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			India—1872

			“Wild blood! It’s a taint in the blood. I’ve heard it said that every generation of Dangerfields produces one of them. They call it the Dangerfield devil.”

			Mrs. Leacock, beginning to fan herself vigorously, continued, “All those generations of inbreeding… what do they expect? They call Melchester ‘the Eccentric Earl’ behind his back, but at least he hasn’t done anything too outrageous yet… but I think it’s a positive outrage that he lets Rowena go her own way! That girl will come to a bad end one day—I can feel it. That temper… do you remember the time she half whipped a groom to death because he had forgotten to rub down her horse? And she’s the only white woman in the province of Jhanpur who has ever witnessed a public execution. The colonel told me he was stunned to see her there in the first place, and that she didn’t turn a hair, either!”

			“Something,” Mrs. Leacock pronounced awfully, “must be done! You know how my dear husband hates to interfere, but I shall ask him to speak to the governor. We cannot have a scandal here, and especially one involving a young Englishwoman and a native prince!”

			It was the custom of the Englishwomen who had followed their husbands to the small province of Jhanpur to gather together for tea every afternoon. When Mrs. Leacock, who was the bishop’s wife, or Mrs. O’Bannion, whose husband commanded the small English garrison, presided at such gatherings they became tea parties, with the rules of protocol and etiquette strictly adhered to. Dainty iced cakes, sweet fruits, and thin sandwiches cut into pretty shapes by a well-trained cook were graciously served. Either of the two ladies sat graciously behind a silver tea service, making a pretty ceremony of pouring.

			On this particular afternoon, Mrs. Leacock was the hostess, and as she served the last steaming cup of tea she leaned forward, lowering her voice slightly.

			“Speaking of discipline,” she continued, “I must confess that the natives are not alone in their lack of it! I tell you, my dears, that girl’s behavior grows more outrageous every day!”

			Ever since the Earl of Melchester, who was British governor of Jhanpur, had brought his granddaughter to live with him, Rowena Dangerfield had been a source of speculation and comment among the small British community.

			“Oh, heavens!” Mrs. O’Bannion said, sitting up straight, “are the rumors true?”

			“I learned from our groom, Mohammed Khan, that she has taken to meeting the young prince on her rides. And if you’ll remember we were talking about him only last week, about how glad the maharajah must be that his son has stayed so long on a visit.”

			“Oh, dear! You think this is why he’s stayed?” Little Mrs. Loving, whose husband was a very junior subaltern, opened, her blue eyes very wide.

			Mrs. Leacock smiled graciously to show that she forgave the interruption.

			“Everyone knows that the Shiv Jhanpur is far fonder of the fleshpots of Bombay and Delhi than he is of the province he’ll rule one day. He was educated at Oxford, like his father, but that doesn’t really make too much difference to these native princes—they follow their old ways as soon as they return here!”

			“But, Marion!” Mrs. O’Bannion looked visibly agitated. “Surely—what I mean is, is the governor aware of this? As—as peculiar as some of his ideas are, I do not think…”

			“You know as well as I do, Amy, that he allows that girl to run wild! Allowing her to visit the palace, and even to—to visit the women’s quarters! It’s unchristian, positively heathenish that these Indian princes should be allowed to continue with their old custom of having so many wives! Why, even the prince has five, at least. He was married to the first of them when they were both no more than infants!”

			“Oh!” Mrs. Loving breathed, and the older women gave her understanding looks.

			“You haven’t been here long enough, my dear, to understand how very primitive these people can be!” Mrs. O’Bannion smiled knowingly.

			“Of course not!” added Mrs. Leacock. “And you haven’t met the governor yet, have you? My husband, who is a dear, sweet, charitable man has reached the point of despair. I mean, one expects the governor to set an example, but he hasn’t been to church for years, and neither has that hoydenish, arrogant granddaughter of his. I mentioned it to him myself, I said, ‘It would be so pleasant to see dear Rowena in church some Sundays; after all we do live in a country of heathens, and if children are not taught their own religion while they’re still young enough to be influenced…’ and then, my dear, he cut me off! He wouldn’t let me say another word, merely frowned down at me in that bushy-browed way and said curtly that he did not wish his granddaughter’s mind to be cluttered up by dogma! I can tell you, that left me speechless! I sometimes doubt if he’s a Christian himself.”

			“But you were telling us about Rowena,” Mrs. O’Bannion persisted, and her friend gave a long-suffering sigh.

			“Yes, of course. Well, to my mind it’s all part and parcel of the way she’s been brought up. She’s never been to school, and when I mentioned once that my own dear Marcia would be going to an excellently recommended boarding school in England, all he did was raise one eyebrow and growl ‘Is that so, madam? Well, I’ll not have my granddaughter’s mind ruined by pianoforte lessons and watercolors. She’ll get her education from me.’ He had boxes and boxes of books brought here—some of them from France and Germany. And if the girl isn’t out riding, or on a tiger shoot, she has her nose in those books—some of them, I’m sure, hardly suitable reading material for a child her age.”

			Mrs. Leacock’s pause was purely rhetorical, but Mrs. Loving, knitting her fair brows, said softly: “Oh! I didn’t know she was still a child. I thought—I mean I’m almost certain I heard someone say she was almost eighteen…”

			“Rowena Dangerfield is seventeen, but you would never think it to look at her. She cares not in the least how she dresses, and some of her riding habits have grown far too tight and far too short. She goes out riding during the hottest part of the day, bareheaded if you please, and it’s a wonder she hasn’t caught sunstroke yet! My Marcia always wore a hat and carried a parasol, and it was only with the aid of my buttermilk and cucumber lotions that we managed to keep her complexion so fair and pretty. Rowena is positively sunburned, and with that mane of black hair I’m sure she hardly bothers to comb, she could easily pass for an Indian herself. It—I hate to sound uncharitable, but it’s positively shocking, and a terrible example to the natives. And now, this!”

			“Deplorable,” Mrs. Carter murmured, shaking her head. She cast an almost pitying glance at Mrs. Loving, who had not been in Jhanpur long enough to hear all the gossip, and added, “But of course, when one considers her background—that terrible scandal—it’s no wonder the governor brought her back here, and hasn’t been back to England himself!”

			Mrs. Loving’s eyes widened with a mixture of horror and pleasurable anticipation.

			“Scandal?” she murmured softly.

			“My dear child, where have you been?” Mrs. O’Bannion asked incredulously. “They were whispering of nothing else in London, some years back.”

			“It was fifteen years, to be exact, and Rowena was still no more than a baby when he brought her here.” Mrs. Leacock shook her head ominously. “Such a shocking affair! But then, Guy Dangerfield was always a ne’er-do-well. The younger son—spoiled by his mother, of course. He was sent down from Oxford twice for the mischief he got into. Then, to make matters worse, he ran off to America, to make his fortune, he said.”

			“And then, some years later, he was back again, like a bad penny! You see, William, who was the heir, was killed in a hunting accident, and that left only Guy to inherit the title. I suppose the earl sent for him. But suddenly, after people had almost forgotten him, there he was, and engaged to be married of all things! Fanny Tolliver—a pretty little thing, she was only seventeen and barely out of the schoolroom. Good enough family, though not very much money, of course. We were back home on leave at the time, and I remember reading the announcement in the Times, and telling the colonel, ‘You mark my words, I’ve a feeling that no good will come of that match.’ And I was right, of course.” The lady paused to draw a breath and her friend interposed quickly:

			“Amy’s quite right, nothing good did come of it. Fanny Dangerfield was a flighty little thing, and not at all ready to settle down. They say she threw hysterics when she found she was to have a child. She persuaded Guy to let her live in London with her aunt after that, while he stayed down in the country at Melchester with the baby. The best thing I can say for him was that he positively doted on his daughter and neglected his wife. He should have gone to London and taken her back with him the minute she started kicking up her heels. Letting other men escort her everywhere in public—all those soirees given by the wrong set—and when he did go, she talked him into staying. No good came of that either. Took to gambling and drinking hard; visiting those dens of vice in Soho. And then…” Mrs. Leacock paused dramatically for effect.

			“And then,” she repeated triumphantly, “he shot and killed a man over a game of cards! I hear that in America men carry pistols around with them, but in this case it turned out to be all the worse for Guy Dangerfield. Not only did he kill that French gambler, but he also shot a constable who tried to arrest him. No one knows how he managed to escape and catch a ship that sailed to America that very night, but I can tell you it caused quite a furor!”

			“Oh, my!” Mrs. Loving sighed, her small hands clasped together.

			“Later, to make matters worse, Fanny Dangerfield actually divorced her husband. And after that she went away to France and came back married to that scoundrel, Sir Edgar Cardon. A baronet—but his money was made from trade, of course. A man with a notorious reputation. You see now why the Governor was so anxious to get his granddaughter away?”

			Mrs. Leacock would have been even more perturbed if she had known that at that very moment Rowena Dangerfield, unescorted by a groom, was perched on a broken wall of an ancient ruin, talking to the prince.

			“Shiv,” she was saying in her soft, calm voice, “you are being silly! Why should I want to marry you and join your collection of women?”

			“But I’ve already promised you I would give them all up!” the slender young man said urgently, brushing back a lock of his dark hair. “I will have no other wife but you, and you will come everywhere with me in public. You will help me to govern my people. I will do anything you ask but turn Christian!”

			“Heavens!” she replied calmly, “sometimes I’m not sure that I’m one myself! But that’s not the point. I can’t possibly marry you, Shiv, even if I wanted to, and I do not. I don’t think that I shall ever marry. Why should I? To become some man’s domestic pet, to be treated like a child with no mind of my own, to—to have all my movements, yes, even my money, controlled! Why, I’d rather be dead!”

			“Rowena! How can you talk that way? Women are meant to be married, to have children, to make their husbands happy. And not only in my country, but yours as well. Don’t you like me at all?”

			“If I didn’t like you I wouldn’t be here. I enjoy talking to you Shiv, and you understand horses…”

			“Horses!” He clapped a hand to his brow and groaned dramatically. “I talk of marriage, of love, and you speak of horses! I’ve had my fill of horsy English misses. None of them interested me, even when I was in England. You’re the first truly intelligent woman I have ever met—the only one I could talk to. And…” his voice dropped meaningfully as he gave her a long melting look from his brown eyes, “you are also very beautiful, even if you try to hide it. You’re the only Englishwoman I’ve seen who could wear a sari as gracefully as an Indian woman, and your skin has turned to gold under our Indian sun. When your hair is loose, as it was the day beside the lotus pool, and you wear gold ornaments at your ears and around your bare ankles…”

			“Shiv, stop it! You had no right to come barging in that day! I dressed up that way only to please your—your wives, and then you had to come striding in and stare like an idiot!”

			He burst out laughing. “But, little lotus blossom, why should I not visit the women of my household when I have just returned from a long trip? I shall never forget how I made you blush—the color turning your cheeks to dusky rose. It was then that the thought came to me like lightning, ‘This is the woman who must be my true wife! I would like to clasp the gold marriage thali around her neck and make her mine forever!’”

			“You should have been a poet instead of a prince,” Rowena said drily. “Don’t remind me of my embarrassment, please! And I wish you would stop talking of marriage between us, for I can tell you again that it is completely out of the question!”

			His face darkened. “Is it because I am Indian and you are a member of the British nobility?”

			“You should know me better than that!” Blue eyes so dark that they appeared violet flashed into his, and in spite of his hurt and disappointment the young man could not keep his eyes from lingering on her wistfully. How lovely she was, even if she herself did not fully comprehend it, and often called herself plain. She looked like a young goddess, wild and untamed, with her mane of black hair and her slim body, hard-muscled from constant riding. She rode free and untrammeled as a goddess, too, her tiny waist owing nothing to corsets. Her eyes, even when they flashed angrily as they did now, were her most beautiful feature, large and widely spaced, fringed with thick lashes. And her face—it would have been oval, if not for the small, squared-off chin that somehow added character to it. When she smiled her mouth was full and generous, a sensual, woman’s mouth.

			He had been studying her slowly and almost caressingly, but Rowena’s irritated voice brought him back to earth.

			“Shiv! What on earth is the matter with you? Surely you aren’t going to sulk because I won’t marry you? You really ought to feel relieved that you’ve had a lucky escape, for I would never make any man a dutiful, obedient wife, I fear!”

			“You have not been awakened yet. In some ways, you are still so young! Perhaps, someday, I’ll be able to make you fall in love with me, and then you will never leave India. I will make you realize that you belong here, and you will belong to me.”

			“I’ll belong to no man, Shiv Jhanpur!” Rowena’s voice merely took on an inflexible tone as her straight black brows drew together. “Never! And if you want to remain my friend, you had better remember that.”

			“We’ll see!” he said teasingly, and then in a persuasive voice, “But I want to be your friend, of course. Who else can I talk to around here? My father is of an older generation and talks of nothing but duty. The Englishmen I meet are all such bores, and so conscious of the superiority their white skins confer, even though they try to hide it. But your grandfather is different, of course, just as you are different.” He seized her hands for a moment and said passionately, “My family goes back as far as yours does—perhaps farther. Jhanpur is small, but its maharajahs come from a long line of kings and princes. Rowena, if you should change your mind, I feel sure that your grandfather, at least, will place no objections in our way. Please think about it.”

			The young crown prince of Jhanpur was a handsome, arrogant young man in his impeccably cut riding clothes that had been tailored in Savile Row. The girl who now stood facing him, shaking her head stubbornly, was just as arrogant in her way, even though she might have been taken for a gypsy in her shabby, old-fashioned riding habit. A distant ancestor of hers had run off with a gypsy girl once and made her his countess. Rowena had heard the story countless times.

			But she was not thinking at this moment of her appearance. She seldom did. She shook her head at Shiv because he annoyed her with his persistence, but without her knowing it, or him knowing it, he had nevertheless planted a tiny seed in her mind—the beginning of consciousness that she was a woman.

			“We had better go now,” Rowena said quietly, and this time he made no objection, not wishing to frighten her off.

			Later, he thought to himself, as he helped her to mount the big black stallion she had named Devil. I spoke too soon, of course. Like all Englishwomen of her age and background she is still a shy, half-wild creature. Yes, in spite of all her book learning and her intellect, she is still virginal, and afraid of men. But the time will come when she is ready….

			Rowena, feeling oddly relieved that Shiv had reverted to the role of her friend again, kicked her heels against Devil’s sides as she urged the big stallion into a gallop.

			“Both walls, and then the old fence!” she called to Shiv over her shoulder, the sound of her clear young voice almost drowned by the drumming of racing hoofbeats. “I’ll race you as far as the palace and see myself home!”
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			London—1873

			“Edgar! How can you act so unconcerned? Read this—here!” Lady Fanny Cardon’s voice, normally slightly querulous, had risen to a wail. “It was bad enough to hear that Melchester is dead, and Guy, of all people, if he’s still alive, is the new earl. But now, to cap it off that wretched child has—has disappeared!”

			Lady Fanny, still in her pink silk negligee, sat before her mirrored dressing table holding a lacy square of cambric dramatically to her eyes as she held out several sheets of closely written pages to her husband.

			“Well, then, if she’s vanished, that ends all our troubles, doesn’t it? Gad, Fan! Why fuss so? Didn’t want a daughter foisted on you at this late stage, did you?”

			“Edgar!” Lady Fanny’s voice cracked with approaching hysteria, and her husband, shrugging, took the letter from her hand.

			“Oh, very well! Just to oblige you, m’dear, but I don’t see…”

			“You will understand when you read it! Good heavens—the scandal with Guy was bad enough, but people have started to forget it. And then this! Guy always doted on Rowena—he wanted a child, not I, and it almost killed me, as you very well know. Why must I have her? And why couldn’t she be like any other well-brought-up child? Running away—all by herself, in that wild, savage country. Just read what Mrs. Leacock has to say!”

			“I will, if you’ll just stop talking, my love.”

			Sir Edgar, a heavy-featured, robust-looking man who affected the muttonchop whiskers so fashionable in England, stood with his back to the fireplace, his hard gray eyes contradicting the mildness of his voice as he raised them to his wife’s distraught face.

			Lady Fanny, who had begun to twist the tiny handkerchief between her fingers, caught his look and gave a small sob.

			“Sometimes I think you’re heartless! What on earth am I to do?”

			Ignoring her outburst, Sir Edgar lowered his eyes once more to the letter he was reading, one hand going up every now and then to tug at his whiskers.

			“So she’s gone to find peace and the right frame of mind in an—what in blazes is this word? An ashram? Ah yes, here we are; this Mrs. Leacock had the goodness to explain. Some kind of Hindu retreat. I must say, Fan, the girl sounds just as eccentric as her grandfather was! Queer in the attic, if you ask me. What’s an Englishwoman doing alone in a place like that?”

			“You know very well what Mrs. Leacock told us in her last letter! Rowena has been allowed to grow up as wild as a—a gypsy! Completely undisciplined. She’s had no formal schooling, and she refused to make friends with children her own age. Mrs. Leacock says it was a scandal! And there was that Indian prince she used to see constantly, until the bishop put a stop to it. Edgar!”

			He had begun to smile. “Only thinking that perhaps the chit takes after you, after all, Fan! Still pretty, if you’d stop your frowning and your crying. Indian prince, eh? Maybe that’s the solution. Get her married off.”

			“What can you be thinking of? She cannot marry an Indian, a—a native! Oh, Edgar, I don’t think I can stand another scandal! And besides, Rowena’s still a child!”

			“Child? The gal’s eighteen, isn’t she? That’s hardly a child. You were married long before then.” Sir Edgar’s voice became bluff. “Now look, Fan, no use going into a dither. This Leacock woman, who seems to know everything, says the chit has not much money of her own; and they’re scouring the countryside for her. Says they’ll pack her back here as soon as they find her. She’s under age, isn’t she? Have to do as she’s told, like it or not, and you’re her guardian, unless Guy turns up. And we both know why he daren’t, don’t we?” He gave his wife a significant look.

			“But…”

			“Now look here, Fan, like it or not, we’re going to have to take her in, if she arrives, if only to stop the gossip. Can’t turn her out, can we, since you’re her mother? It’s plain to see she needs discipline. We’ll send her off to a finishing school, and then get her married. Provide a dowry myself, if I have to.”

			“But we don’t know what she’s like!” Lady Fanny’s voice quivered with emotion. “He’s turned her against me. I know he has. He was such a horrid, hard old man. I was always terrified of him!”

			“He’s gone. And the girl will come to heel, once she’s learned I’m not going to stand any nonsense. You’ll see.”

			Presently Sir Edgar went off to his club, and Lady Fanny recovered herself sufficiently to order the carriage so that she might go shopping.

			She left the letter, in her usual careless fashion, lying on top of a welter of spilled powder and half-empty perfume bottles on top of her dressing table.

			“Will you look at this, Mrs. Jenks?” Adams, who was Lady Fanny’s personal maid and had attended her for ten years, was the only servant who considered herself an equal of the rather austere housekeeper, who had been in Sir Edgar’s service for even longer—before he married, as she was fond of reminding the other members of the staff belowstairs.

			“Another letter from India—and about the same thing, I’ll be bound. That daughter of hers. My lady was crying, when I came up to dress her hair. And it’s no wonder she’s upset! Fancy having a child you never wanted turning up after all these years—and grown up into a regular hoyden, from all accounts. If you ask me,” and Adams dropped her voice conspiratorially, “the girl’s no good. Just like her father. It’s in the blood, I heard her say to Sir Edgar when that last letter arrived. All the Dangerfields were a little bit mad, she said, and this daughter, this Miss Rowena…”

			“It’s Lady Rowena now, and you’d better not go forgetting it, hoyden or not,” Mrs. Jenks said sourly, as she picked up the letter.

			She was fortunate in being able to read, Adams thought enviously as she watched the housekeeper’s sharp black eyes scan the crumpled sheets of paper.

			“Well, do tell!” she said at last, and Mrs. Jenks’s mouth pursed itself tightly.

			“She’s run away. By herself.”

			“She has?”

			“But they’ve sent soldiers to fetch her back, and this lady who wrote the letter says they’ll put her on a ship bound for England as soon as they find her.”

			“No!” Adams breathed. “Poor Lady Fanny. What will she do with her, a daughter like that? So wild!”

			“Sir Edgar will tame her. He won’t stand any nonsense, I can tell you that.”

			“What else does it say? Surely that can’t be all, such a long letter like that?”

			Unwillingly, Mrs. Jenks produced a pair of spectacles from her pocket and put them on. The truth was that she was just as curious as Adams was. The last letter from India, breaking the news of the old earl’s death and his granddaughter’s waywardness had sent Lady Fanny into hysterics for days. This one seemed just as startling.

			Run away indeed! Mrs. Jenks thought to herself. A likely story. A girl so used to gallivanting all by herself around the Indian countryside, and consorting with natives. Mrs. Leacock was a bishop’s wife, and very likely was only trying to spare Lady Fanny the worst of the story, although she had seemed to go into some detail regarding the girl’s behavior at the beginning. English-born or not, it was clear that Lady Rowena had been brought up just like a foreigner, or worse, if one read between the lines.

			“Well, do go on, Mrs. Jenks!” Adams leaned over the housekeeper’s shoulder, breathing heavily. “It surely can’t be that bad—can it?” Her voice sounded hopeful, and Mrs. Jenks gave her a cold look.

			“It says she’s a hard, arrogant girl who won’t listen to what anyone has to say. Mrs. Leacock says she was rude to anyone who tried to advise her, even when they all went around to the house to comfort her. Told them to—” here Mrs. Jenkins paused to lick her lips, “told them to go to the devil, is what she did! And in a house of mourning, too. Told them they were all a bunch of narrow-minded hypocrites, that her grandfather had never liked them, and she didn’t either. Shocked them all by producing a letter that said he wanted to be cremated, just like one of them heathen Hindus!” When Mrs. Jenks was agitated her grammar tended to slip.

			“Lord have mercy!” Adams said in a shocked voice. “Well, the bishop wouldn’t have it, of course. How could he allow such a thing after all?”

			“And then?”

			“She didn’t turn up for the funeral. Ran away, taking only her big black horse with her, and left a rude, nasty note. They thought she might have run off with that native prince, or whatever he calls himself, but he didn’t know where she’d gone either.”

			“She might have been murdered by those savages over there, and heaven knows what else! My poor lady!”

			“Well, it’s not as if Lady Fanny really knew her, is it?” Unknowingly, Mrs. Jenks paraphrased Sir Edgar’s parting words to his wife. “We’ll just have to wait and see what happens, I suppose.”

			In a subdued voice, Adams murmured, “Call me heartless, if you like, but I can’t help thinking it’ll be a blessing if she doesn’t turn up.”

			Mrs. Jenks put the letter back carefully, exactly as she had found it.

			“I’ve been thinking the same thing myself, and I’ll not deny it,” she admitted. “We’ve got enough to keep us all busy without having to worry about some young foreign-brought-up female with wild ways disrupting the whole household!”

			Only Mary, the youngest parlormaid, ventured to speak up on behalf of the young woman whose imminent arrival formed the topic of discussion belowstairs that night.

			“I don’t understand their ways,” she sniffed to Alice, who shared her bed in their poky little attic room. “Fancy a mother not wanting her own daughter to live with her, and letting them say all those wicked things about her too.”

			“You’ll never understand the gentry, so don’t even try,” Alice said wisely.

			“Well, I hope she does come, after all,” Mary persisted. “Be like a breath of fresh air, I’ll be bound!”

			“Yes, or a gale!” said Alice. “I’ve heard tell them foreigners treat their servants worse than slaves—and didn’t you hear what Mrs. Jenks was telling cook, about this Lady Rowena being a hard little creature with no heart? Better count your blessings, my girl. Now turn over, do, and stop tossing so. Remember we have to be up by five to light the fires!”

			The subject of Lady Fanny’s errant daughter was soon dropped as a topic of conversation when there were no more letters from India and no more hysterics on the part of Lady Fanny herself. Cardon House settled back into its usual routine, and Sir Edgar was heard to mention a holiday in Paris in the near future.

			And then, one late spring morning, the clanging summons of the front doorbell hurried Briggs the butler into his dark jacket, grumbling as he waved aside the new footman who was busy polishing the large brass urn that stood in the hallway.

			“Never you mind. I’ll get it, since I’m dressed already. And you had best disappear into the kitchen, my lad, and put on your jacket, in case it’s someone important.”

			The bell clanged again imperatively, causing Briggs’s features to settle into lines of doleful severity.

			“Now, who could that be so early in the morning? The racket will wake them if it’s kept up!”

			Still grumbling, Briggs hurried down the long, imposing hallway to the front door. Whoever it was was mighty impatient!

			“I knew right away it could be nothing but bad news—or trouble!” he reported later in the servants’ hall.

			But words could hardly describe Briggs’s emotions as he opened the door and saw the apparition who stood there, small, booted foot tapping impatiently on the step. His usually impeccable poise deserted him; his mouth dropped open.

			“I hope this is Cardon House?”

			The accents were unmistakably those of a lady, clear and self-possessed; but the appearance of the young person who had spoken certainly did not fit such a description.

			She wore a shabby black velvet riding habit, the skirt shockingly ripped on one side, exposing a slim, booted ankle. A hat that reminded the stunned butler of a man’s bowler hat was perched on her head, and from beneath it strands of black hair straggled untidily. There was even what looked like a smudge on the young person’s cheek—Briggs could think of no other way to describe her.

			Realizing that he was being eyed questioningly from under frowning dark brows, Briggs drew himself up and pronounced in his most forbidding accents:

			“I beg your pardon?”

			“I asked you if this was Cardon House. Good heavens, why does everyone I have so far met in England make me repeat the questions I ask?”

			The young woman pulled the bowler hat impatiently off her head as she spoke, and her hair, which had been untidily stuffed beneath it came tumbling over her shoulders.

			“This is Sir Edgar Cardon’s residence when he is in London, miss, but I do not think…”

			“Good.” She cut him off impatiently. “Then the directions I received were correct, after all. If you will see that my horse is taken around to the stables and fed, I think I can manage to carry my portmanteau inside myself.”

			The clear voice held an imperious ring that made Briggs’s eyes bulge.

			“Your—horse?” he repeated faintly.

			“Certainly. Did you imagine I walked here? I took a carriage as far as I could, and then, because I found I was running out of money, I rented a horse to bring me the rest of the way. I promised he would be returned tomorrow. Sir Edgar does keep a stable, I hope?”

			The horse, a sorry-looking nag, stood with its reins carelessly looped over the polished railings.

			“Sir Edgar…” Awful suspicions were beginning to flit through Briggs’s mind. Surely this shabby-looking young person could not be one of his master’s flirts? What was he expected to do about her?

			It was with unutterable relief that Briggs suddenly caught sight of Constable Parsons sauntering up, his eyes curious under his shiny helmet. “Any trouble here, Mr. Briggs?” The girl turned her arrogant blue gaze on the florid-faced policeman.

			“Certainly not. I am Rowena Dangerfield, and I am here because my mother and my stepfather insisted I must come.”

			“You could have knocked me over with a feather!” Briggs reported with relish later on. “There she stood, giving orders as cool as you please, and you should have seen Parsons’s face when she said who she was! Come all the way from Tilbury, she had. And rode all the way through town on a horse—by herself!”

			Adams took up the story. “My lady’s still lying in her bed with a headache, and Mrs. Mellyn’s with her. Prostrated she is, poor thing, and small wonder! Fancy having her own daughter, whom she hasn’t seen in years, walk in like that, with never a word sent in advance to say she was coming! No baggage—she’d left it all on the dock. Just that shabby little bag with only a change of clothes. And she just up and walked away from those kind people that took charge of her and brought her all the way from India. I heard her say, as cool as a cucumber, that she did not like them and could not stand another moment of their company!”

			“Wonder how she’ll get on here. Ooh… I expect Sir Edgar was in a fine rage! I could hear his shouting all the way to the scullery, I could.” Mary’s mouth was as round as her eyes, and Mrs. Jenks gave her a crushing look. “That’s as it may be, but the doings upstairs are none of our concern, and you’d be wise to remember that, my girl!”

			Subdued, Mary relapsed into silence, although she longed to hear what Mrs. Jenks and that snooty Adams had begun to talk about in low, hushed tones.

			Strangely enough, the calmest and most self-possessed person in the whole household was the subject of all the heated discussion that swirled both above- and belowstairs that afternoon.

			Her dripping wet hair still wrapped in a towel, Rowena Dangerfield sat before a small fire in the room that had been given to her, a book on her lap. But she was not reading. Her narrowed eyes gazed into the orange and blue flames as her mind went over the confrontation she had had with her mother and stepfather earlier.

			It had been an angry scene, with Lady Fanny weeping that she had disgraced them all, and Sir Edgar, red in the face, shouting that she had better learn at the very start that she would no longer do exactly as she pleased.

			Rowena, her eyes demurely cast down to hide their expression, had listened in silence, her face unmoved.

			At last, when his wife had collapsed into a chair with her handkerchief and vinaigrette held to her nose, Sir Edgar bellowed, “And what do you have to say for yourself now, miss?”

			Rowena raised expressionless blue eyes to his face. “What do you wish me to say?” she replied quite equably, taking him so much aback that he could do nothing but stare at her in speechless fury for a moment. He had expected tears, remorse, a quailing before his declaration of authority. Instead, the irresponsible chit with her sun-browned face had the impudence to look him in the eye quite calmly, with one eyebrow slightly raised.

			“By God!” he said at last. “Have you understood nothing of what your mother and I have been saying? Do you have no conception of the upset and turmoil your outrageous behavior has caused? I tell you, miss, that you will learn some discipline while you’re under my roof! You’ll learn some polite manners, and to act like a lady! And you’ll do exactly as you’re told, by God, or…”

			“There is no need to raise your voice in order to make yourself understood, sir,” Rowena retorted in her calm, cold voice, eliciting a gasp from her mother. “Indeed, I had already realized that since I was offered no other choice but to come here to live under your guardianship, I would have to accept whatever restrictions you might insist upon until I come of age. But…” and her eyes narrowed a fraction, “I see no reason to pretend, do you, that either of us is happy with the present arrangement? I do not want to be here any more than you want me here yourselves. But I suppose we’ll have to make the best of it!”

			Lady Fanny’s sobs had risen to an almost hysterical pitch, and Sir Edgar had ranted and raved even louder than before. But in the end, when Rowena had thought he came almost close to striking her, he turned and stamped out of the room, ordering his wife to have her ungrateful child sent upstairs to be made presentable.

			How calmness had the power to discompose some people! Rowena shook her hair loose, still staring into the flames, and began absentmindedly to towel her hair dry as she sorted out her impressions.

			She had not expected to like her mother, and had found her to be even sillier and too determinedly youthful than she had imagined. Poor Lady Fanny, with her gold hair too elaborately arranged for morning, and her pretty silk gown with rows of ribbon and lace at the neck in an attempt to hide the telltale wrinkles. Thank God I don’t look like her, Rowena thought, with a shudder of distaste. Sir Edgar, with his curly muttonchop whiskers and protuberant gray eyes had come closer to being the way she had pictured him.

			Sir Edgar had left the house to take refuge in his club. And Lady Fanny, declaring she had one of her terrible migraines, now lay in her darkened room with her old nurse, Mellyn, to soothe her.

			“You was always a difficult child, and a trial to my poor dear baby!” Mellyn had sniffed disapprovingly at Rowena, and had then left her to the ministrations of a disapproving lady’s maid with steely eyes, who had announced that her name was Adams. And even that poker-faced female had closed her eyes in horror when she saw the crumpled cotton gown that Rowena produced so carelessly from the bottom of her battered portmanteau.

			“But miss—I mean, my lady—you cannot possibly go down to luncheon wearing that—garment!”

			“Oh? But you see, it is all I have, except for the riding habit I was wearing when I arrived here. All the rest of my clothes were packed in my trunk, and that, for all I know, may still be at Tilbury!”

			Cool as a cucumber, Adams thought angrily. Doesn’t care a fig for all the trouble she’s caused.

			Aloud she said firmly: “If you’ll give me the gown, Lady Rowena, I shall have one of the maids press it and starch it for you. But it’s hardly the type of garment you could wear in this climate, when it turns cold at night.”

			“It was eminently suited for the climate of India, and I had no time to buy other clothes before I left,” Rowena said coolly. With a shrug, she accepted the serviceable-looking wool wrapper that Adams handed her, wondering whose castoff it had been. “Perhaps I could have my luncheon brought up here? Something very light, please, I am not particularly hungry.”

			Adams had departed with a stiff bob of her head, and here Rowena sat before the fire, with only a book to keep her company.

			Perhaps they will contrive to forget I am here if I keep out of their way, she thought hopefully, but the very next morning she was summoned to her mother’s room and informed that her measurements would be taken by Jenks, so that some suitable gowns and underwear could be procured for her immediately.

			Lady Fanny, sitting up in bed, appeared a trifle calmer this morning, although her pale blue eyes were still red-rimmed and slightly swollen.

			She sighed as she looked at her daughter. Those dark blue eyes, so like Guy’s, with their cold and arrogant look. That wild black hair, also his. There is nothing of me in her, Fanny thought; nothing at all. She is his child, just as she was from the very beginning, even before she was born.

			“All right, all right! So we’ve both made a mistake. But it’s too late to rectify that—we’re married. But give me a child, Fanny, give me my son, and you may go your way. Have all the fun you whine about, do as you please, I’ll not care. We’ll make a bargain.”

			They had made the bargain after all, and she had given him a daughter instead of a son, almost dying in the process. And Guy had kept his word, except that she’d met Edgar, and become careless. The Dangerfields cared more for their precious honor than they did for people and human feelings. And it was this same concept of “honor” that had undone Guy in the end, when he played into their hands.

			I mustn’t think about that! Fanny thought now, almost feverishly. But why did she have to come? Why must I be saddled with her? Duty, Edgar had said. People would think it strange and unnatural if they did not take her in. But I don’t want to have a daughter eighteen years old! When I’ve been telling my friends for years I’m younger than I am.

			“My lady, about the clothes for Lady Rowena…” Mrs. Jenk’s brisk voice brought Fanny Cardon back to earth. Her daughter still stood in the center of the room, staring at her with those cold eyes that gave nothing away.

			With an effort at composure Lady Fanny said lightly, “Do you have any preferences as to color and style, Rowena? Bustles are all the rage now, of course, but if you—”

			“Dark colors, please,” the girl said in her infuriatingly cool voice. “I am still in mourning for my grandfather, you know. And as for bustles, I have never cared for them—they look so ugly and unnatural. If I may, I would rather wear simpler clothes—nothing too elaborate or tight-fitting, for I won’t wear stays or corsets.”

			Mrs. Jenks looked scandalized, and Lady Fanny helpless. If only Edgar were here!

			“But, Rowena!” Lady Fanny protested faintly. “Every young woman wears them, if she wants to cut a pretty figure. You’ll be going out in public. I cannot have you looking dowdy!”

			She sounds as if dowdiness is the worst sin in the world, Rowena thought viciously. She made her voice sound subdued.

			“But I can hardly be expected to make public appearances while I am still in mourning, can I? Even in India, we heard how strongly the Queen feels about a decent period of mourning following a bereavement. My grandfather and I were very close, and I would much rather stay quietly in the house and read, if I will not be in the way, of course.”

			“Well, I—I just don’t know!” Lady Fanny shrugged helplessly, looking at Jenks for support. The austere housekeeper merely pursed her thin lips. What was she expected to say?

			Later she told Adams, “False meekness, that’s what it was! And Lady Fanny far too kindhearted to see through her. Mourning indeed! If you ask me, that young woman hasn’t enough feeling in her to mourn for anyone. Cold-hearted—you can see it a mile off!”

			It became the consensus of opinion belowstairs, as the days passed. Lady Rowena Dangerfield was a cold-hearted, arrogant little creature, even though she dressed plainly and dowdily.

			“Like one of them popish nuns, dressed all in black, and wearin’ those ugly bonnets with thick veils that she chose herself,” the under-footman said.

			“More like a Salvation Army lady!” Alice giggled.

			“Ah, but she’s got all the haughty airs and graces of a grand lady, even though she’s got no money of her own—nothing! I heard the master say the Earl of Melchester owned nothing but his title—spent everything he earned living in grand style out in India. Left her nothing but a few pounds, and she soon spent that, didn’t she?”

			Adams and Jenks exchanged significant looks. Neither of them liked Rowena, who persisted in giving them orders in exactly the same tone she used to the other servants. “She’ll get her comeuppance one of these days, just you mark my words!” Briggs said, determined not to be left out of the conversation. “I can tell the master’s getting tired of having her moping around the house.” He lowered his voice, so that the parlormaids, sitting at the other end of the long kitchen table, would not hear him. “The other night when the Wilkinsons from Yorkshire came for dinner—you mind when the gentlemen retired to the library for their port?”

			Adams sniffed.

			“She said she had a headache and went upstairs to bed. It made my lady terribly upset, I can tell you!”

			Alice, who was allowed to wait on table occasionally, chimed in pertly. “I can tell you what they were talking about at dinner! Mr. Thomas was asking her about India, and she hardly answered him, except to use all kinds of big words I’d never heard of before, and about the Hindu religion being older and wiser than any other, and…” her eyes widened, “the Wilkinsons are chapel!”

			They were all struck dumb by this shocking pronouncement, except for Briggs, who shook his head in grim disapprobation.

			“That’s what comes of being brought up in a land of heathens! But I have a feeling Lady Rowena will be brought to heel yet. Sir Edgar’s too clever not to see through her, and I can tell you, in the strictest confidence of course,” here he frowned at Alice and the giggling Mary, “that he has plans!”

			Even Cook looked up from her knitting.

			“Do tell, Mr. Briggs!”

			“Heard him talking to Mr. Wilkinson senior. And the young Mr. Wilkinson, from the way he sat there grinning, didn’t seem to mind what he was suggesting too much. Lady Rowena has a title, and Sir Edgar isn’t a man to be stingy with his money. Offered a dowry to go with her, he did. And it’s my prediction there’ll be wedding bells before long, and Lady Airs-and-Graces, like it or not, will be packed off to Yorkshire with a husband!”
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			One

			I sit at my window looking out at the hot sunlight reflecting off the sunbaked, pink brick of my patio, and try to imagine myself back in London, and eighteen years old again. Somehow I find that calling up the distant past is less painful than recalling events that happened only a few months ago.

			Suddenly I have a compulsion to write—to chronicle everything that happened to me since I arrived, so unwillingly, on the doorstep of my stepfather’s house in London. Perhaps I am only seeking excuses to escape into the past as a barrier against the present. Or perhaps I will understand better the whole train of events that led me here, once I set them down and can see them in perspective.

			Only a few years have passed since that time, and I am still a young woman. But so much has happened since then, and I have lost a great deal of the arrogance and self-assurance that they used to complain of. “They” were my mother and stepfather, and their large, anonymous household staff.

			The opinions of the servants didn’t concern me, for I was too occupied with my own thoughts and plans. I took care to stay out of the way of my mother and stepfather, and in all honesty, they were rather kind to me in those early days.

			With surprisingly mature logic I came to realize that I had, in effect, been forced upon my mother. I was unwanted. I was not a child of love, but the child of a man she had been compelled to marry. Mellyn, whom my mother still called Nanny, spoke bluntly to me on the subject. “Barely out of the schoolroom, my precious lamb was at the time,” she grumbled. “But they decided that she was ready to be married. He was much older than she was, had money, and the prospect of being an earl some day. I remember how she cried, her eyes turning all red and swollen. ‘I’m not ready to be married yet, Nanny, and he’s so old,’ she said to me. ‘I want to have fun first, to come out in style and go to parties and balls…’ but her feelings were never even taken into account! Guy Dangerfield met her at a house party, and as pretty as she was, he was taken by her, I suppose. He was looking for a wife, to please his father, and she was the one he chose.”

			According to Nanny, my father had had nothing to recommend him beyond the money he had made in the gold fields of America. He was a dark, gloomy man, she said, who preferred the country to the city, and would have made a recluse of his wife if he could.

			“I suppose he didn’t want me to be born either?” I questioned.

			“Don’t you talk like that, miss! You don’t know the whole of it, and that’s for sure! Your grandfather turned you against her, I’ll be bound, and for all that he’d have nothing to do with Mr. Guy after it all happened. He had a great notion that the Dangerfields were better than anyone else. My poor baby was no more than a child herself when you were born. I ask you, why couldn’t he have waited awhile? Why couldn’t he have taken her to live in London for a while? But no—he liked the country, he said, and he wanted a child. And he had his way. When you were born, it was just as if my poor Miss Fanny didn’t exist for him any longer. He fair doted on you, he did—had your nursery moved into the room next to his, and it was he got up at nights when you began to cry. ‘You take care of your baby, Mellyn,’ he’d tell me, ‘and I’ll look after mine.’ Unnatural, I called it. It was no wonder my lady pined and pined, and finally went off to London by herself. Who can blame her?”

			A few new clothes were purchased for me—all in somber colors, in deference to the fact that I was still in mourning. I refused to have my hair done up in tortured coils and ringlets and preferred more severe styles, and on the few occasions when I was dragged out to teas and small evening gatherings I always managed to find myself sitting with the older ladies present, who complimented me on my “old-fashioned looks.” I had none of the accomplishments that young ladies of my status in life were supposed to have. I could not play the pianoforte and I refused to sing; I could not paint a passable watercolor, and I could not dance.

			I always scared away the bolder and more persistent young men by showing myself to be intellectual, and better educated than they were. I know that I gained the reputation, in a short while, of being a dowdy bluestocking—a born spinster. My mother despaired of me. Her friends commiserated with her, sometimes in tones loud enough for me to hear.

			I do not know how long matters might have gone on the way they were if Sir Edgar hadn’t suddenly decided that I must be married off. I had hardly spoken to him since that first day, but I’m sure my mother must have complained to him how recalcitrant I was, and how embarrassed I had made her feel on several occasions. Edgar Cardon had never liked my father, and I’m sure that my presence in his house was a living reminder to him of Guy Dangerfield.

			Several months had passed since I had arrived in England, and the dull routine of my days had almost become a habit, when Tom Wilkinson came calling on me one afternoon.

			We were already into autumn, and the servants had begun lighting fires every afternoon. I was in the library, desultorily searching through the shelves for a book I had not yet read, as he was announced.

			“Mr. Wilkinson, to see Lady Rowena.”

			I turned around in some annoyance when Briggs announced him, and then quickly withdrew. I did not like Tom Wilkinson, especially since he was the most persistent of my so-called suitors. “A stout Yorkshire lad,” Sir Edgar had stated bluffly when he introduced us, and indeed Tom was not only stout but short and squat as well—a dark-featured, bumptious young man who was always boasting of his fortune, his father’s mills, and the grand house he had built for his future family.

			Of all the young men I had met, Tom Wilkinson was so conceited and so full of himself that he ignored—or pretended to ignore—the fact that I had no time, and hardly any conversation to offer him. He implied, in fact, that my quiet demeanor and dowdy way of dressing actually appealed to him. I was obviously not the kind of woman who might give him cause for jealousy, and my reserve and coldness of manner seemed to attract him, instead of putting him off.

			On the last occasion we had met I’d hardly said two words to him, and had thought, thankfully, that I’d seen the last of him—and now here he was, intruding into my privacy, with that annoying, everlasting grin still on his face.

			“No need to look at me so haughty-like, Lady Rowena. I’ve your stepfather’s permission to call on you this afternoon. ‘You’ll find her in the library,’ he said. ‘Just get Briggs to announce you.’ And so here I am!”

			He looked at me, grinning and licking his thick lips. “Come, lass—no need to pretend you’re not glad to see me, eh? They told me you’ve a habit of hiding yourself in here, but that’s a waste! You’re a lady, and I know that, but I’m here with the consent of your stepfather—aye, and your mother too. There’s no more need to act so priggish and standoffish with me. I’ve come to offer for you—and I hope you aren’t going to be missish and act surprised, for I’m sure you’ve known what I’ve had in mind. I may be a blunt Yorkshireman, but I’m proud of it, and I’ve made up my mind! You’re not going to act coy, now, are you? I think you’re a sensible lass, with no fuss or frills about you—and that’s why I chose you.”

			All the time he was talking he kept stalking me around the room, forcing me to retreat, and quite ignoring my angry protests. “Come, now,” he said coaxingly, his pop-eyes looking paler than ever in the diffused light, “I ain’t going to hurt you, you know! Haven’t I just proposed marriage? All I’m asking is a kiss to seal the bargain. Now, you ain’t too shy for that, are you?”

			“Mr. Wilkinson—Tom—I do wish you’d stop making a ridiculous fool of yourself!” I protested angrily, but my denial of his suddenly declared passion only seemed to make him more ardent.

			I moved backward, and he moved forward. I passed by the window, blinking in the light let in by the partially drawn blinds, and I saw him give a start of amazement.

			“You’re not wearing those spectacles today! I’ll be damned if you don’t have pretty eyes, after all. In fact, you’d make a handsome woman, once you’re dressed right and proper—damned if you won’t! And I’ll have the last laugh on all those others, won’t I?”

			By now I was as much annoyed with myself as I was with him. I stopped running from him and with my hand on the back of a chair, said forbiddingly, “Mr. Wilkinson, you are taking far too much for granted!”

			But I think he mistook my annoyance for an attempt to play coy, and shook a finger at me. “Come, come, Lady Rowena—or may I call you Rowena? Surely—yes, we cannot stand on formality now! I respect your shyness and your modesty, but after all, since we are to be engaged, a little kiss at least will not be out of order, would it?”

			At any other time I might have found some humor in the situation I now found myself in, but the expression on Tom Wilkinson’s face as he followed me around the room made me almost apprehensive.

			I retreated. He followed, still grinning, as if we were playing some kind of game.

			“Mr. Wilkinson,” I said firmly, “I hardly think it proper for us to be here alone. I’ve no desire to give rise to belowstairs gossip, and I’ve nothing to say to you. I’m afraid I must ask you to leave.”

			“Ah, but I’m not ready to leave yet, and I’m sure you don’t want me to—not till I’ve said what I came here to say! Come, what’s the harm in a little kiss, eh? After all, we are to become engaged.”

			“I would not marry you, Mr. Wilkinson, if you were the last man on earth!” I said forcibly.

			“Want to play hard to get, don’t you? There’s no need for all that. I’ve made up my mind, you see!”

			Without warning he made a grab for me, and I found myself clutched in a man’s arms for the first time in my life, while he planted wet, repulsive kisses on my averted face and neck.

			“Give us a kiss, then, lass! Eh, will you stop struggling? I’ll be wanting more than just kisses when we’re wed, you know!”

			“Will you stop it?”

			Forgetting all my coolness I pushed violently against his chest with my hands, and when he still wouldn’t let me go, but kept muttering how pretty I was with my hair coming loose and my eyes not shielded by those ugly spectacles, I slapped his face as hard as I could.

			He released me and stumbled backward with an expression of shock and bewilderment on his face. I seized this respite to escape to the doorway. I was panting. I hadn’t realized until this moment how disgusted and how afraid I had been.

			With an effort, I managed to force some semblance of coldness into my voice as I told him I hoped he would manage to find his way out.

			His mouth twisted in an ugly fashion. “You bitch! By God, you’ll be sorry for what you just did!”

			I walked out of the room, and left him standing there, still mouthing threats at me. I heard his voice call after me as I began to ascend the staircase, forcing myself to walk slowly, and not to run from the sound of his words.

			“Think you’ll ever get yourself a husband, an ugly creature like you?” he shouted thickly. “Why, I’d never have offered for you in a thousand years if Sir Edgar and my da’ hadn’t cooked it all up between them! Offered to pay off all my gambling debts, they did. No wonder they’re anxious to get rid of you!”

			I found myself wondering where the servants were—hiding in doorways and broom closets, no doubt, the better to enjoy such a juicy little scene! I wanted to flee from that ugly, sneering voice, but I would not let myself; I was a Dangerfield, and the likes of Tom Wilkinson with his loud, vulgar voice, were beneath my attention.

			At last I had reached the head of the stairs, with my hands wet and sweaty, and my back stiff—and at last I heard the distant slam of a door somewhere below me.

			When I reached the safety of my room I was shaking. That ugly, vulgar, repulsive little man! How dare they send him to me, deeming him good enough for me? And even he had had to be bribed to make an offer for me!

			Ugly—dowdy—frumpish—a born spinster—was there really something wrong with me? Was I some kind of freak, set apart from other females?

			For the first time in my life, as I leaned against the door of my room and fought to control my emotions, I was conscious of a feeling of rebellion, of almost overpowering rage and humiliation. I had been brought up to believe that birth and education were enough, that I needed nothing else to make a success of my life. But—and the thought came insidiously, cracking the foundations of all my beliefs—had my grandfather been wrong? Had he deliberately turned me into an introverted bluestocking to protect me from the devil that was said to taint the Dangerfield blood?

			“I’m a woman—a woman!” I raged inwardly, and my fingers began to tear viciously at my ugly, constricting clothes. Perspiration had begun to pour from my body, trickling down the back of my neck, down my thighs and between my breasts.

			Still panting, hardly conscious of what I was doing, I found myself standing unashamedly naked before my mirror, my clothes strewn haphazardly around the room. My hair hung down about my shoulders and tickled the back of my waist, and my eyes looked enormous in the whiteness of my face. Was this the real Rowena? What had happened to the laughing girl who had worn a sari and an exotic black caste mark between her brows? The same girl who might have married a prince? “Do you think you’re living in a fairy tale?” I had chided myself then, proud of my own good sense and practical turn of mind. But I should have married Shiv. I should have stayed in India! I was a stranger among strangers here.

			Suddenly, I saw myself as I had been then, viewing my reflection in a polished silver mirror. Perhaps if I wished hard enough Shiv would appear behind me, as he had on that day, striding in with his high, polished boots and fawn jodhpurs, the white silk turban he wore giving him an air of barbaric splendor. Dear Shiv—my brightest memory!

			The sari, carefully packed away in layers of tissue paper, emerged like a jeweled treasure from the bottom of my small, battered trunk. It was made of gossamer sheer silk that shimmered when the light caught it—a deep blue-violet shade that Shiv had told me matched my eyes. A design worked in gold covered the material like an intricate spider web, and the pallau—the section that was meant to be draped around its wearer’s head—was even more resplendent with gold than the rest of the sari.

			A garment fit for a queen—the gift of an Indian prince. What was I thinking of as I slowly wound it around my body as the women had taught me? Did I imagine that I would be magically transformed into a princess? I cannot remember what thoughts went through my head, but when I put it on I shook my hair loose so that its straight, fine strands hung about my face, giving it a shadowed, mysterious look.

			Beneath the thin material my pale flesh seemed to take on an amber glow as I saw myself outlined against the fire—all subtle shadings of hollows and curves. Seized by a strange, trancelike feeling, I stared at myself, and it was like looking at the shadowy portrait of a stranger. Was that exotic creature in the mirror really me? All the features I had so despised in my face seemed to take on a new, softer look. I felt like Narcissus discovering his own beauty in a pool of water, and could not stop staring at myself.

			I think I was a little mad that afternoon. Not only did I look like a stranger, but even my thoughts were not my own. I remember putting my hand up to touch my face, as if I could not believe it was mine, and the gesture had a strangely sensuous grace I had never possessed before. I was a woman, discovering her own beauty before a mirror—an Indian princess, carefully cloistered from men, and yet born to please them… and then, with a shattering force, the spell was broken.

			I hadn’t heard the door open until it slammed shut behind him, and I whirled around with an involuntary, gasping cry of fear.

			“What in hell do you mean, treating Tom that way? I tell you, girl, once and for all…”

			He had begun to shout at me in his loud, blustering voice, and I smelled the liquor on his breath as he came closer. And then his words trailed away as his jaw dropped, and I saw the look in his eyes as they slowly widened and then became narrow.

			“Good God!” he said, very slowly, and I saw the look of rage on his face replaced by something else. “Are you really the shy little spinster we all took you for? Is this what you’ve been hiding away all these months under those ugly clothes you wear? For what lover are you guarding those treasures I see, little Rowena?”

			For those few moments, while he was talking to me in that strange, thick voice, while his eyes were moving greedily over my body, I remained as frozen as a marble statue, incapable of motion, or of coherent thought.

			And then Sir Edgar began to laugh, and his arms reached for me.

			“To think—to think you had me fooled—all these months, and right under my own roof too. Why, you’re a raving beauty, girl! The prettiest body—”

			“No!” I remember saying. Had I already, without any experience to warn me, sensed his purpose? I had meant to scream the word, but it came out as a choking whisper from my dry throat.

			And then, when he put his hands on me, it was too late. My pride would not let me cry out aloud and beg him for mercy, and nor, I think, would it have done any good, for he had become a man possessed by lust.

			I struggled—I beat at him with my fists and kept on struggling until I was half-swooning with exhaustion. Somehow he had dragged me over to the bed, ripping my lovely sari off my body with his greedy, grasping fingers. His face loomed over mine and I heard him mutter hoarsely.

			“God, you’re a lovely thing! I’ve got to have you, don’t you understand that? You’ve no right to hide such beauty away—no right to wear any clothes at all with a body like yours…”

			He kissed me, his mouth covering mine, stifling me so that now I panted and gasped for breath and heard the strange, whimpering noises that came from the back of my throat.

			The weight of his body pressed me down until I felt my back must surely break. But that pain was forgotten when a worse one took its place—a terrible searing agony like a knife thrust between my thighs. I would have screamed, then, if his mouth had not been pressed over mine. I remember that my body arched with shock as he gasped, groaned, and shuddered against me.

			It was over. He still leaned heavily above me, his sweat dripping onto my still body, but the terrible pain I had felt was gone, succeeded by a sticky wetness that I knew was blood.

			Of course. It’s normal for a virgin to bleed when she first lies with a man. I remember lying there, feeling as if every bone in my body had turned to water. I was no longer a virgin. I had been raped by my own stepfather. I watched his face change, its muscles growing slack as the taut expression of lust was wiped out by the gradual realization of what he had done.

			He suddenly rolled away from me with a groan, and I lay there watching him as he staggered to his feet, fingers fumbling with his clothing.

			“Dear God, Rowena! I didn’t know. Girl, just seeing you the way you were, half-naked—so lovely—I don’t know what got into me!”

			“It’s too late to feel guilty now, isn’t it?”

			Was that my own voice I heard, sounding so calm, so dead? Suddenly I felt a sickening feeling of distaste for the soiled, stained sheets I was lying on. Without looking at Sir Edgar, who still stood there watching me, I used the corner of the sheet to wipe the blood from my thighs fastidiously, and then I stood up, and brushed past him, to walk to the mirror.

			I think I wanted to see if I had changed in any way—if my face would carry the marks of my experience, but it looked unchanged. Pale, still a stranger’s face, with black hair lying in tangles around it. “It shows in the eyes, when a maiden becomes a woman.” Where had I heard that? But my eyes showed nothing, except a kind of blankness.

			Without knowing why I did it, I seized my silver-backed brush off the dressing table and began to brush my hair, with long, viciously tugging strokes. Perhaps I was suffering from shock, perhaps my strange action was due to my instinct of self-preservation that fought to keep me sane by forcing me to concentrate on some small, ordinary task.

			Strange as it seems, I had almost forgotten Sir Edgar’s presence as I stood there at my mirror, with not a stitch of clothing to cover my nakedness. And then he came up behind me. I saw him in the glass, his eyes gleaming with a strange light, his mouth twisted in a smile.

			“Damnation, but you’re a lovely creature! First virgin I ever took without paying for it. Only one who didn’t cry afterwards. You’re a strange girl, aren’t you?”

			He put a hand on my bare shoulder, and although I stiffened, I didn’t flinch away from him. He gave a small, satisfied chuckle.

			“You’re sensible. I like that. So cold, so lovely—” his voice dropped, and I heard him say softly, “You’re the kind of woman who can carry off diamonds, you know. With that dark hair and your eyes—yes, by God, you’re a diamond girl, all right! And I want to make it up to you. See here, Rowena, I’m not a brute, I’m a fair man, and I can be generous too.”

			He quickly left the room and I remained standing, trancelike, before the mirror.

			I saw something sparkling in his hand as he returned and my arms dropped to my sides, very slowly, as I felt him lift the heavy mass of my hair—felt a coldness like ice around my throat.

			“There!” he said triumphantly. “There, now. Look at yourself in the glass, girl! You should not wear anything else. Diamonds—and maybe sapphires on some occasions, to match your eyes. What do you say, eh? I’d be kind to you—wouldn’t hurt you again for all the world. Dress you in jewels.”

			His hands, with the reddish brown hairs on the back of his fingers, slid slowly down my shoulders, and still I did not move, but my eyes met his levelly in the glass.

			“What exactly are you suggesting to me, Sir Edgar? Are you attempting to bribe me not to tell anyone what you have done, or are you proposing I become your mistress?”

			I felt his fingers tighten about my arms for an instant, and then he swung me around to face him.

			“Will you always be so cold? There’s flame burning under the iciness of a diamond, Rowena. I’d like to uncover the fire in you!”

			I stood passively in his crushing embrace, and watched his eyes search my body greedily. I felt nothing, except for a slight soreness between my thighs. Was that all there was to the act of love between a man and a woman? Love, lust. I suppose the two were inextricable.

			“Rowena—Rowena! Now that I’ve discovered you for myself, I’ll not let you go.”

			When his mouth had lifted itself from mine I twisted from his grasp and went back to brushing my hair. If I had a thought at that moment it was, strangely, that I hated my mother even more than I despised her husband. This was the man she had left my father for—this man who had so little self-control that he had taken her own daughter by force only moments before, and now proposed to make her his mistress! This same man, who had seemed so arrogant and overbearing at the beginning, but now pleaded with me for warmth and a response to his bestial embraces. He could have overpowered me again by sheer brute strength, but no. He wanted more. He wanted response—the feigned passion of a whore! Was that the only way a woman could dominate a man? How easy it would be to exploit this man. Yes, and to make my mother suffer too! If I wanted to…

			“For God’s sake, girl, aren’t you going to say anything to me?” He was pleading again, eyes almost haggard now. “What’s done is done. I would have preferred it to have happened differently, but I had had too much to drink at the club, and when Tom came storming in—”

			For the first time since Sir Edgar had entered my room, a spark of anger pierced my defensive shell of reserve. “Don’t speak to me of Tom Wilkinson! To think you sent him to me, knowing I’d be alone—to think you considered him good enough for me!”

			“No, girl, no! But how was I to know! By God, I think I’d kill that young pup if I thought he’d touched you! Didn’t I just say I’d make it all up to you, for everything? Listen—” his voice became feverish, his hands touched my shoulders again as if he could not help himself—“listen, you shall have everything, anything you want, do you hear? Fine, fashionable clothes, jewels—would you like your own horse to ride in the park? A small carriage? I’m a rich man.”

			“And how will you explain your sudden generosity to—your wife?”

			Deliberately I hesitated before my choice of a word, and he flushed dully.

			“Don’t turn hard, girl. Fanny—well, you don’t know her, do you? She—she’s not the same. Always those headaches, dragging me off to dull dinners.”

			“Don’t you mean that my mother is no longer young—and I am?”

			He could find nothing to say to refute my blunt statement, and I moved away from him.

			“Please, I’m rather tired now. I think I would like a bath.”

			I was trying my power over him already, and we both knew it.

			He looked at me, at my body, and I saw his shoulders sag.

			“I’ll—I’ll send Jenks in to you. She won’t talk—owes me too much. I’ll have her move you to the blue room. It’s larger, and has a view of the park. And—we’ll talk tomorrow?”

			“Perhaps,” I said coldly. And for the moment, that was the end of it. He left my room and I was alone again. Automatically, I took my one, ugly flannel dressing gown from the wardrobe and draped it around myself.

			“Vanity, Rowena! It was your own vanity that caused this to happen.”

			Why did I suddenly imagine I could hear my grandfather’s voice? Deliberately I shut it out. He had educated my mind, but taught me nothing about the world as it was. I had realized, in the space of an afternoon, that I was ignorant in many other ways. All of my education had not taught me to get along with other human beings, any more than my birth and breeding had protected me. For the first time, I realized that I was completely alone, with only myself to depend upon. And yet, somehow I would survive—and I would use any methods I could think of to do so.

		

	


	
		
			Two

			How can one describe the passing of time? Light and shade—patterns seen through a kaleidoscope—

			I blossomed forth, like a butterfly from a cocoon, taking, as one of my many later admirers said, all London by storm. I’m sure he exaggerated, although my sudden transformation from quiet, dowdy obscurity to flamboyant debutante was bound to give rise to some comment.

			I shall never know what transpired between Sir Edgar and my mother—if anything did—but almost overnight I found myself no longer a retiring, unwanted poor relation. Suddenly I was the petted, spoiled daughter of the house, a pampered creature whose every wish must be indulged.

			I was presented to Her Majesty. Like the rest of that year’s debutantes, I was dressed in virginal white; my dark hair crowned with a diamond tiara. I was seen at all the fashionable functions with my doting parents. 

			My mother and I were still virtual strangers, but what did it matter? In public she was proud of me; in private, we had nothing to say to each other. And Edgar Cardon, as he promised, continued to be generous.

			We traveled in Europe, and my knowledge of languages proved an asset, instead of the liability it had once been considered. An Italian prince dubbed me “the marble goddess” when I rejected his attempts at seduction, and the name followed me back to London. I was an acknowledged beauty now; I, who had always considered myself plain, who had been called ugly and frumpish. And when the prime minister said I had a mind as scintillatingly clear as one of the diamonds I constantly wore, my position in society became secure. The Earl of Beaconsfield had also added, in private, that I was as cold and as hard as the stones I seemed to admire, but this comment was never noised abroad. I put him off by protesting that he was a married man, but he was also a supremely intelligent individual, and my evasions did not fool him.

			“I wonder if you are capable of loving?” he once asked me when we were alone. “I could almost understand your rejection of me if you were in love with poor Edgar Cardon, but I know that you’re not. You are too intelligent to be a lady, and too much of a lady to be a little whore at heart. Have you ever asked yourself what you are searching for, Rowena?”

			My eyes met his. His honesty appealed to me. “Why should I have to search for anything?” I said lightly. “If I’m not entirely satisfied with my way of life, I’m not too discontented either. I manage to fill up my days.”

			“With a man like Edgar Cardon? What do you have in common with him? I’ll be frank. I’ve known my share of beautiful women, but in your case, it was your intelligence that appealed to me. You’re wasting yourself.”

			I realized that I could be perfectly honest with him. I shrugged. “Would you have noticed me at all before? I was an ugly duckling before sheer chance, and Sir Edgar transformed me into a swan. I still had the same intelligence you say you admire, but who would have bothered to pay any attention to it then? No, my lord, it is you who are not being logical now. I discovered that in order to be recognized as an intelligent woman, I had first to be noticed as a woman. Would we have met at all if you had not been alarmed that the Prince of Wales might have formed a tendre for me?”

			He laughed, and leaned forward to pat my hand.

			“Touché, my lady! No, I must confess that it had not entered my head what a disadvantage it might be to be born a female—and an intelligent one, at that! May I wish you good fortune?”

			He kissed my hands when we parted, and that was that. Sir Edgar was flattered that the prime minister had noticed me, and I never told him what had transpired between us.

			There were other things to think about. I was almost twenty years old, and a grand birthday ball had been planned for me. Had I but known it, my whole life was to be changed again, drastically, following that special occasion.

			It was truly an enchanted evening. I had danced every dance, consumed great quantities of champagne, and laughed and flirted the night away. The festivities continued until after six in the morning, when the last of our guests finally went home, fortified by an enormous breakfast.

			When, at last, I climbed the stairs to my room, I was so weary that I had barely enough energy left to take off my shimmering satin ball gown. I dropped it on the floor next to my satin dancing slippers, and threw myself into bed.

			I slept deeply, dreamlessly, waking only when my maid—or so I thought—drew apart the heavy velvet draperies that covered my window and brilliant sunlight suddenly streamed across my face.

			“Did you have to open them all the way, Martine? What time is it? I promised I would go riding in the park this afternoon…”

			“Perhaps you could postpone your riding until later. There is a certain individual you should see this afternoon, on a matter that might prove of vital concern to your future.”

			I sat up in bed with a jerk, my sleepy, swollen eyes widening with surprise. The last person I had expected to see, in my bedchamber of all places, was my mother.

			“I’m sorry if I woke you up,” she said in an expressionless voice. “But the news I have wouldn’t keep. I told Martine she could leave, that I would see you had your hot chocolate. It’s there on the table by your bed.”

			I looked at her, bunking to clear the last vestiges of sleep from my eyes. My mother—Lady Fanny. All these months we had existed like complete strangers, passing each other in the corridors of the house without any visible recognition. It was by her avoidance of me that I first sensed she knew very well what had caused my changed position in the house, but like an ostrich, she preferred not to see. I had hated her all the more for it, of course. My mother, the procuress! She had been Sir Edgar Cardon’s mistress while she was still married to my father, and now, in my own twisted way, I was paying her back in her own coin, on my father’s behalf.

			We watched each other for a few moments, while I reached slowly for my cup of chocolate.

			The morning light was cruel to her face, in spite of the carefully applied powder and rouge she always used. Perhaps she had been pretty once, but her plump blonde beauty was not the kind that lasts into middle age. I saw her suddenly, in the harsh light of the sun, as a fat, aging woman—an object of pity, if I had been capable of pitying her.

			As if she could not bear to look upon my face for too long, my mother had walked impatiently over to my dresser, where she stood fiddling with my combs and brushes as she waited for me to finish my drink. All this time I had said not a word to her, but now at last I put my cup down and saw that she had picked up the necklace of sapphires and diamonds which had been Sir Edgar’s birthday present to me.

			“Do you like them?” I said idly. “I also have the bracelet and the earrings to match. But the necklace is a beautiful piece, don’t you think?”

			She dropped the necklace as if it had suddenly turned red-hot and looked at me with hatred and malice in her eyes. It was just as if a mask had dropped from her face.

			“Perhaps you could soon be buying your own jewels, Rowena. That is—if you are sensible.”

			“Why don’t you come right out with whatever it is you came here to say, Mother? I’m still too sleepy to find solutions to riddles.”

			I swung my legs off the bed, realizing I was naked only when I saw the expression on my mother’s face.

			I laughed, reaching for one of the sheer, lace-embroidered robes that Sir Edgar had surprised me with on one occasion. “Heavens! What strangers we are, to be sure! I had no idea that my nudity would appall you.”

			“It’s not that…” she began, and then bit her words off short. “Never mind,” she went on quickly. “I did not come here to quarrel with you, but rather—rather to offer you a belated birthday present, you might say.” The short, almost hysterical laugh she gave startled me into looking more closely at her, and indeed, her face bore an almost unnatural flush that underlay the rouge she had applied too heavily, and her plump, be-ringed fingers trembled as she nervously pleated and unpleated a fold of her skirt.

			“It’s a little late for recriminations between us, isn’t it, Mother?” I said equably, and began to brush my hair. “Well?” I went on when she seemed to hesitate. “Aren’t you going to tell me what my belated birthday present is?”

			“It must be a secret between us,” she said quickly. “Edgar—I do not want Edgar to know—not yet. He never did like your father, you know. Guy’s name must not be mentioned.”

			My hand stopped in midstroke. “My father? What has he to do with it? You’ve never mentioned his name before!”

			“Of course I haven’t. Why should I? We are divorced, and all the unpleasantness he put me through… but that no longer matters,” she said hurriedly, when I would have spoken. “The least you can do is to hear me out. It will not take long. Your father—you knew he went to America? When your grandfather died, the lawyers had a difficult time tracing him. No one had an address, and of course, it was out of the question that he should ever return here! Even so, there was the matter of the title. He is the Earl of Melchester now, murderer or not.” A barely suppressed note of bitterness had crept into her voice, and I wondered whether she had begun to regret the fact that she might have been a countess, instead of the wife of a mere baronet.

			I repeated, “Why should you suddenly speak of my father now? What are you trying to tell me?”

			Suddenly there was a note of triumph in her voice.

			“That he wants you to come to America to live with him! Yes—” she hurried on, seeing my expression, “it’s true, the lawyers found him. He had not known that his father was dead, or that you were here with us. I was contacted by the solicitor who is acting for him, and he wishes to meet you, to discuss various arrangements that will have to be made. You will go, will you not, Rowena?” In the face of my stunned silence, her voice became almost desperate. How much she wanted to be rid of me! I had not realized.

			“He’s a rich man, Rowena! I cannot imagine it. Guy, who was always such a spendthrift, a man who never cared for money, except to get rid of it as quickly as possible. But Mr. Braithwaite tells me he’s a millionaire, and it will all be yours! You’ll be an heiress! The minute you sign those papers and I give my consent for you to go to him, you’ll have fifty thousand pounds settled on you outright. Do you understand what that means? You’ll be rich—and completely independent, of course. Well, what do you say?”

			I had received a shock—and if I managed to keep my face expressionless, I know it must have showed in the unusual brilliance of my eyes. I looked at my mother, who was biting her lip as she tried to search for some answer in my face.

			“Well?” she said again, her tone a mixture of impatience and fear.

			“I need time to—to think about all this, of course,” I said slowly. “My father—do you not think it strange that he should have waited so long to try and contact me?”

			“I wrote to him!” she burst out defiantly. “Well, why not?” she went on, her voice rising slightly. “Do you think I wanted you here? Especially after—after—”

			“Why are you so reluctant to say it?” I broke in coldly. “You surely mean that after your husband had raped me, he was weak enough to become infatuated with me. You are afraid you’ll lose him to me completely, are you not? Is that why you’ve decided not to bury your head in the sand any longer, but to get rid of me instead?”

			“You are a cold, calculating little hussy, Rowena!” she whispered, and by now I had regained enough composure to give her a scornful smile.

			“Certainly, I must take after you in some ways, I suppose. Are we going to indulge in recriminations at this late stage?”

			I could see her trying desperately to pull herself together, torn between her desire to pour out all the accumulated resentment and hatred she felt for me, and the need to placate me.

			In the end, she said abruptly, “Will you go with me to visit Mr. Braithwaite or not? Once you have spoken to him and he has explained everything to you in detail, I doubt that there will be any need for us to converse further.”

			“Quite so. At all costs, let us not become hypocrites.” I turned away from her once more and continued brushing my hair. “If you will send Martine to me, Mother, I should be ready to accompany you in less than an hour.”

			The drive to Lincolns Inn Fields, where Mr. Braithwaite maintained his offices, was accomplished in stony silence. And indeed, once we had been politely ushered into the cozy office of the senior partner of the august firm of Braithwaite, Matthews and Braithwaite, my mother quickly informed that gentleman that I was possessed of an intelligent mind and had a will of my own, so that her part in this matter would be merely that of an interested observer.

			I shot her a somewhat sardonic glance, but she had settled back in her chair with her hands primly folded in her lap, and would not meet my eyes.

			“Well, Lady Rowena.” Mr. Braithwaite said briskly from behind his paper-cluttered desk, and I looked up to meet his blue, twinkling gaze, which was remarkably shrewd in spite of his advanced years. He surprised me by saying suddenly, “You look like your father, y’know! Hmm—too bad things turned out the way they did. Guy—but you’re not here to listen to an old man reminisce, are you? Shall we get down to business right away, then, or would you ladies like a cup of tea first?”

			Both my mother and I declined the offer of tea, and, nodding his head in a satisfied manner, Mr. Braithwaite made a small pyramid of his fingers, gazing over their tips at me like a benevolent gnome.

			“Very well, business it shall be, then. You’ll stop me at any time you do not understand something I am saying, or need clarification of any point, Lady Rowena?”

			I nodded, and he inclined his head to me, in a courtly fashion.

			“Good!” he exclaimed, and then picking up a sheaf of papers that lay in front of him, his voice became businesslike as he began to read to me—first a lengthy letter of instructions from my father, and then a copy of his will, listing all his assets.

			To say I was slightly stunned at the end of Mr. Braithwaite’s recital would be an understatement. I had made some study of the law, among other things, mainly because I knew Latin and wanted to practice it as much as possible, but my father’s will and his instructions were simply, yet concisely, drawn up, leaving no loopholes.

			“Whoever Guy’s attorney in Boston is—this Judge Fleming—he’s a good man. Makes everything clear, does he not? Do you have any questions now, Lady Rowena?”

			I was amazed, even slightly dazed, by the sudden change in my fortunes, and my somewhat ambiguous status. Because I was used to thinking before I spoke, I was silent for a few moments after Mr. Braithwaite had spoken, and he repeated his question, giving me an understanding smile.

			“It’s something of a shock, eh? Not surprising. I understand you believed your father to have dropped completely out of sight, or to have forgotten your existence? Well, the letter explains it all, of course. Your grandfather”—he sighed—“well, in his way he was a hard man. Unforgiving. You understand everything now, do you not? Guy Dangerfield—the Earl of Melchester, I should say—is a sick man. No, let us be frank, he’s a dying man, and he knows it. That is why there is a reason for haste. He wishes very much to see you before he dies. I don’t wish to press you, of course, for I realize what a shock this must all be to you, but—” I heard my mother’s sharply indrawn breath and knew she was watching me, her eagerness to hear my answer almost a palpable thing.

			But I already knew what my answer would be. I had known it when I agreed to come here—even before I discovered the extent of my suddenly acquired fortune. I was free! Amazingly, unexpectedly, I had been set free, granted independence. From now on I need belong to no one, answer to no one but myself.

			I leaned forward and heard my own voice say in level, perfectly composed tones, “But of course I agree, Mr. Braithwaite. To all the conditions outlined in the will and my father’s letter, as well as to the need for haste. I shall be ready to leave England as soon as you can make the arrangements.”

			“We will not say anything of this to Edgar,” my mother said flatly when we were in the carriage again. She had signed all the necessary papers relinquishing her guardianship of me, and now she met my eyes coldly, as if she had already said her good-byes to me. “Mr. Braithwaite said it would take about a week. It was fortunate that he had the forethought to reserve a passage for you on that American ship, just in case you agreed to go. There’s no need for—for any unpleasantness before you leave. Best to do it this way.”

			I shrugged wearily, still occupied with my thoughts. “As you please,” I said indifferently. “I shall leave it to your ingenuity to get Sir Edgar out of the way on the day I’m supposed to depart. And you’ll have a week to think of some explanation to give him.”

			“That will be my affair,” she said harshly, and we conversed no more for the rest of the journey back.

			I had much to think about. Not only was I to start off upon a journey that would take me to a whole new life, but I had a father at last, and he actually wanted me! I remembered Nanny’s words—“He fair doted upon you, he did”—and found myself wondering, for the first time, how my father had got on after his return to America. Forced to leave England under a cloud, leaving both wife and daughter behind, denied all communication with me afterwards—it had been fair to neither of us, but of course, my grandfather had believed he was doing what was best for me.

			I would not waste time on regrets for what was past and done with; that much, at least, I had learned. And I did not think that anyone but Sir Edgar would regret my departure. I know that the servants whispered about me, even Mrs. Jenks, who positively fawned upon me in the hopes I’d recommend her devotion to Sir Edgar. And Mellyn, who was bluntly outspoken because of her age and privileged position, had been pensioned off at Sir Edgar’s insistence, because he was afraid she would “kick up an ugly fuss” as he put it, when she discovered what was going on under her “poor baby’s” very nose. Well, Nanny could come back now, and no doubt, after his first rage was over, Edgar would play the dutiful and loving husband again, keeping his mistresses in the discreet little apartment off Curzon Square.

			Everything would settle down to normal again, just as it had been before I arrived; and I—but things would be different for me this time, I vowed to myself. I had learned my lessons in survival as diligently as I had once studied my books that taught me of abstracts. Soon, when I was on my own, I would have the chance to see how well I remembered these lessons.

			There was nothing to do now, but to wait. The carriage pulled up before Sir Edgar’s imposing town house, and my mother and I, incongruous co-conspirators, alighted in silence without glancing at each other.

			Upstairs in my room, Martine was waiting for me.

			“We have been shopping, but I did not see anything that I wanted,” I told her casually, and dismissed her on the pretext that I was tired and would rest again before dinner. Poor Martine. What would she do when I was gone? I told myself that I must leave her an excellent letter of recommendation, and perhaps a bonus of fifty pounds to take care of her until she found another position. It would be more than she would earn in two years, but what did fifty pounds matter to me now? In my reticule I carried a packet of carefully folded bank notes, amounting to well over five hundred pounds—money for “incidentals,” Mr. Braithwaite had called it. My father, it seemed, had been insistent that I must lack for nothing. I had also been given a letter that authorized me to draw as much money as I needed out of my father’s banks in Boston and New York. I was really an heiress, after all!

			I sat at my small Chippendale desk—another gift from Sir Edgar, who had allowed me to refurnish my room according to my own tastes—and carefully opened the sealed envelope I had taken out of my reticule. The writing on the front was in black ink—a rather spidery, unfamiliar scrawl. “To my Daughter, Rowena Elaine Dangerfield.” Now, at last, I would learn something about my father, from himself.

			My fingers trembled as I drew out the stiff, crackling sheets of paper. My father. Strange that I, who had so carefully taught myself to suppress all outward show of emotion, should suddenly feel almost moved. Strange too, that even before I began to read, I should feel a sense of familiarity, even of closeness.

			My Dearest Daughter,

			It must surely seem as strange to you to read this letter from me as it seems for me to be writing to you at last, knowing that you will be reading this letter. And yet we are hardly strangers. I do not refer only to the tie of blood that binds us, but to the fact that you have never been far from me in my thoughts. Whatever you have been told about me, I hope you will believe this much at least; that I love you, as I loved you ever since I first held you as a tiny, squalling scrap of humanity, your eyes tightly screwed shut, and on your head a thatch of black hair that had to come to you from me. My daughter!

			I felt closer to you, in that moment, than I have ever felt to any other human being…

			My eyes moved down the closely written pages, reading more slowly than was my wont. My father had not wasted too much space in explanations, or reasons for our long separation, except to tell me that it had not been of his own will or doing. He had kept journals, which I would be able to read someday. They would explain everything.

			I have tried to envision New Mexico through your eyes—as I saw it first. A savage, beautiful land of contrasts. Perhaps, since you have lived in India, the transition will not prove too difficult. You see, I am already taking it for granted that you will come here. I have begun to hope again, to make plans….

			Further down he had written,

			I have spoken to Todd of my plans. He does not believe that you will want to live here. He does not understand. How can he? I feel that I know you, in spite of everything; it is more instinct that tells me this than anything else. But to satisfy Todd, I have included certain stipulations in the will I have drawn up. Whether you decide to make your home in New Mexico or not, you will be amply provided for, as I am sure Samuel Braithwaite will have made very clear to you. If, before a year is up, you decide you would rather make your home elsewhere, the SD Ranch will be all Todd’s—but even now, when I have been forced to realize that I am a dying man, I have hopes that I will live long enough to see you again, to talk to you, and explain all that you will have to face when I am gone. I have certain requests to make of you—they are requests only. I think, when you have read my journals, you will understand why I make them. But I would make another request of you, my daughter, and that is that you read my journals in sequence…

			I was to get in touch with a man named Elmer Bragg when I arrived in Boston. “An ex-Pinkerton man,” my father called him. “A frontier lawyer with the soul of a scholar—or perhaps a prophet. Elmer chooses his clients since he had retired, but he is one of my closest friends, and if I am unable to meet you, it is my wish that you will contact him.”

			The letter was signed “Your loving Father, Guy Dangerfield.”

			I thought about my mother, whom I had known these past two years, and for whom I could feel nothing but a vague kind of dislike. I had hated her at times, but I was beyond that violent emotion now. She was a poor, wily woman, the product of her environment and upbringing. I was more my father’s daughter than I was hers, and she, oddly enough, had realized it first.

			I had passed the time for looking back! The thought came to me with a kind of violence, bringing me to my feet, and to the mirror again, where I looked at my reflection with a feeling of wonderment, remembering myself when I had first come here. It was a different Rowena Dangerfield who would be traveling to America—not a girl, but a woman.

			“It is better this way,” my mother said, as she rode opposite me in the carriage. It was our first real conversation since we had spoken of my new life a week ago, and now we were on our way to the docks. “You’ll get on in America, I’m sure,” she went on, her eyes flickering over me. “Guy should have been allowed to have you, of course. I see that now. But at the time your grandfather was insistent, and I had no choice in the matter. I was forced to go abroad for a while. The scandal was really terrible. I wasn’t prepared for any of it—then.”

			“I’m sure Sir Edgar went with you,” I said idly, and saw her eyes narrow.

			“Yes, he did! But then, it is not something you would understand. You have never felt deeply about anything, or anyone, have you? Oh, I see you raise your eyebrows. I know what you think about me. But you have never loved. I wonder if you are capable of it! I might have—I might have felt something for you, even if it was only pity, if I hadn’t recognized how hard you are, under that indifferent surface!”

			“What is the point of saying this to me now?”

			She leaned forward, and her mouth, usually soft and pouting, was hard. “It has to be said! I know you never loved Edgar. You never felt anything for him, did you? And perhaps it was for that very reason that he became so—besotted—obsessed! You saw him merely as a man you had maneuvered into an awkward position, and then you used him, did you not? But I love him. Yes, look at me any way you want to. You may think me a silly, stupid woman, but at least I’m capable of feeling! He had his mistresses when we first met, and he had them afterwards, but he married me. It didn’t matter until you came. Guy’s daughter—Guy’s revenge!”

			I said coldly, “How unfortunate that you had me at all! And how awkward of my grandfather to die so soon.”

			“Oh, yes,” my mother said a trifle wildly. It seemed as if she was suddenly determined to have her say. “Yes,” she added, in a lower voice. “You would not understand, but I was only seventeen. What did I know of love or marriage at the time? It was all arranged. I was to be married to Guy Dangerfield, who was so much older than I was, a man I had met only twice before. It was what I had been brought up for, after all. To make an advantageous marriage. No one thought to consult my feelings in the matter! I was married in order to produce more Dangerfields. Thank God that after I had you I was allowed some respite!”

			A tiny shiver of anger shook me as I looked at her flushed face.

			“You hated my father. And you hated me from the moment I was born. I’m a product of your hate, Mother dear. Why blame me for being stronger than you were?”

			“Why? Because you are hard. It’s not strength, but hardness—a lack of feeling in you.”

			“It’s hardly important now.”

			“No, I suppose not. But the blame wasn’t all mine! I was prepared to be a good wife. If your father had loved me more and despised me less, something might have come of it. But he too married to please others. There was another woman. I never knew who she was or what she was to him, but he would mutter her name sometimes, in his sleep. ‘Elena—’ he would say—‘Elena!’ And he called you Rowena Elaine. No, he never loved me! Is it any wonder that I sought love?”

			For an instant I saw her as she must have looked twenty years ago, before she became overly plump and the fine lines etched themselves in her face. Poor Fanny. Product of her environment. But as selfish in her own way as she accused me of being. Whatever her reasons for her sudden outburst, we were past the point of understanding each other, or, for that matter, of any genuine communication.

			So I looked back at her, saying nothing, and after a while, shrugging, she seemed to regain her composure.

			“Ah, well. Perhaps it’s a good thing we need not indulge in the conventional strain of farewells. There were things that I felt had to be said, and they are behind us now.”

			We did not kiss when the time for final parting came. A footman lifted my trunks from the carriage and set them down for the swarming porters to carry. Nor did I turn my head when the carriage drove off. Within a few hours I would be leaving the past behind me and embarking on a new life. I remembered my last journey, and could almost have smiled with pity for the miserable, frightened, and resentful creature I had been then. Could it have been only two years ago? This time, at least, I knew what I was going to.

			I had reached the water’s edge, and as I lifted my head I felt the tangy, salty kiss of the wind on my face, felt it ruffle my skirts and tug at my bonnet.

			“Journeys end in lover’s meetings.” Now, why had that ridiculous piece of nonsense suddenly sprung into my mind? I had no lover to meet me—indeed, I had already made up my mind that I would never have, if I could help it. I would never be controlled by anyone again. I would be my own mistress from now on.

			Hadn’t I learned about love? A ridiculous, fumbling thing that made an animal of a man and required from a woman only a certain degree of compliance: At least animals didn’t try to rationalize their expressions of lust or attempt to prettify it by calling it love.

			“We’ll be sailing with the tide,” I heard a sailor call to another, and the same wind that touched me made little dancing ripples in the water. A fine, sunny day. A good day to begin a journey.

		

	


	
		
			Three

			The vessel on which I sailed was an American one, and I was soon to get used to hearing the strange, nasal accents of my fellow passengers. These Americans were all more friendly and outgoing than the English, and although I kept to myself they persisted in being friendly and curious. Strangely enough, the fact that I was possessed of a title excited the most comment. For all that they prided themselves on their form of democracy, most of the friendly Americans I met could hardly hide the fact that they were impressed at meeting the daughter of an earl.

			We stopped for over three days at Le Havre to pick up passengers from Paris, and I had the chance to visit Paris again myself, but under vastly different circumstances from all the other times I had been there. I saw none of Sir Edgar Cardon’s friends this time, but spent my time in shopping, completely on my own, which in itself gave me an exhilarated feeling.

			Still, I was impatient for my journey to be over, and for the time when I would meet my father at last. My mother, who should have known, had said we were alike, Guy Dangerfield and I. I thought we would understand each other, for we were both travelers.

			I had come halfway across the world and as I looked out for the first time at Boston harbor, I found myself wondering what my father’s impressions must have been when he first landed here. He must have been around the same age that I was now. Would he be here to meet me, or was he too ill to travel?

			As I left the rail and made my way to my stateroom, the echo of my mother’s bitter voice suddenly came back to me.

			“You are hard, Rowena… it is not strength, but hardness. I wonder if you are capable of any emotion…”

			Well, at least I wasn’t weak. I remembered the diamonds that Edgar Cardon had presented me with—hard, scintillating stones, each one burning with its own tiny fires. How often he had compared me to a diamond. I had a cutting tongue, he had complained, and he had never been able to arouse in me the warmth and passion he had hoped to find. But I could not pity him. We had used each other—each for our own separate reasons—and now, at last I was free. I would never let myself be used again by anyone.

			“Lady Rowena—” the steward’s voice broke into my thoughts, and I turned away from snapping the lock on my last trunk.

			“Pardon me, Lady Rowena, but you have visitors. The other passengers have already begun to disembark, but your friends are on board to escort you personally to shore.”

			“Thank you.”

			I had not been sure whether there would be someone to meet me. We had been delayed by bad weather, and I had noticed that Boston, although basking in watery sunshine, had been thinly blanketed by an early snowfall. Still, I had been expected, and there were “friends” to meet me. Not my father, then. I wondered who his friends were.

			When I went up on deck, they were standing there rather uncertainly, amid all the bustle of visitors and disembarking passengers. Mrs. Katherine Shannon was obviously a widow—a rather formidable-looking lady dressed in black. She was the sister-in-law of Mr. Todd Shannon, who was my father’s partner, and was accompanied by her niece and her husband, a pleasant young couple with friendly, if rather sober, manners.

			I was soon to learn why they had taken the trouble to come on shipboard to meet me, and why Corinne Davidson, who was normally a vivacious, bubbling young woman, appeared so subdued on our first meeting. “The telegram arrived only a week ago,” Mrs. Shannon said in her quiet voice. “My dear, we are all so terribly sorry! It is not precisely the way your father would have wished you to be greeted upon your arrival in America. But you had to be told, of course.” She said again, “I’m so very sorry…” and I saw that Corinne Davidson’s eyes had filled with tears. My father was dead. I would never see him now. I could not cry. I suppose I felt numb, and I knew that my face had gone stiff, betraying no emotion.

			It was a relief to be taken charge of for the moment, with Jack Davidson, a quietly competent young man, seeing to the disposition of my luggage.

			They were tactful, understanding people, who seemed to take my silence for shock, and did not press me with any further displays of sympathy.

			“Jack and I live in New York, but we’re visiting Aunt Katherine,” Corinne Davidson said softly. “Of course you will stay with her too. Isn’t that right, Aunt Katherine?”

			Mrs. Shannon insisted that I must do so—a room had already been made ready for me, and I needed to rest, and to feel that I had arrived among friends.

			“If you feel like talking later, I hope you will not feel reluctant to do so,” Mrs. Shannon said kindly, adding that my father had been a frequent visitor to her home in the past, before he had become so ill.

			But in the end it was Corinne Davidson, with her natural, open manner, who broke through the shell of reserve I had learned to erect around myself, and became my first friend in America.

			She came up to my room that first night, and her soft, hesitant tapping at the door turned me away from the window, where I had been standing looking out at the snow.

			“Will you promise to tell me you’d rather be alone if that is how you honestly feel?” she burst out, almost as soon as she had closed the door behind her. She bit her lip, before rushing on, “Jack tells me that I have no tact at all, and that I talk far too much, but I know how I would feel in your place, and I—we were all so fond of Uncle Guy, you know! I just think it’s so terribly sad and tragic that you didn’t get to know him. He was a wonderful person. So quiet that people wouldn’t notice him unless he wanted them to, and yet he cared about people! I remember that he came all the way to Boston to see us after my papa died, and he took me out to dinner and to the opera, and that was how I met Jack…”

			She clapped her hand suddenly over her mouth, a dismayed look appearing in her eyes. “Oh, heavens, there I go again! I do keep rattling on, don’t I? And I really came up to see if you wanted to talk.”

			It was impossible not to like Corinne, although I had never been close to other females of my own age. She openly admitted that she loved to gossip, but there was no guile in her, and she had a habit of saying exactly what she thought, even though it often proved embarrassing later.

			I suppose I needed a friend during the weeks that followed. I had never had one before, and although Corinne and I were complete opposites as far as personalities went, we complemented each other in a way; and she had a quick, intelligent mind, for all her madcap ways. Certainly it was Corinne who helped me most during those first difficult days, when I had to adjust to the fact that I had lost my father before I found him again, and that now I was really alone, with no one but myself to depend on.

			I was rich, of course, and that would help. And I was no longer naive, for Edgar Cardon had seen to that. It did not shock me, therefore, when Corinne proceeded to drag out what she laughingly referred to as the family skeletons.

			“Well, of course someone has to tell you,” she pointed out reasonably, “and Aunt Katherine never would! So it had better be me. Even Jack agrees with me that you should be prepared for what you’ll find when you go to New Mexico.”

			“Good heavens, you make it all sound alarming!” I teased her, but she insisted, for once, that she would be serious.

			“For instance,” she said dramatically, perching herself on the end of my bed, “how much have you been told about Todd Shannon?”

			I admitted that I knew only that he had been my father’s partner, who owned a joint interest in the vast SD Ranch.

			“Just as I thought!” Corinne pursed her lips in an unusual expression of gravity. “And of course he’s Aunt Katherine’s brother-in-law, although I’m sure she never became too friendly with him, even while Uncle James was alive. You see, my Uncle James had come to America many years before his brother Todd turned up suddenly. He was a serious young man, who had been given an education, and while he studied law here in Boston he went to work for my grandfather, who was Aunt Katherine’s papa, of course, and…” Here Corinne stopped to draw in a long breath, and catching my slight smile grinned mischievously back at me. “I know what you’re thinking! They say that all of us Bostonians are related in some way, and I don’t doubt that it’s true! But Rowena, you must listen to me, for I’m trying to be serious for a change. What was I saying?”

			“You were going to tell me something about this man Todd Shannon,” I said helpfully, and she nodded her head sagely.

			“Yes, of course! Well, it was rather embarrassing for my poor aunt and uncle when he turned up in Boston, for he’d been a kind of black sheep, you know! They said that as young as he was he had been mixed up in some kind of revolutionary activities in Ireland. They’re always fighting the British, are they not? Well, anyhow, he had to leave in a hurry, so he came here.”

			“Is that how he met my father?” I asked curiously, and Corinne gave a small shrug.

			“I’m not sure, for it was all before my time, of course. But I think I remember hearing someone mention that they had met on the ship coming over here, and decided to seek their fortune together. It sounds very romantic and exciting, doesn’t it? They went west together, for in those days the frontiers were still expanding, and it was before the war with Mexico. The Spaniards still owned most of the Southwest, and California as well.”

			I had made a point of studying American history, so that I nodded, and Corinne, with one of her quick flashes of intuition, seemed to understand that I was becoming impatient for her to come to the point of her recital.

			“Oh dear!” she said ruefully, “there I go again. Rambling! You don’t want to hear about history, but about Todd Shannon—and your father, of course, for he played a large part in what happened as well.” She giggled suddenly. “How I loved to listen to the grown-ups talk when I was a child! I would stay very quiet, and pretend to be reading, or busy with my embroidery. But you know, to me, the whole story was quite fascinating, and more exciting, than anything I had read in a book.”

			“Go on,” I said. “Now you have me quite fascinated. What happened?”

			“Well, as I was saying, your father and Uncle Todd—I’m supposed to call him that, but somehow he always frightened me a little bit—went west and they had all kinds of adventures; sometimes together and sometimes not, for they were both very independent men. But then, just before the war with Mexico, Uncle Todd fell in love. They said she was very beautiful, a young Spanish girl of good family, who was under the guardianship of her brother. She had been meant for a convent, but instead she met Uncle Todd and fell in love with him too. They eloped, ran away to Texas, and left her brother vowing vengeance. There!” Corinne looked at me triumphantly. “Now isn’t that an exciting and romantic tale so far?”

			“Isn’t there more?” I asked pointedly.

			“Oh, Rowena! Sometimes, I vow you prefer tragedy to romance! Well, there is one involved here. You see, after the Mexicans were forced to cede their lands in the Southwest to the United States, Todd Shannon brought his bride back to New Mexico, and filed claim to her family’s lands.”

			I frowned. “But what of that revengeful brother of hers?”

			“Alejandro Kordes? Oh, he had been one of the few hotheads who refused to acknowledge their new American government. They say he took off into the mountains along with some others like him—and later on there were rumors that he had joined up with a band of comancheros. At least, that’s what they call themselves, but I’ve heard Uncle Todd say that they’re nothing but a crew of renegade cutthroats who trade with the Indians and sell them guns to use against the white men. Alejandro had become an outlaw, but he still hated Todd Shannon.”

			Once she got down to it, Corinne proved a good storyteller, with a gift for evoking atmosphere, so that it was easy for me to picture the terrible, tragic events that had led to a family feud that, Corinne warned me, was still in existence. At the time, it was my father’s part in those events that intrigued me the most.

			He had made some money in the gold fields of California, and when his old partner had written to say he needed capital, he had traveled to New Mexico. He and Todd Shannon had become partners again, in an enormous cattle ranch they called the SD—Shannon-Dangerfield. They had been prospering when tragedy struck.

			“It was the time of the great silver rush in that part of the world, and Uncle Todd and your father went prospecting together. Alma, Todd Shannon’s wife, had given birth to a son, and had not regained her strength, so they had left her behind with a young cousin of Alma’s who had suddenly appeared on the scene, confessing she had run away from the Apache Indians. Elena, her name was, and she was the result of union between a captured Spanish girl, Alma’s aunt, and her captor, an Apache chieftain. Although she was half Apache, Elena had said she had been intrigued by her mother’s tales of ‘civilization,’ and wanted to live as a white woman, not as an Indian squaw.”

			“Elena?”

			The name struck a chord in my memory. I heard it again, repeated in my mother’s spiteful voice.

			“Elena! Sometimes he called the name in his sleep. And you were called Rowena Elaine.”

			“Corinne—what was she like? Did anyone ever describe her?”

			“Why, not exactly,” she said slowly, as if trying to remember. “She—I believe she was very young—only fifteen or sixteen—and very pretty, in a wild sort of way.”

			“Did—did my father ever speak of her?” Something impelled me to ask the question, and Corinne gave me a rather puzzled stare.

			“I—I can’t remember! But he must have been fond of her, for I know he taught her to read and write, and of course, later, he saved her life.”

			She was tactful enough not to ask why I questioned her as she went on with the story in a hushed voice.

			My father and Todd Shannon had returned from their expedition within a matter of weeks, only to find that while they had been away, the Indians had attacked. Their house was burned, their cattle stampeded, and worst tragedy of all, both Alma and her son were dead.

			“One of the vaqueros survived long enough to tell what had happened. He said that Alejandro Kordes and some of his comancheros had taken part in the attack. Perhaps he didn’t know that his sister had been left behind. The house had begun to burn and she ran outside, carrying her child. An Indian arrow killed them both.”

			“Oh, no!”

			“The old vaquero said that before he became unconscious he saw Alejandro Kordes run forward, shouting like a madman. He said he wept as he knelt by his sister’s body.”

			“And then? What of Elena? Was she killed too?”

			Corinne shook her head, her small face unusually grim.

			“That is what really started the feud. Just before Uncle Todd left, he’d had some kind of disagreement with her. He never liked Indians, you see, and he hadn’t wanted Elena there at all. A few days after he left, she had run away without a word. Later, he blamed her. He said she had called her people down on the ranch, as her revenge.”

			“But my father?”

			“You must understand, Rowena, that Uncle Todd was like a wild animal, crazed with grief and hatred. He would have gone after the Indians and his brother-in-law alone, if your father had not stopped him. And then, to make matters worse, a few days later, Elena came back. It—it appeared—” Corinne lowered her voice conspiratorially, giving me rather an embarrassed look. “It appeared that she was—well, expecting a child. They always hushed their voices when they started talking about that part of the story, and I was ordered out of the room, but my mama told me later, when I was old enough, that Elena had been in love with Uncle Todd, and that the child she was expecting was his.”

			“Oh, God. What did he do when she turned up?”

			“He almost killed her, that’s what! He would have, if Uncle Guy had not dragged him off, after he started beating her. She lost her child, and it was Uncle Guy, your father, who nursed her back to health. But as soon as she was well enough, she ran away again, back to her people.”

			“That couldn’t have been the end of it. How did the feud you were talking about begin?”

			Corinne sighed.

			“Oh, Rowena, that was the worst part of it! It wasn’t long before Elena had run off that the rumors began filtering back. She married Alejandro Kordes, of all people! Don’t you see how it must have looked to Uncle Todd? He felt it proved that Elena and Alejandro had been in league all the time!”

			There was more to the story, of course, but Corinne had been too young at the time to remember too many details. I was to hear it told again later, in all its facets, some of it related in my father’s meticulously kept journals and some of it from the protagonists themselves. But I am going too fast—for many things were to happen before I was to know the whole of the truth.

			First of all, I was to meet the strange and rather enigmatic Mr. Elmer Bragg, the ex-Pinkerton man to whom my father had referred in his last letter to me. It was my father’s legal adviser, Judge Fleming, who reminded me to seek him out.

			“He is—well, a rather rough man, who puts on a show of illiteracy, although he’s self-educated, one of those men who are referred to in the west as ‘frontier lawyers.’ He was an excellent detective, though, and I know that my friend Allan Pinkerton was sorry to lose him when he insisted upon retirement. You know the saying—‘Old soldiers never die’? Mr. Bragg is a living example of it. He has officially retired, but he is not the kind of man who likes to remain idle. He takes on cases from time to time. Your father and he were friends, and I have the impression that he is in Boston at this moment for the particular purpose of meeting you.”

			“He hasn’t attempted to meet me.”

			Judge Fleming nodded in a self-satisfied manner.

			“Of course not. That is not Elmer Bragg’s way. He knows of your father’s letter to you, and I think he is waiting for you to contact him.” He gave me a rather apologetic smile. “I’ve warned you, my dear, that Elmer Bragg is a rather eccentric man. This is typical of his way of going about things. I suppose he thinks that if you need his help or advice you will make some effort to seek him out.”

			In the end, I did exactly this—partly because my father had advised me to do so, and partly because I was intrigued by Judge Fleming’s rather evasive comments about this Mr. Elmer Bragg.

			I had decided to remain in Boston for a while until certain legal technicalities had been settled, so I had time on my hands. Besides, I wasn’t anxious to travel to New Mexico until I knew more about what I would have to face. It occurred to me that this mysterious Mr. Bragg, being a Westerner himself, would be just the person to give me the advice I needed. And I was right in this assumption, for our very first meeting proved informative.
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