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Chapter 1



Tuesday, August 22, 1837

PEACE of mind! Oh, the oblivion of peace of mind! They were Charmaines last thoughts as she drifted off to sleep. Like a prayer answered, she succumbed to a deep and restful slumber, the first shed had in three long nights.

Songbirds in the great oak just outside her window awoke her, and she lay abed enjoying natures symphony, a harbinger of the brilliant day ahead, one that was perfect for a picnic. She rose and peeked into the childrens room. They were fast asleep. She began to dress, determined to get an early start.

The letter she had written to Loretta Harrington sat propped on her chest of drawers. She scanned the pages, resurrecting the turmoil of the past three days.


I was pleased to receive your letterI am quite wellThe children are a constant comfort to me and I enjoy my position on the islandI still do not understand Mr. Duvoisins marriage to so cruel a woman as Agatha WardI avoid her whenever possiblePaul is the consummate gentleman, and aside from Rose and George Richards, I sometimes feel he is the only friend I have in the houseGeorge returned this past week, but you should not harbor hope of him as a possible suitormy thoughts have been far from such concernsJohn Duvoisin has ventured home, even though it is whispered his father forbade him to do so. His presence has rekindled my former reservations concerning matrimony. I can understand Frederic Duvoisins disdain for his own flesh and blood, for John is a rude, ill-bred, detestable cur who spends his days closeted in his apartments drinking from dawn to dusk. Ive tried to avoid him at all costs, but he appears at the worst possible times, and I find myself poorly equipped to respond to his sarcasm. He has taken a dislike to me for a number of reasons. Hes learned of my father, undoubtedly through his intended bride, the widow Anne Westphal LondonDo you know her? But I am not the only person he ridicules. He wages war with practically everyone, including his aunt or stepmother, as the case may beTell Mr. Harrington he was never more correct in his opinion of a person than he was of this man. Please give everyone my love



Sighing, she tucked the letter into its envelope. Then she sat at her dressing table and began brushing out her unruly hair.

The serenity of the morning was shattered by a series of vociferous oaths that brought her straight to her feet and into the corridor. Joseph Thornfield was racing down the stairs, a wooden bucket tumbling after him, ricocheting off the walls and splattering water everywhere.

Damn it, boy! I love hot baths almost as much as I love music, but I refuse to be scalded into singing soprano in a boys choir!

Charmaine turned toward the bellowing voice, and her jaw dropped. There stood John Duvoisin, dripping wet from head to toe, leaning far over the banister, and shouting after the servant boy. He was naked save for a bath towel clasped around his waist, unperturbed by his indecent state of undress. Charmaine compared him to Paulthe gold standard by which she assessed all menannoyed to find his toned body rivaled his brothers: wide shoulders, corded arms, and taut stomach, which sported a reddish hue. Belatedly, she realized she was no longer staring at his back. She grimaced as she lifted her gaze and her eyes connected with his. A jeering smile broke across his face, his pain apparently forgotten now that he had the governess for an audience.

Youre as red as a ripe apple, my Charm. I thought my brother had shown you a mans body, or did I interrupt that lesson in anatomy the other night?

Degraded, Charmaine marched back into her bedchamber and slammed the door as hard as she could. Her gratification was minimal; it was a full minute before his laughter receded from the hallway.

It was still early when she left her room again. Her plans for a quiet breakfast had been dashed. John had effectively roused the entire household, except for Agatha, who ate in her boudoir. Paul, George, and Rose converged on the staircase. Charmaine prayed John would be delayed, but, lately, none of her prayers were being answered. He appeared just as they reached the dining room.

Good morning, everyone! he greeted brightly, winking at her.

She glowered in response, but he dismissed her, settling at the table with the children, who were thrilled to see him. She hesitated, debating where to sit. With Paul still talking to George in the archway, she remained indecisive.

John noticed at once. Do you plan on eating, Mademoiselle, or will you just stand there and watch us? You paint the picture of a wounded dog awaiting table scraps.

The demeaning declaration stung like salt in an open wound, the promise of a brilliant day rapidly fading. Taking courage, she stepped closer.

Ah yes, he mused, pretending ignorance of her quandary and coming to his feet, the lady expects a gentleman to help her with her chair, but since Paul is preoccupied right now, I suppose a convict like me will just have to do!

He rounded the table and pulled the chair out for her. With a great flourish, he whisked a napkin through the air and dusted off the seat cushion, finishing his theatrics with a servile bow and a gesture she be seated. She did so with as much aplomb as she could rally, but as she spread her serviette in her lap, her eyes went to Paul, whose jaw was clenched in monumental self-control.

John returned to his own chair, and chatted with George, Rose, and the children, the meal uneventful until Jeannette produced the letter Charmaine had written to Loretta Harrington.

Shall I give this to Joseph to post, Mademoiselle?

Charmaine cringed. Yes, please, she hastily replied.

Too late! Johns interest was piqued, his brow raised. She knew that expression: it meant trouble. Sure enough, he stopped Jeannette as she passed behind him and removed the envelope from her hand.

What have we here?

A letter, Paul snapped.

A letter? John mimicked. Thank you for explaining, Paul. Id almost forgotten what a letter looked like. But Miss Ryan hasnt forgotten, has she?

Charmaine paled, but John pressed on, tapping the envelope against his lips. Mrs. Joshua Harrington of Richmond, Virginia. Harringtonwhere have I heard that name before? Ah yes, the merchants convention last year. Joshua Harrington was leading the protest against import tariffs. I remember him quite well now. A short-tempered man, if my memory doesnt fail me, short and short-tempered.

I found him quite the contrary, Paul argued.

Now, Paul, John countered jovially, he isnt a tall man by any measure.

George snickered, but Pauls brow knitted in vexation. I was speaking of his temperament!

Well, I dont know which side of him you saw, but he quickly lost his temper when I spoke with him.

Were you taunting him, John?

Why would I do that? He just doesnt have a sense of humor, thats all. I simply commented that, with a name like Joshua, he had to be a prophet and should consult with God before delivering his next ludicrous speech. After that, he wanted nothing to do with me, which suited me just fine.

Paul closed his eyes and shook his head in exasperation.

But that is neither here nor there, is it, Mademoiselle? John continued, serious again. You have correspondence to post, and Joseph normally sees to such errands. However, he is busy cleaning up the mess in my room. Therefore, I volunteer to deliver it to the mercantile for you.

That is very noble of you, John, Paul responded before Charmaine could object. However, Miss Ryan would like to know it was, in fact, delivered.

Now, Paulie, are you suggesting I would drop this by the wayside?

Let us just say I, too, am gallant, John. Since you have no reason to travel into town, while that is my very destination today, let me take it.

No, I think not, Paul. You see, I do have a reason to ride into town. I have my own letters to post, and since Miss Ryan doesnt trust me, this is the perfect opportunity to prove to her Im not the scoundrel she imagines me to bethat her letter will be delivered to the mercantile, intact.

John

Admit it, Paul. You have an ulterior motive for visiting the mercantile. A tte--tte with Maddy Thompson perhaps?

Im finished playing games with you, John, Paul snarled. If you insist on posting the letter, then by all means, go ahead.

Oh goodie! John exclaimed, inciting a chorus of giggles from the girls.

For Charmaine, however, the fate of her correspondence was far from settled. Had I known my letter would cause such a quibble, she laughed artificially, I would have left it in my room. Best I post it myself. She leaned forward to remove it from Johns hand, but he held it out of reach and disagreed glibly.

The children have lessons, do they not? Surely you wont allow a personal matter to interfere with that? No? I didnt think so. But fear not! I give you my solemn oath as a gentleman; your letter will remain safe in my hands. If there is something else that troubles you, George will vouch for me when I tell you thatunlike a certain individual who shall remain unnamedI have never bent so low as to read someone elses private mail.

Charmaine reddened.

Besides, I dont need to read your letter to know what you think of me. Youve made that abundantly clear on a number of occasions.



Charmaine remained closeted in the playroom with the children, hoping upon hope John would leave for town and shed be free to arrange a picnic lunch with Fatima. It was nearly eleven and unlike Paul, who had spent the morning in the study with George, John had dawdled the last three hours away. Where was his ambition to carry out the task for which he had so eagerly begged at breakfast?

Presently, she turned her mind to an arithmetic lesson, trying not to dwell on her two latest predicaments: the postponed picnic and Johns delivery of her letter to the mercantile. Would he read it? He could, and shed never know! Fool that she was, she had committed her hatred to paper, and now the devil himself possessed it!

John Duvoisin. Yes, she hated him! Hated how he scorned and mocked her. Hated how he singled her out and ridiculed her just for the fun of it. Hated how he presumed to know so much about her character. Hated how he loved to make everyone miserable. Hated him like she hated her father. Hated him, hated him, hated him! Colettes words of long ago haunted her: Just rememberyou hate him first. Hate him first? What came after that? She seemed to remember something about loving him. Ridiculous! Shed hate him first, second, third, and forever. She prayed fervently for the day when he would pack his bags and return to Richmond. It couldnt come soon enough.

Beyond the confining room, doors banged shut and footfalls resounded in the corridor, setting her on edge. She left Jeannette and Yvette to their problems, and stepped onto the veranda. The breeze was invitingly cool for August, rustling the leaves of the tall oak overhead. Looking toward the paddock, she was rewarded with the fine sight of Paul, who stood with arms akimbo, conversing with George and two stablehands. Charmaine admired the authority he projected, lingering on his broad shoulders and lean torso, slim waist and well-defined legs, the muscles in his thighs sculpted against the dark fabric of his trousers. Highly polished ebony riding boots finished the lusty figure he cut. She closed her eyes to the heart-thundering image and remembered that first day on the Raven, his shirt doffed, the play of muscle across his broad back and arms, deeply tanned from the island sun. He was the embodiment of the perfect man, like the great Roman statues in the museums of Europe.

She thought of their kiss in the gardens last night, and her heart raced. His embrace had been passionate and longing, and despite her inhibition, she relished the pleasurable memory. His racy invitation simmered in her ears, and she breathed deeply, counseling herself to tread cautiously. She was playing with fire. It would be best to avoid another such encounter. Even now, she realized how difficult that would be, for as he clasped an easy arm around the shoulders of a young stable lad, she fancied herself in those strong arms once again.

The main door banged shut, and the vision was lost. Charmaine gingerly stepped forward and peered down, jumping back when the devil incarnate descended the portico steps. He wore a brown leather cap, white shirt, light brown trousers, and matching boots. His gait was lazy, yet deliberate, a self-assuredness she would love to see crushed. In her brief three-day experience, she knew this would never happen. She had never met anyone who exuded such confidence, not even Paul. Colettes remarks once again echoed in her ears: Hes an enigmaa one of a kind. Thank God, one was quite enough!

He was halfway to the stables when Paul stepped out of the circle of men. Charmaine held her breath when they reached each other and Paul initiated an exchange, a concise remark she couldnt hear. John waved a letter in his brothers face: one single solitary letter. He spoke next, another short phrase that drew Paul around and sent his eyes traveling up the face of the mansion. Within a moment, he found her, a smile breaking across his lips. Charmaine shook her head. John must have known she was standing there, watching them. How had he known? Or had he? He was probably playing Paul for the fool and got lucky.

John disappeared into the stable, emerging minutes later with a great black stallion in tow: Phantom, according to the twins. The proud beast fought the bridle, his sable coat shimmering in the late morning sun.

A groom led another horse out. When George took the reins, Paul threw his hands up. I wont be long! George called from the saddle.

Everyone seemed to be waiting for John to mount up as well. No one, not even Paul, rode the demon of the stable, so dubbed because he was constantly breaking out of his stall, jumping the corral fencing, evading stablehands or nipping the other horses. Great care was taken to segregate him. Clearly, John intended to do what his brother had the good sense to avoid, and Charmaine planned to laugh loudly when the stallion threw him onto his conceited rear end.

The steed was growing zealous for the freedom of the road, pulling fiercely at the bit, but John appeared oblivious as he conversed with George. He casually produced something from his shirt pocket and raised it to the animals large muzzle. The horse gobbled it up. John stroked his satin flank and then, with one fluid motion, swung into the saddle. The horse bolted, but John reined him in, his momentum ending in a lunging halt. With a loud whinny and a violent shake of his huge head, the horse began to circle in place. Charmaine snickered; the man was no horseman. Finally, a weakness to exploit when the moment was ripe!

Hes rarin to go! George averred. He hasnt been ridden in ages.

John concurred. I see my brother wasnt brave enough to work him out!

No, John, I value my neck too much! Paul called back. If he throws you, it will be your own folly. You wont control him until hes had a good long run!

Well see, Paulie, John countered. It wont take him long to remember all the tricks.

As if to fortify his contention, he leaned forward and patted the animals sleek neck. A nudge to the flank, and the beast trotted toward Paul. John reached out and ruffled his brothers hair, laughing heartily as the horse completed a wide sweep of the area, hooves tapping out a perfect rhythm on the cobblestone drive. John snapped the reins hard, and the steed shot forward, speeding past George and exiting the compound, his legs a blur, tail and mane sailing in the wind. George spurred his own mount into motion and followed in hot pursuit, disappearing in a cloud of dust kicked up by the vagabond stallion.



Charmaine stepped out of the house and felt liberated. The children were gay, chasing butterflies and picking exotic flowers that grew with abandon in the grassy fields. Though it was hot, the sky was a deep azure and the breeze carried the sweet scent of ocean spray. The tropical paradise was a balm for her turbulent mind, a welcome respite from days of sequestration in the nursery.

They traipsed northwest through three fields, their destination a special picnicking spot the twins had chosen. Ahead was a wooded area, breached only by a dark, narrow path of craggy rocks that appeared to lead nowhere. They entered the copse, trudging up an incline that wasnt quite as treacherous as Charmaine had at first imagined. Soon the path leveled off and quite unexpectedly, opened onto a lush, grassy bluff that was enclosed on three sides by thick foliage. The western edge offered a lofty view of the ocean, a breathtaking vista.

Oh, girls, this is just beautiful, Charmaine sighed, returning their ebullient smiles. Look at the flowers! And the sealook how it shimmers in the sun!

They giggled in reply, setting down the picnic basket. With her help, they spread a blanket in the shade of a tall cotton tree and laid out the bounty Fatima had packed for them: fried chicken, crusty bread, fresh oranges and bananas, cookies, and lemonade. Charmaine remembered many an evening in her impoverished home where soup and bread were the main course, portioned over a few days to make it last. If she were lucky, a feast such as this would adorn their Christmas table. She silently thanked God for her good fortune and prosperity this day. If only her mother could know how happy her life had become.

They delved into lunch, famished after their long hike. Even Pierre ate heartily, and Charmaine chuckled as he stuffed a third cookie into his greasy mouth. She wiped his face and hands clean as he squirmed away. Then he settled on the other side of the blanket and fell asleep from sheer exhaustion, content to take his afternoon nap in the open air.



John meandered into the kitchen in an attempt to shrug off the boredom that pervaded the study. The afternoon was drawing on, and there was no sign that lunch would be served any time soon. He had declined Georges invitation to eat at Dulcies. He wasnt in the mood to mingle with the men who caroused there. So, he returned alone. Hed grown accustomed to being alone, and most of the time, he preferred it that way. But now he was hungry.

Afternoon, Master John, Fatima greeted as she bustled around the sweltering room, setting a tray of warm muffins on the kitchen table.

Good day, Cookie, he returned as he sat down. God, its hot in here! I still say that stove should be out in the cookhouse where it belongs.

Mind your mouth and dont be giving your pa any ideas, she warned. I like it right here. Saves me a lot of running. And dont go touching those muffins! she threatened, catching sight of his avid eyes on them. Theyre for dinner.

Im not after your muffins, but its nearly two. Wheres lunch?

His question drew a grumble from Fatima, who was now stoking the oven. As she bent over, John snatched a muffin and concealed it under the table.

There aint no table lunch today, Master John.

And why is that? Are you holding out for a raise in wages?

You know me better than that, she chided, well aware he teased her. I already sent a tray of food up to your pa and Missus Agatha. I didnt expect you back for lunch.

What about the children and their governess? John asked, stealing a bite of his muffin when Fatima visited the pantry and dropped potatoes into her apron.

Miss Charmaine took the children on a picnic, she explained, turning back to the table to dump them there. I fixed them a basket of food before they left.

A picnic?

Fatima eyed him suspiciously. I know what youre thinking, Master John.

What am I thinking?

If youre hungry, Ill fix you something, just leave Miss Charmaine alone.

Leave her alone?

I heard you picking on her last night. Shes a nice girl, and she dont know you. So you leave her be, before you frighten her right out of this house.

Fatima fetched a loaf of bread to make him a sandwich.

A nice girl, eh? he asked skeptically, grabbing another muffin and raising it to his mouth. I keep hearing that. George is sweet on her, and my brother

His words were cut short when Fatima caught him red-handed. My muffins! she bellowed. Now you put that back before I take a stick to you!

John scrambled from the chair and was out the back door before she could maneuver her wide girth around the table. He sidestepped several frantic chickens that squawked as they scattered out of his way, then he nearly got tangled in the laundry on the clothesline. But he laughed loudly, knowing hed escaped her.

Go on, now, she scolded from the doorway, shaking a knife at him, and dont you come back here til dinner!

He tipped his cap, bowed cordially, and walked down the back lawn, chewing on the warm muffin hed nearly swallowed whole. It only whetted his appetite; now he was really hungry. He knew where he could eatand a fine lunch at that! He laughed again, realizing the afternoon would not be boring after all. Poor Miss Ryan! Shed be alone with him; no Paul to come to her rescue. Well, at least the children would be pleased to see him. His destination was simple, since he knew exactly where theyd be enjoying their picnic.



Charmaine removed her bonnet, relaxed on the blanket, and took in her surroundings again. How romantic, she murmured, imagining herself in this paradise with Paul. How ever did you girls find this place?

We didnt, Yvette replied matter-of-factly, Johnny did. A long time ago.

At the mention of the mans name, Charmaines eyes darted around, searching the shaded areas. Hes not going to jump out at me, she reasoned. He rode o<caron> to town, and we were gone long before he returned. He has no idea where we are

Whats the matter, Mademoiselle Charmaine? Jeannette asked.

Nothing. Tell me more about this spot. When did John show it to you?

When Mama was well. When we were little.

And if we close our eyes, Yvette said, we can pretend she is with us

Jeannette did as her sister suggested, and Charmaine indulged their poignant fantasy. You mentioned John, she finally said. He discovered this place?

Yvette nodded. When he was a boy, he used to go on expeditions with George. Thats when they found these cliffs. Johnny swore George to secrecy. He told us, from then on, whenever he got angry with Paul or Papa, he would come to this hideaway because it was the one place on the island Paul didnt know about, the one place where he could be alone. When he knew we could be trusted, he brought us here, too. But we had to promise never to tell Paul.

Charmaine gritted her teeth. The gall of the mansetting the children against Paul.

I decided you could be trusted, too, Yvette added thoughtfully. And if

And if what? Charmaine asked suspiciously.

And if Johnny wants company today, hes sure to look for us here.

Wants company? First he has to return from town, then discover weve left the house. Certain both could not possibly happen, Charmaine dismissed the thought, pleased when Yvette suggested a game of hide-and-seek.

She and her sister scurried off, declaring their governess the seeker and the blanket, home. Charmaine covered her eyes and counted to fifty. Then she scanned the far edges of the encroaching forest, searching for any movement that would betray the girls hiding places.

The crunch of leaves caught her ear, and she headed down the path by which theyd arrived. A snapping twig pointed to the brambles straight ahead. Determined to surprise them, she broke into a run and rounded the brush at top speed, lunging to a sudden halt when she nearly landed in Johns arms, her bun falling loose and spilling its bounty onto her shoulders.

Well, now, he exclaimed, I didnt expect you to be that happy to see me!

Fuming, she snubbed him, making a great show of turning away.

Arent you going to tag me? he pressed.

No! she threw over her shoulder as she stomped back to the clearing, pulling pins free of her hair. Unfortunately, the man fell in step alongside her.

Johnny! Yvette and Jeannette called in tandem, running from opposite sides of the bluff to greet him. You did find us!

I was looking for lunch, and Cookie told me she packed a picnic for you.

You can have some! Jeannette offered, pointing to the leftover food.

John walked over to the blanket and stared down at the slumbering Pierre. After a moment, he lifted a discarded plate and piled it high with food. Then he settled against the trunk of a tree and delved into his meal. Yvette sat next to him, while Jeannette prepared him a plate of cookies.

They ignored Charmaine, who continued to simmer as she coifed her hair. He obviously intended to stay. After an interminable silence, she found the nerve to speak. Do you always intrude upon people uninvited?

Only when its worth it. And always when theyre unsuspecting.

And what exactly does that mean?

Lets take you for example: My, my, the secrets Ive uncovered by intruding on you! His eyes twinkled, but he waved away her displeasure with the chicken bone he held, tossing it over his shoulder.

Today Im only intruding for lunch. This is delicious. The blisters I got on the journey here were a small price to pay.

Charmaine bit her tongue and focused on cleaning up, grateful when the twins engaged his attention, asking him for stories about America.

Their voices woke Pierre, who sat up, rubbed his sleepy eyes, and smiled when he recognized John. Yawning, he left the blanket and walked deliberately toward the man, made a fist, and plunged a targeted punch into his shoulder.

Pierre! Charmaine cried in disbelief. The boy had never raised a hand to anyone before. She feared Johns reaction, certain hed use the childs bad behavior to discredit her. Instead, he doubled over as if seriously injured and, with a loud groan, flopped to the grass, where he lay perfectly still.

With great trepidation, Pierre stepped closer, oblivious of his sisters, who were winking at one another. No sooner had he crouched down, and Johns eyes popped open with the cry: Boo! Pierre jumped, then chortled in glee, not satisfied until hed played boo three more times.

When John tired of the game, he drew the boy into his lap, pulled his cap from his back pocket, and placed it on Pierres head. It was too large and slid over his eyes and nose. Only his grinning lips were visible.

Charmaine leaned back against the tree and watched them guardedly. Pierre was warming up to his elder brother. Just what she needed, a third child begging to see John all day long.

Howd ya get here? the boy asked, peering up at John from under the cap.

On Fang, silly! Yvette interjected, casting all-knowing eyes to John.

Fang? Charmaine asked.

Johnnys horse, Yvette replied presumptuously.

Horse? Charmaine expostulated, turning accusatory eyes upon the man. Im sure youll never recover from your large blisters.

I said I had blisters, he rejoined, I didnt say where.

The girls bubbled with laughter.

Charmaine was not amused. Your horses name is Fang? If its the horse you were riding this morning, I thought his name was Phantom.

The grooms call him that because of his bad manners. A phantom stallion. Surely youve heard that expression before, my Charm?

Of course I have! she snapped, thinking: like master, like horse.

Johns smile broadened. Anyway, his real name is Fang.

Fang, she repeated sarcastically, why, thats a dogs name.

Dog or horse, its still an animals name. John winked at Yvette when Charmaine turned away. And he was given the name for a very good reason.

On cue, Yvette skipped to Charmaine and grabbed her hand, insisting she examine the horse so she would understand his bizarre name. Come, Mademoiselle Charmaine, well show you.

Unwittingly, she was drawn into the girls enthusiasm, and before she could object, was trekking the pathway with Yvette. She glanced over her shoulder to find John close behind, Jeannette at his side and Pierre on his shoulders.

The boy attempted to wave from his lofty perch, but quickly changed his mind, clasping both hands over Johns eyes. John peeled them away with the complaint: I cant see, Pierre! If I trip, well be like Humpty Dumpty and all fall down. Charmaine giggled when the three-year-old let go of Johns face only to grab fistfuls of his hair.

Thats not Humpty Dumpty, he declared, thats Ring a Ring a Rosy.

Moments later, they found Fang grazing in the middle of a wild field, his great head bent to the long grass, his tail swishing in the breeze.

Come quickly! Yvette urged, breaking into a run.

Yvette! John shouted. Wait for me.

She stopped immediately, arms akimbo. Then hurry up!

When he reached her, he set Pierre down and squatted, looking her straight in the eye. Ive told you never to go near Fang without me. I thought you understood.

Yvette bowed her head. But

There are no buts, Yvette. The horse can be dangerous if hes startled. You are not to go near him unless you are with me. Agreed?

Agreed, she replied meekly.

Johns genuine concern surprised Charmaine. After patting Yvettes back, he placed his cap on her head, a privilege that regained her friendship. Now she tugged at his hand and called for Charmaine to follow.

So, this is Fang, Charmaine remarked apprehensively, jumping when the horse shook its head.

Yes, John acknowledged, stroking the black mane, this is my horse. He threw an arm over the animals neck and proceeded to introduce them. Fang, this is Miss Ryan, formerly of Richmond, Virginia. Miss Ryan, this is Fang, my loyal steed.

The twins were giggling, and Pierre joined in.

Suddenly, the horse stepped forward and, to Johns delight, neighed a greeting that petrified Charmaine. That means pleased to make your acquaintance in horse talk, he explained, drawing more laughter from the children.

Charmaine smiled in spite of herself.

Do you like him, Mademoiselle Charmaine? Jeannette asked.

He is quite remarkable, she replied nervously, however, I have yet to see why hes named Fang. I still say thats a dogs name.

John stepped closer. You use the perfect word to describe Fang, Miss Ryan, he replied, taking hold of her wrist to lead her nearer the steed. You see, Fang has a remarkable characteristic that distinguishes him from other horses.

She cringed with the contact of his warm hand and pulled away quickly.

He was born with one overly large, very sharp, front tooth. Right, girls?

They nodded vigorously.

One overly large front tooth? she asked. Surely you jest.

No, I do not. Fang has a reputation for nipping fingers and other horses. Thats why they all steer clear of Fang. He uses his tooth as a weapon.

The twins hadnt stopped laughing. How had she been drawn into this ridiculous conversation? If the children werent enjoying themselves so immensely, shed be walking back to the blanket.

You dont believe Johnny, do you? Yvette demanded. Its really true! She looked up at her brother. You better show her.

John pulled the stallions head up from the grass and grabbed his muzzle. When Fang whickered in objection, Charmaine stepped back.

Why are you moving away? he asked. Dont you want to see the oddity of the century? Youd pay a fee to glimpse something like this at the circus.

Actually, Charmaine faltered, Id hate to put you through all that trouble. Im sure I can do without seeing the oddity of the century.

Go ahead, Mademoiselle, Yvette implored. He wont bite you.

Charmaine wondered whether the girl was referring to the horse or John. She decided to placate them and be done with it, or shed never hear the end of it.

John produced a lump of sugar from his pocket. The stallions lips curled back, and the treat was devoured, but Charmaine witnessed nothing unusual.

Did you see it?

Well, actually, no.

How could you miss it? It was right there, plain as the nose on your face!

Now, Yvette, John chided, give Miss Ryan a chance. She doesnt know where to look like you do. Perhaps if she stepped a bit closer, shed see better.

This time when John held out the sugar, he drew back the horses lips and Yvette pointed to the area of interest. Look! See it there? See that big fang?

Charmaine didnt see a thing, but the girls huff of frustration prompted her to scrutinize the animals mouth further.

John let go of the huge head and pressed his brow into the steeds neck. Charmaine frowned. Is he ill? He looked heavenward, his entire face one tremendous smile. Tears were welling in his eyes, and in a flash, she realized he was laughing. The twins rivaled his mirth, doubling over in painful glee, unable to speak. Even Pierre was giggling.

You are the first grown-up that prank has worked on! Yvette gasped.

Charmaines heart plummeted. They were enjoying themselves at her expense! Suddenly, insidiously, her throat constricted with tears. Why was this man so determined to make a fool of her? Now he had the children ridiculing her! In great despair, she grabbed Pierres hand and set a brisk pace back to the bluff.

Mademoiselle! Jeannette called after her, running to catch up.

Youre not angry, are you? We didnt mean to make you angry. It was only a prank, but we wouldnt have done it if we thought you wouldnt find it funny, too!

Charmaine struggled not to cry and was comforted when she received an affectionate hug from the gentle twin. Yvette and John were fast approaching, and she quickly composed herself, not wanting the man to know he had once again reduced her to tears.

He saw her dab at her eyes. Such a deft little actress. Now Im supposed to feel guilty because I made the little lady cry. He shook his head derisively and chuckled to himself. She is quite fetching with her curvaceous figure and wild hairher best assets by far. And she uses that sidelong glance to disarm a man. No wonder Paul and George have fallen for her. Well, George is Mr. Earnest, and Paul likes to be the hero so he can seduce her. And Johnny? Well, Johnny isnt taken in so easily. Still, if she wants to play, then why not? Johnny has nothing to lose. With Paul in her pocket, she thinks she can take on the best of them. But she hasnt played with the likes of Johnny. Well, Miss Ryan, you shall see what its like to play with Johnny.

Race you back to the blanket! Yvette challenged. The last one there has to carry the picnic basket home! The girl broke into a run and bounded into the path, Jeannette and Pierre in hot pursuit.

John drew alongside Charmaine. Dont you have a sense of humor?

She was determined to ignore him and stared off into the distance. But he wasnt about to be dismissed, so he stepped in front of her. When she turned her face aside, he grabbed her chin and forced her to look at him. She slapped his hand away. Dont touch me!

He only chuckled. When she sidestepped him, he hastened to catch up. Im sorry if my jest offended you, he apologized, garnering her utter astonishment. Its a prank the twins enjoy playing. I thought youd go along with it.

Doubting his sincerity, Charmaine withheld comment, relieved when they reached the bluff.

You didnt even try to catch us! Yvette complained.

John scooped up Pierre, who had run to greet them, then set him down again. Now, Yvette, you would pout all day if I had outraced you.

You couldnt have done that if you tried!

Pulling his cap off her head, she brandished it before him. I still have this! Lets play keep away from Johnny!

When John lunged at her, she darted out of reach. As he closed in, she sent the cap sailing through the air to her sister.

He grinned. All right, Jeannie, now give it back.

She hesitated, then squealed as he dove at her, scurrying away with his cap in hand. Then she, too, sent it flying.

John played along, indulging their tossing escapade. With hands on hips, he strategically placed himself between them. But Yvette recognized the ploy and threw the cap to Charmaine this time. She caught it and was drawn into the game as well. Now John was tracking her.

Are you going to give me the cap, my Charm? he asked, arm extended.

Dont give it to him, Mademoiselle! Yvette cried. Throw it to me!

Charmaine launched the cap in Yvettes direction, breathing easier when John swung away. When it eventually came sailing back, it fell short of its mark, hitting the ground near Pierre. He picked it up, giggled, and clumsily shuttled it to her, enabling John to close in. Charmaine tucked it behind her back and blindly retreated. John steadily advanced, blocking her view altogether. Her foot struck the trunk of the tree. She was trapped!

He was only inches away, and as her eyes traveled up from the buttons on his shirt, past his neck to his clean-shaven face, memories of their first encounter rushed in. Somehow, he seemed taller than that night, even more imposing than the morning hed barged into his room and found her reading Colettes letter. But he wasnt angry now. He leaned in close and, with a victorious grin, placed his hands flat against the tree trunk, imprisoning her there. His eyes were magnetic. At that moment, he struck her as being very handsome, his wavy hair falling low on his brow, his usually stern features turned boyish. He seemed to read her thoughts, and the rakish smile widened, boring deep dimples into his smooth cheeks. All at once, the blood was thundering in her ears, and she felt her face grow crimson.

May I have my cap back, my Charm? he asked huskily, or must I remove it from your backside forcibly?

Her limbs were quaking as she handed it over. He stood there a moment longer, restoring it to its original shape, complaining of the damage done. Im afraid it hasnt fared well in the battle. It will never be the same.

Yvette was outraged. Youre lucky you even got it back! She turned on Charmaine. Youre no fun! You didnt even try to keep it away from him!

Well, Yvette, John said, all good things must come to an end. Even games. Though he spoke to his sister, his eyes remained fixed on Charmaine, who was still leaning against the tree. He fixed the cap on his head and walked over to Pierre, affectionately ruffling his hair.

The twins sneaked up behind him, bent upon dislodging the cap and engaging him in the game again. But he stepped out of their reach. They danced around him still, trying to jump high enough to snatch it. Charmaine had never seen them so gay.

Up to no good again, eh? he accused mischievously.

Just like you, Johnny! Yvette rejoined.

Just like me? When am I up to no good?

Youre always up to no good, Yvette exclaimed, as if it were common knowledge. Thats what Father says.

A black scowl darkened Johns face. Impulsively, Charmaine took a step closer to Yvette, fearful he might strike the girl. Instead, he demanded more information. He told you that?

No, not me. Just Paul.

But you were there.

Not exactly. Paul had something important to discuss with Father, and I wanted to know what it was. So, I went to the kitchen and took a glass from the cupboard and listened through the wall of the water closet next to Papas dressing chamber. It worked fine, because I could hear every word they said. Paul was angry about something you did, something about sending a ship here without papers. Anyway, thats when Papa said you were up to no good.

Suddenly, John was laughing heartily. A glass against the wall, he murmured, shaking his head in amazement.

Yvette nodded, pleased with his reaction. You remember when you showed me how to do that, dont you?

Ah yes, he sighed. You are an astute pupil, Yvette.

Charmaine was both astonished and irate. So, her eavesdropping on Saturday was my fault, but this incident is just splendid because the instruction came from you, is that it?

John laughed harder and spoke to Yvette. My advice to you, my little spy, is: keep up the good work, but take care not to get caught. If Paul finds you with that glass, hell lock you up in the meetinghouse cellar with all the drunkards.

Where you belong, no doubt! Charmaine snapped.

What do you mean by that? John asked.

You had better think twice before you teach the children your antics. They may come back to haunt you.

Ill make a note of that, John replied in overemphasized seriousness. With a theatrical flourish, he produced an imaginary paper and quill and pretended to write. Miss Ryan, an authority on high morals and untainted virtue, warns me I had better watch my step, or else!

Or else what? Yvette asked.

Paulie will give me a sound thrashing. Isnt that right, Mademoiselle?

Charmaines eyes narrowed, but she refused to answer, as once again her caustic retort failed to meet its mark.

When John saw she had nothing more to say, he chuckled softly and bade the children a farewell. He turned back to her, pulled the cap off his head, and held it over his heart. Thank you, Miss Ryan, for graciously allowing me to join your picnic luncheon. Im sure youll agree it was most enjoyable, but please dont beg me to stay any longer, since I really must be leaving now.

Enjoyable, indeed! She almost laughed outright at the absurd statement. Still, she sighed with relief when she realized he really meant to depart. Not even the children were able to change his mind, and he soon disappeared down the pathway. Not long afterward, they, too, headed for home.







End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
C-O'L"E T T"E S L'EEGIACY

AUTHOR OF A SILENT OCEAN AWAY





OEBPS/page-map.xml
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 





