives who might assist me. I have a young brother whose education depends on my income.”

“And you would not have pursued this line of work otherwise?”

“I could have made do, I suppose.” Her savings could have bought her more time to find a respectable position, if she had not spent the last few coins on Auggie’s books and board. 

Major Harrison seemed satisfied with her answer, for he sat back and accepted the glass of wine Simone poured from Mrs. Burton’s sideboard. After taking a swallow, he asked, “What if I offered to finance your brother’s schooling?”

She almost choked on the sip she took. “Why would you do such a thing as that?”

“Because I can afford to, and because people were good to me when I was young. And because I would not see any woman forced into this kind of life against her will. Lyddie chose her profession, when she had no need to.” 

“But then I would be in your debt. I would still feel that I needed to repay you, in services if not in money. I could not accept an outright gift, not even on my brother’s behalf. I would rather work, at whatever I need to do, than be beholden to charity.” 

“What if I did not wish a martyr in my bed?” 

“I would pretend I was pleased to be there, not out of gratitude.”

He grimaced at the thought. “That would be worse.”

“No, for I might enjoy a house party, charming company, the chance to see a famous home where I would never be invited otherwise, a visit to the countryside, perhaps an opportunity to ride again.” 

“Let us begin afresh. Tell me of your family.”

“Why? I swear no one is going to challenge you over my honor.” 

He chuckled. “Tell me, in truth. More depends on your answer than I can tell you now. And I’ll have investigators checking, before I trust you with explanations.” 

Simone decided the old man was more than eccentric; he was touched in the head. She had no idea why else he would be so obsessed with the truth about a stranger if he were not senile. Heavens, he was hiring a ladybird for a week, not a lawyer! He was waiting, though, staring, she thought, through his green-tinted spectacles. So she repeated her background, this time not leaving out the Gypsy and French heritage that made her mother unwelcome in England. “At first my mother pretended to read fortunes to add to what my father earned as a Latin tutor. They were never well to pass, nor well accepted among the local society, but they were happy together, and our house was full of love.”

“Could she? Tell fortunes, that is?”

Now Simone was positive he had bats in his belfry, or in his wig. She did not reply to that bit of nonsense but went on to tell what she knew of the unknown Ryland relations, and about her unfortunate employment history. 

He listened carefully, making no judgments, other than to ask the name of the baron who now wore the mark of her fireplace poker. 

“He will not give me references, you know. Not for any kind of employment.”

“He will not assault another young woman in his employ,” was all the major said, sending a shiver down Simone’s spine. Then he sipped at his wine, thinking. 

“I have connections,” he finally said, when Simone feared he’d fallen asleep. “I can find you another position, an honest one. And lend you the funds for your brother until he can earn his own way to repay me.”

“But you do not know me. There is no reason for you to put yourself to that effort.” An effort, she did not say, that no one, not even her father’s relations in distant Cumberland, saw fit to make.

“As I said, people helped me, people who did not have to. I was not born to a life of advantage, but was given far more than I had any right to expect.”

“Your parents were poorer than mine, less accepted?”

“They were not married.”

“Oh.” Simone knew most illegitimate children were raised as outcasts, if not abandoned. They were often ostracized worse than those with Gypsy blood. “I am sorry.”

“Do not be. I was taken in by a wonderful family, the Harrisons, and made to feel like their own son. My true father smoothed my path with education and introductions, although his kindness cost him the trust of his own family. I have tried to show that same kindness to others, to live as the gentleman he is, in tribute to him. Leading a woman into the life of a demi-rep does not suit my notions of honor.”

He might be crazy, Simone decided, but Major Harrison, Harry, was a dear. No wonder the girls at Mrs. Burton’s establishment all liked him. “I thank you for the caring, but I have made my own decisions. Working as a governess or companion will never give me a home of my own or any kind of future except a pension when I am retired, with luck. And you cannot guarantee my safety from employers like the baron.” 

“No, but this life is not without perils of its own. Would you still be willing to attend the house party as my companion if there was danger involved?”

She edged further back in her seat. The sweet old man might be more deranged than she thought. “Danger to me?”

His bushy brows drew together. “I do not believe so, but that is possible. I would do all in my power to ensure your safety.” 

What would he do, hit an attacker with his cane? The whole idea was absurd. “What danger could there be at a polite house party?”

“As I said, explanations must wait, but there is more to this gathering than a sennight’s holiday in the country. I have made enemies. Threats have been made against my life.”

“Truly?”

“I never lie. I do not always tell all of the truth, because a good card player never shows his full hand, but I do not lie. There will be danger. Almost certainly.”

“Then I cannot go with you.” Her regret surprised even herself. A week out of London, away from her worries, with an amiable old man had sounded attractive. “I could not chance leaving my brother alone in the world with no family if I were hurt, with no one to care for him.”

“I understand your concern, yet you would be perfect for the position. Your skill at languages, the hint of something exotic in your appearance, the fact that you would be unknown to everyone. That is just what I need.” He set his wine glass aside and steepled his fingers, which were long and graceful, not gnarled or age spotted, she noticed. After a moment he asked, “What if I arranged for a guardian for the boy, should the worst happen?” 

Simone started to shake her head but Major Harrison went on: “An earl, who I swear would see to his future.”

“An earl?”

“Now that I think on it, Lord Royce is not in the best of health, nor young enough. His son, Viscount Rexford, would be willing to take on the responsibility.”

“I think you must be dreaming, sir, or you have had too much wine. An earl? A viscount? What have they to do with a boy who is part Gypsy, part French, and entirely impoverished?” 

“They are…friends of mine. I can have legal documents for you to sign before we leave for Richmond.” 

“Then you would take me?”

“I am torn. Leading a young lady into a life of debauchery and dissipation is against my principles, as is entangling an innocent in dangerous pursuits.”

Simone prayed the life of a courtesan was not as degrading as he made it out to be. She was not standing on a street corner, after all, nor sharing her body with countless men each night in a brothel like Mrs. Burton’s employees. “You would treat me well,” she said, with conviction. 

“Of course. Yet this is not how you wished to lead your life, is it?”

“No, and that is the truth.” She hated the idea, in fact. She could not trust the largesse of a lunatic old man, though. His family might protest his support of an unknown student. For all she knew, his family could lock him in Bethlehem Hospital before he paid Auguste’s tuition. “I require the money I can earn, however.”

“And I unfortunately require just such a female as you appear to be: loyal, intelligent, able to follow instructions, honest and brave.”

“I am not brave.” 

He licked his lips. “Sweet. Will you come, knowing the danger, knowing you cannot go back to being a governess, knowing this is a temporary arrangement only?”

The more Major Harrison tried to convince her otherwise, the more, perversely, she was sure of her decision. “Yes, I will go with you, if you answer a question for me. Mrs. Burton warned me about not intruding on your private life, but can you at least tell me if you are married? I do not know if I can do this, if I would be injuring another woman so.” 

“No, there is no Mrs. Harrison pining for me. I have hopes to wed in the future, but not now, with unfinished business.” 

Simone had to hide her own smile at the dodderer’s optimism. What in the world was he waiting for? She wondered if he could still father a child and, for that matter, why he needed a mistress. She decided she might as well ask while he was permitting such license.

“The house party requires it. Lord Gorham’s mistress wishes to play hostess to a select gathering. I need to attend, to face the threats against me.” 

“Why not simply avoid them?”

“And let danger come at me in the dark? No, I choose to face my enemies, not take a knife in the back.” 

“The party could be so perilous?”

“That is not the half of it.”

“Then I want twice the fee. You need me.”




Chapter Four

He needed her. 

No, he needed a female like her. Otherwise he could take one of Lyddie’s girls and be done with it. He’d have a pretty bit of fluff on his arm with less effort, less money, and less on his conscience. He’d also make less of an impression as a connoisseur of woman, a man with exquisite taste and deep pockets. He needed a ladybird who was almost a lady, one who would have everyone talking, to create a stir heard back in London. For once, Harry sought the publicity, the notoriety, with everyone and his uncle knowing precisely where he was and with whom. Then Major Harrison could die. 

Miss Ryland was perfect, too perfect, unfortunately. No matter that every head would turn when she walked into a room, he could not turn a well-bred woman into a whore. If he didn’t, though, Lyddie would, so what would his scruples and sacrifice have accomplished? Nothing. Furthermore, Miss Ryland herself seemed determined on the course. She had problems too, and lofty principles could not outweigh bare necessity. She needed money; Harry needed a mistress. Both of them were in a hurry. 

Harry watched her as she watched him, wishing he knew what she was thinking, how she wanted him to decide. Then he recalled that he was done making decisions for others. His half-brother had pummeled the fact into him that he was not always correct in what he thought best for
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