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To my sister Tina—

do you remember when I was seventeen years old

and you introduced me to my

first historical romance?

This one’s for you.
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Therefore, dear friends, since you have been forewarned, be on your guard so that you may not be carried away by the error of the lawless and fall from your secure position.

2 Peter 3:17, NIV



  
    
Prologue

A young lady of impeccable decorum never appears outside her home unchaperoned, uncoiffed, ungloved, or unhappy.

Madame Marisse’s Handbook for Young Ladies

April 1879

Along the Upper Post Road, Connecticut

Freezing rain pelted Meg Davenport. Though her cloak was thoroughly sodden, along with the hem of her gingham skirt, she refused to think about her misery. This is my last chance. All the blasted rain in the sky won’t stop me now.

A glimmer of warm hope stirred inside when she peered ahead instead of watching her own slippery steps. People, horses, carriages. She’d jumped from the back of a farm wagon nearly a mile ago when it had turned off the main road, and here at last was her first destination—the roadhouse near the train station.

Meg hurried into the modest one-story building, squeezing through the crowd but keeping her hood so low that she could barely scout an opening in the room. Though she wanted to, she wouldn’t dare remove her wet cloak. She’d promised herself not to take any risk of being seen, at least not until reaching safe anonymity in the thick of New York City.

So she clutched her travel bag to her chest and pressed on, hoping to find a spot against the wall. She didn’t worry her satchel would be grabbed as much as she feared that dropping it would mean certain trampling in an effort to retrieve it.

It was warmer in here than waiting outside for the train; there was no doubt about that. But the smell of the place almost sent her back out anyway. Besides the odor of smoky wood from a fireplace and burnt onions from the kitchen, smells of many other sorts came from those who, like her, had sought shelter from an icy April rain. Such smells as Meg had never, in all her fourteen years, been subjected to. Unwashed bodies simply weren’t tolerated, even among the school staff with whom Meg was rarely allowed to mingle. How long would she have to wait for the train to take her on the next leg of her journey?

Journey. The word tripped her thoughts. Flight was more fitting. Fleeing to New York City, where she would be free to do as she pleased, dress as she pleased, eat as she pleased, talk to whomever she pleased. In short, free to be whomever she pleased. She’d saved enough allowance money from her father to be entirely independent, at least for the few days it would take her to find employment.

Finding a spot near the fireplace to dry out her cloak would be impossible, judging by the cluster of people already doing the same amid the flicker of firelight casting them all in silhouette. So she followed her nose instead, hoping a place nearer the kitchen might provide preferable odors to those from the press of people. Warmth from the stoves would dry her cloak just as nicely.

Whatever sustenance the roadhouse offered held little appeal to Meg. She’d eaten a full breakfast shortly after setting out, of cold but tastily spiced beef on the same pure-white bread she’d enjoyed ever since Mrs. Hale had been hired as head cook some years ago. Her specialty was baking. A hard-cooked egg and a flaky blueberry muffin had followed, all washed down with the tea Meg managed to carry in a pouch she’d stolen from one of the school’s liverymen. The container had an odd scent to it when she’d first added her tea, something along the lines of the peach cordial that was kept under lock and key. But as Meg had taken her first sip from the pouch, she hadn’t minded the flavor the tea acquired from whatever dregs were left behind.

Meg still had a bit of food left. Another sandwich, a sourdough biscuit, and some of the most flavorful cookies served by the exclusive Madame Marisse’s School for Girls. They were, in fact, created from a recipe each girl was awarded upon graduation, to be given to whatever kitchen staff awaited her. A signature teatime addition only alumnae of Madame Marisse’s were known to serve. If Meg had a mind to, she could probably sell the ones she’d wrapped in a napkin to any one of the roadhouse patrons and make enough money to buy a full meal right here and now.

But she only clutched the bag closer as she found a free place by the wall and pulled back her hood just enough to assess her surroundings.

Her gaze froze on a familiar figure. Mr. Pitt, the oldest, grouchiest liveryman who ever lived. The very person from whom Meg had stolen the pouch she’d used for her tea.

She was ready to bolt when she realized he hadn’t seen her. She heard some of his words through the din of the crowd because he was speaking over the noise himself.

“About this height.” He held up a hand, just below his own rounded shoulders. “A girl. Fourteen. Blue eyes. You wouldn’t miss that—the eyes, I mean.”

But the woman he addressed, wearing an apron and a servant’s cap, only shook her head, then moved away with a mug-laden tray balanced on her palms.

Meg pulled the hood lower again. Blast her eyes to make her so easily identifiable—just like her father’s. Blast him, too. It was his fault she had to run away. He was the one who made sure she stayed in that blasted school.

Blast, blast, blast. It was a word Madame Marisse had more than once reprimanded Meg for using.

Blast . . . everything.

The door through which she’d entered was on the other side of Pitt. There must be another way out . . . perhaps from the kitchen.

But no sooner had she slid into the kitchen than a woman raised her voice, shouting nearly into Meg’s ear.

“You can’t be in here, dearie. Have a seat, and we’ll serve you as soon as we can.”

Then the serving girl ushered Meg out, making sure the door swung closed behind her.

Meg stole another glance at Mr. Pitt. He was already looking around; even if he didn’t see her face, she knew that when he spotted a girl of the right height, cloaked and alone, it would mean the end of her dreams. Her heart pounded and heat rushed to her limbs, preparing to transport her away.

But she froze; too many people made running impossible.

The nearest table offered barely a single spot of clear space, and there was no empty chair in sight. Meg crouched at its side as if she were part of the group seated. She could see only a portion of the table itself, too afraid to pull back her hood to see the faces of those she joined.

“Mama! Who’s that?”

Meg spied the child next to her, who pointed one wobbly finger her way.

“Shh! Hush!” Meg tilted her head back to see beyond her hood: other children and adults—parents, no doubt, and grandparents, too—all staring at her. Clearly she needed to speak. “I—I wonder if you would permit me to join you?”

Her perfect diction did little to impress them; she saw that immediately. She must appear to be the invader she was, though this was hardly a private table.

Perhaps she could crawl under the table—

But it was already too late.

A hand from behind cupped her elbow while another pulled back her hood.

“Don’t you think you’ve gone far enough this time, Miss Meg?”

Perhaps if the room hadn’t been so crowded, Meg might have sprinted away. Perhaps if Mr. Pitt hadn’t such a strong hold on her arm, she might have succeeded.

Or perhaps if she thought she could get away—though every previous attempt to escape had failed as well—she might have resisted.

But today’s venture had been her best effort, and she’d promised herself it would be her last. Her heart—the very heart that had thrummed at the thought of escape—now sailed to the lowest corner of her being. Trapped.

She’d gotten farther than ever before; there must be something to be said for that, anyway.

Blast.
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A young lady who attains the grace of self-discipline rightfully earns the admiration of others. Indeed, her place in genteel society will not be won without it.

Madame Marisse’s Handbook for Young Ladies

New Haven County, Connecticut

Four years later

Meg Davenport stood barefoot on the warm, loose garden soil. She watched a butterfly hover on a breeze above the garden as if it danced before a banquet, contemplating which nectar to sample first. Yellow celandines, purple coneflowers, or red verbena? Not far off, the sweet briar rose beckoned, trimmed with a skirt of pinks and zinnias. All planted under Meg’s direction to attract butterflies of every sort.

She knew this butterfly. As a caterpillar he had, along with so many of his butterfly siblings and moth cousins, undoubtedly been hosted among the clover beds or colorful sweet peas that festooned the white columns of the gazebo where Meg often sat. But while many of the moths and butterflies boasted shades of black and white and gold and orange, this one lit a delicate shade of blue as the sun blended its sheer wings with the summer sky. How she wished she could fly like him, beyond the walls of the school, and see what the world looked like from a butterfly’s view. It had been so long since she’d let herself dream of such things that she’d nearly forgotten how.

Perhaps it was as silly a whim for herself as for this pretty blue butterfly. He wasn’t as adventurous as the others. She’d seen him before and knew he rarely floated beyond the edges of the garden.

She bent to remove another weed, although if Madame Marisse were still alive, she’d have quietly but firmly directed Meg back to the gazebo to merely enjoy what even she had called “Meg’s garden.” Even with the school nearly empty for the off-season, there were others employed to do such menial tasks as pulling weeds. But Meg enjoyed the satisfaction to be found in keeping the garden pure of anything but what she’d intended for it to present. Besides, the earth was softer than any carpet beneath her toes.

“Meg!”

Hazel Hibbit beckoned, but beside the stout school matron bustled her sister, Beatrice. Meg smiled, far from alarmed. The Hibbit sisters were forever distressed about something, perhaps more often now that Hazel had become the matron. Meg added the weed to the others she’d collected and set to the side for the gardener to remove, then stepped back onto the grass.

“A message!” Hazel called.

“Yes!” Beatrice added. “For you!”

Curiosity stirred, Meg held the puffed flounces that trimmed the bottom of her silk day dress out of the way to wipe her feet on the downy lawn. Obviously it wasn’t a letter from a former schoolmate, an invitation to a soiree, or even a note from some prospective beau. Such things wouldn’t have warranted any more attention than to be left with the others upon her silver card holder by the door.

Only a message from one person would hasten Hazel’s step and add a bloom to Beatrice’s cheeks. It must be from Meg’s father.

“Open it, child! Look, it’s bordered in black.”

Meg reached for the sealed envelope. Indeed, the stationery was outlined in black, though her name was written neatly in the center where the paper had been left white. She tore it open, seeing it was dated that very day.

June 7, 1883

Dearest Meggie,

I write to you today with a heavy heart and unsteady hand. Your beloved father passed on to his reward this very day. I will, of course, see to all the arrangements of his burial.

Please be assured he did not suffer but breathed his last in the peacefulness of sleep.

Respectfully,

Ian Maguire

“He’s dead.” Meg’s words, like her heart, were untouched by the news. So it was over. Her hope that he would one day arrive knowing how to be a father to her, or to share with her anything of the family to which she was bound by blood.

“Your father?” Beatrice’s voice was usually high-pitched, but just now piercingly so. “He’s—he’s gone?”

Meg nodded, folding the note and slipping it back into the envelope. She walked past the sisters, back to the three-story house that had once ranked among the finest Federal estates on the hills between Boston and New York. For the past twenty-five years, this home had been one of the most expensive, exclusive schools in New England. One that taught European grace and manners to the next generation of accomplished wives and mothers, all under the far-reaching umbrella of Christian love. Even after Madame Marisse died two years ago, the staff had carried on in her absence so that it was still regarded as one of the finest schools along the East Coast.

Beatrice fluttered behind Meg, taking one of her arms. “Oh, dear, we’re so very sorry for the news!”

“Yes, of course we are,” Hazel added, reaching for Meg’s other arm. “How sad the world has lost such a gentleman.”

Indeed.

Meg stepped up to the porch that served as the entrance to the back of the school, walked past the sunroom, where she and countless others had learned not only the art of watercolor and charcoal drawing, but the art of conversation and genteel manners. Here they had been taught how to be demure yet confident, all the while reminded of the delicacy of a woman’s constitution and the greater delicacy of a woman’s reputation. She passed the music room, where she’d learned not only to sing and dance and play piano, but the history of musical elements as well, because Madame Marisse had believed in the depth as well as the breadth of knowledge—at least as it pertained to becoming an asset to a husband. And she continued past the sitting room, where she had rested after lawn tennis or horseback riding or long afternoon walks. Or had spent time with the mundane to the profound, from idle embroidery to discussing the greatest literature known to man. Where she’d prayed with other students and the staff alike in English as well as French. Because Madame Marisse had believed in educating the whole person, physically, intellectually, and spiritually.

Meg passed all the rooms in which she had been a student, a friend, a protégé. But never a daughter.

In the front hall, at the foot of the stairs, she turned back to the sisters. “Thank you for your concern, but I wish to be alone for now.”

“Oh yes, of course,” Beatrice said.

Meg put a foot on one stair, then another, realizing for the first time that she’d left her shoes in the garden. But they didn’t matter now.

“But . . .”

One hand on the polished walnut handrail, Meg turned back.

Hazel looked up at Meg with the oddest expression, one of uncertainty rather than sympathy.

The look disappeared as Hazel turned away. “It’s too soon, my dear. Never mind. Go upstairs, and we’ll talk when you’re ready.”

“Pertaining to what?”

Hazel faced Meg again. “Pertaining to your father, dear.”

“There is nothing to be said.”

“You’ll want to go to his funeral, of course,” Beatrice said.

Meg shook her head. “Even if I did, I wouldn’t know how. That boy—” She amended her thought of him; the last time she’d seen Ian Maguire, he had been a boy, but surely he was as grown as she by now. “A Mr. Maguire will be attending to all of the details.”

Hazel pulled at the bottom of her cuirass bodice, which shifted despite the finest of corsets beneath. It would fit even tighter by the end of summer, during which time Hazel annually added a few pounds, eating quantities she would never permit herself—or others—to consume while school was in session. “Yes, well, that isn’t exactly what I meant, but we needn’t discuss anything right now.”

Meg descended the two stairs she’d mounted. The school was newly quiet with only her and the sisters there, besides the reduced year-round household staff.

“If there is anything to be said regarding my father’s death, Miss Hibbit, you might as well tell me now. Has it something to do with my place here?”

“Oh no, of course not!” Beatrice spoke before Hazel could, shaking her head and taking one of Meg’s hands, patting it. She was as wont to be thin as her sister was to be plump. When the students returned in the fall, one sister would eat with those whose diets were curbed, while the other ate with those whose diets were embellished. At the end of every summer they were able to provide guidance and personal example for those girls who had to work at becoming the ideally sized debutante.

“Your position is secure as long as you like,” Beatrice added. “Madame Marisse made that so very clear, you know, before . . . well, before she passed on.”

Meg turned her eyes back to Hazel, and as so often happened when Meg leveled a gaze at anyone, man or woman, Hazel let her own stare linger. It happened because of the color of Meg’s eyes; she knew that. The eyes she’d inherited from her father. Eyes that people simply wanted to peer into.

Hazel took Meg’s other hand, leading her from the hall and back toward the wide, curved threshold into the parlor. It was a large room appointed in the finest fashion: furniture designed by such famous people as Phyfe, Lannuier, and Roux; side chairs and sofas and a pair of French ladies’ desks trimmed with inlaid mahogany; and nearby, a rococo center table of marble and rosewood offering an inviting surface for a silver tea set imported from London.

Hazel headed to one of the desks. “I wonder if you might think this a bit sudden, considering the news has had but a moment to make an impression.”

Meg stared at Hazel, wondering if the older woman truly believed her own words. Did she think Meg’s lack of emotion was simply because her father’s death hadn’t sunk in yet? Did she expect Meg to mourn a man she barely knew? Other women might not have been immune to the charms of John Davenport, but unlike them Meg had never once wanted to simply stare at his handsome face.

“What is it you’d like to say about the matter, Miss Hibbit?”

Hazel looked from Meg to the desk beside her, the one used only by the staff. Meg expected, one day, that she would use that desk. Knowing there were few other options for her future, Meg had decided to transform this school from a luxurious factory of wives and mothers to an institution that could offer women more choices: to be instructors or lecturers, doctors or lawyers, or anything else they wished. It wasn’t the kind of future she’d envisioned as a child—one in which she made others’ dreams come true as she ignored her own—but with so little choice left open to her, it would have to suffice.

Hazel withdrew a key from her pocket. “Please, make yourself comfortable. Perhaps Beatrice could summon some tea.”

Meg could hardly sit, let alone drink tea. “What is it you want to share with me?”

“I have a letter for you.” She opened the desk as she spoke. Meg had seen the interior a thousand times or more: little compartments neatly holding bills and records, a small inkwell, pens and tips, stationery and envelopes. Nothing unusual. It was, in fact, the perfect model for students to reproduce while studying household management.

But then, after Hazel withdrew a small stack of envelopes, she pushed the edge of the corner compartment. In one surprising instant the rear wood piece dropped down. A shadow appeared, from which Hazel drew another lone envelope.

Holding it in her thick fingers, Hazel turned back to Meg. “It’s from Madame Marisse regarding your father. We were instructed to look at it if you were ever at death’s door. Otherwise it was to be given to you upon the day you left our school or the day your father died. Whichever came first.”

How silly of Meg not to have had some kind of premonition of this. But she hadn’t; Meg was completely, utterly stunned that Hazel knew something concerning her father that she did not.

“A letter from Madame to me, about my father. Do you know what it says?”

Hazel shook her head.

Meg took the envelope, instantly disappointed in its weight—or rather, the lack of it. Surely it was a short letter.

She didn’t open it right away. Instead, she stared down at the familiar script. So precise, so feminine. The perfect handwriting, as perfect as everything Madame Marisse had done. As controlled as Meg had learned to be.

Meg broke into the envelope, withdrawing the paper inside. She recognized at once the school stationery, upon which was written a few meager lines and a New York address.

The address below is to be used to contact John Davenport, should anything happen to Meg. If there has been any change, the proprietor of this business will know where Mr. Davenport can be reached. Only to be used in the most dire of circumstance.

Meg allowed the sisters to read the words over her shoulders.

“Well, then, there is no reason for you not to attend his funeral,” Beatrice said. “You have means to contact his estate now.”

Hazel nodded. “We’ll accompany you, of course.”

Meg shook her head. “No. I’ll not be going.”

She folded the letter, slipped it back into the envelope, and crumpled it with the other one, the one from Ian Maguire that had revealed her father’s death. Then she walked from the room.

It wasn’t until she was up the stairs, down the hall, through the very last bedroom door, and inside the perfectly decorated room that she fell to her knees, pressing those letters to her breast. And then she burst into tears.
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A young man worthy of a lady’s attention must be impeccable in manner and dress. He must be humble yet confident, strong yet sensitive to his ladylove’s nature, and above all else, he must put the needs of others before his own.

Madame Marisse’s Handbook for Young Ladies

Near Peekskill, New York

Ian Maguire rubbed the soft fur behind Roscoe’s ears. He needed the comfort of the massive dog just then, if only to steady his hands after writing explicit instructions for the undertaker who waited nearby.

He could barely read his own writing. But there they were, directions for the stonemason on what was to be inscribed upon John’s headstone.

Behold and See as You Pass By

As You are Now so Once was I

As I am Now You Soon will Be

Prepare for Death and Follow Me

Ian had nearly begged John—Skipjack to those who knew him best—not to order such words to reside over him until the end of time. Not to bring such a dour warning out here to the country air they loved, the air that had served them far better than that stinking cloud hovering over New York City.

But John had been insistent. He’d changed in the last few months of his life, had acted as if he’d known death would summon him sooner than any of the rest of them suspected. The inscription itself gave no clue as to why John had presumed the quickness of death, other than the fact that it might be imminent for anyone—something Ian would rather not consider.

It was all Kate’s fault. She’d changed John with her new talk of hellfire, God’s judgment, and all that. She might have kept it to herself if she’d known John’s heart had been brittle as glass. The stress of life had proved too much for him.

Ian folded the instructions and handed the page to the undertaker, who would see to all of the details. With it he sent enough money for the cabinetmaker to build a proper coffin—the newer kind, with lining—and for the stonemason to brick over the grave as an extra precaution, even though John would be buried here on Ian’s own property, a safe distance from the city. No physician’s experiment would John be.

Ian returned to the bedroom where his friend’s body waited. Roscoe followed, the tips of his nails sounding a familiar tap on the uncarpeted floor. Pubjug was in the room, watching over the body alone for the moment. If Ian didn’t count Kate, he and Pubjug would miss John the most.

Served Kate right not to be here when John died, though it was a shame his last moments had been in a borrowed bed. That was Kate’s fault too, having recently thrown John out of her flat. Until they could be wed, of all things! After all this time.

Ian saw Pubjug seated on the chair near the bedside, arms folded, legs sprawled. Barely awake. Ian jabbed his shoulder when he passed.

“I’s watchin’, Pinch,” Pubjug said, calling Ian by a leftover nickname that only he—and John—ever used anymore. “He ain’t moved a mite, not a mite.”

“It’s all right, Pubjug. You can go now. I’ll watch over him for a while.”

Even as Pubjug left the room, Ian knew it was no use. John didn’t need to be watched over anymore. Ian believed the doctor who’d said John was dead. He no longer breathed. Ian had placed his hand under John’s nose often enough just to make sure, ever since he found him when Roscoe started howling that dawn, alerting Ian that something was amiss.

Now Roscoe took up the place he’d been coaxed away from earlier, on the bed and close to John’s cool body. The undertaker would be back shortly to shave and redress him, pack his body in ice to preserve it as well as he could before moving him down to the ballroom, where even now furniture was being rearranged and the dining table brought in. Ian hoped John would look better than he did at the moment, with a few days’ stubble on his chin and his mouth frozen open.

No one could see him this way. They should see him as the man he’d always been in life: strong, handsome. Though no longer charming or decisive or confident. So confident he could make someone believe up was down or the other way around if he wanted. All that was gone now.

Ian ignored the pain in his gut as he thought once again about the note he’d sent with Keys that morning—the one that was to be delivered first thing. Why had he done it? Why had the first note been to her? It wasn’t because John had said to take care of Meggie, because that hadn’t, in fact, been his most urgent instruction.

No. John had indeed told Ian to take care of her . . . but to do it from afar. Just as John had done all his life.

And yet visions of Meggie had come to Ian all morning. Surely she would be sorrowful over her father’s death. Perhaps she would be unable to keep herself away, despite the purposeful lack of invitation to help with the details of her father’s burial. Perhaps she would come here at last, and they could mourn their loss together.

“I don’t care what he said. I’m going in there.”

The sound of protest barely registered before the door burst open and there, obviously hastily coiffed, dressed in her habitual red, stood Katherine Kane, called Kate. For a woman nearly ten years older than Ian, she had been a lovely counterpart to John’s own youthful good looks. No doubt the reason that, together, they had profited so well from unsuspecting prey. They’d been too difficult for mere mortals to resist.

“John!” Kate brushed past Pubjug, who looked helplessly toward Ian before backing out of the room and closing the door.

Roscoe greeted her with a wagging tail and submissive ears, along with a little whimper as Kate approached John’s side. She brushed the top of the dog’s enormous brown head in an acknowledgment of their shared suffering, but it was barely more than a graze.

If she saw Ian, she ignored him as she fell at John’s side, a torrent of tears already dampening her unpowdered cheeks.

Despite his best intention, Ian was unable to remain cool in light of her grief. He watched her stroke John’s face, his hair, his brows; she tried closing his mouth, which remained stiff and unyielding against her effort. She uttered words Ian couldn’t decipher, except no, no and too soon.

Then she pressed her face to John’s chest, deep sobs racking her body.

Ian let her cry. But not for long. He pulled her from the bed, and for a moment she turned to him, nearly forcing an embrace as if to extract some small comfort. Ian let his arms fall around her, but even as he did, she backed away.

“Why didn’t you send word to me sooner? I had to find out from Dice, and he said Keys had the list of those who were to be told. I wasn’t even one of them!” Her words were barely out before Ian felt the imprint of her palm against his cheek. “How dare you! How dare you try controlling this, the way you’ve tried controlling everything else lately!”

Roscoe whined again, leaving the bed to stand between Ian and Kate. Ian wanted to rub the sting from his face but refused to give Kate the satisfaction. Instead, he rubbed Roscoe’s ear, but the action wasn’t calming enough to stay his tongue. “Maybe if you hadn’t banished John from the only bed he’s known for the past three years, you would have been the one controlling who heard the news.”

If she had a retort, she caught it between pursed lips. New tears appeared, and she turned back to John’s body. She sank to his bedside, bent close enough for her own tears to dampen his cheek.

“You know why,” she whispered, not to Ian but to the body in front of her. “You know it was right for us to part, if only for a little while. We were to be married, weren’t we, darling? This very week.” She put her head on his chest again. “But you’ve gone on without me.”

Ever since they’d met, she’d been able to make John do just about anything she wished. Precisely why Ian and the others disliked her. The vision of him as their leader had blurred with visions of her.

Kate continued to cry, and Ian wanted to tell her to go, to leave him alone with his own grief.

Instead, he left the room, taking Roscoe with him. There were still details to be seen to if they were to have visitors both tonight and tomorrow.

Because once word of John’s death circulated through New York, Ian was certain he would be juggling more than just a few visitors at a funeral.
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It is generally unwise for a lady to travel without an escort. In emergencies, however, the wise traveler will arrive well in advance for ease of departure, use baggage of the best quality to avoid breakage in transit, avoid wearing such fabrics as velvet or lace (known to attract dust), and be careful not to draw the attention of strangers.

Madame Marisse’s Handbook for Young Ladies

New York City

Although the shop was in a respectable neighborhood, south of New York City’s exclusive Ladies’ Mile, where Meg had often shopped at the Marble Palace, Macy’s, and Lord & Taylor, she knew a moment of hesitation as the driver directed the hansom to the curb. But Meg refused to acknowledge her whisper of fear. This was New York! And even though she was here alone for the very first time in her life, this was the city she’d once wanted to claim as home.

Peering through the carriage window, Meg saw the sign identifying Yorick’s Household Goods. The wide plate-glass display windows on each side of the threshold showed off wares beneath an awning protecting the goods from the sun.

Meg swallowed, but her mouth remained dry. All those times she’d been the one to set an example for other girls at school haunted her now. Certainly some families, even upstanding ones, allowed their ladies to shop without a chaperone, but this simply wasn’t permitted among the girls from Madame’s school, not even for Meg as an exemplary student. Just taking the train into the city and then the carriage ride here—alone—had been an infraction Meg hadn’t been willing to commit since she was fourteen years old. Since then she’d succumbed to the life she’d been dealt: as the favorite, most accomplished student at Madame Marisse’s. The one who was good at being good.

Any time for hesitation was long past. She’d made up her mind last night, only hours after receiving word of her father’s death. And this morning, before either Hazel or Beatrice had arisen, Meg had packed a bag—much as she had that early morning four years ago. Only this time she hadn’t thought about taking any food, and she’d asked Mr. Pitt to take her to the train station. If her father’s laying out lasted the customary three days, she intended to stay at least another day. So she’d dressed in the one black gown she owned, reserved for occasions such as this, knowing she would play the part of the grieving daughter. She also left orders for her darkest burgundy gown to be dyed black as quickly as possible so she would have another gown to wear during her period of mourning.

Leaving her bag on the seat beside her now, she asked the cabbie to wait. Then she saw herself into the shop.

A little bell jingled when she pushed open the door. It was a surprisingly quaint feature for a specialty shop, since she knew most of its northern neighbors had clerks greeting customers. But she could tell there was a need for the bell here. Not a clerk to be seen. With such poor service, it was no wonder this shop couldn’t earn a spot closer to the more fashionable real estate up Broadway.

She looked around. While the view from the street had been common enough—household and sewing goods neatly displayed—inside the shop was something else. The first shelf she viewed shared its goods with a thin layer of dust, as if it had been quite some time since anyone had tended to the inventory, let alone been interested in a purchase. How on earth had her father made enough money to support her at Madame Marisse’s with such humble business interests?

She eyed another door behind a plain oak counter. “Pardon me?” she called. “Is someone here?”

No answer. She looked around again, noting the limited choices, the general lack of attention to detail in each display. She was nearly tempted to rearrange a set of dishes when the door at the back of the shop opened and someone emerged, a tall man who looked surprised to see her. He was finely dressed—his attire included gloves and a fedora—and he did not offer any help. Instead, he walked past her and out the front door.

Meg looked again at the inner door. It was ajar.

“Pardon me?”

A moment later another man peered around the edge of that door. She saw his white cap of hair first, then wrinkle-shrouded eyes that widened upon sight of her. He disappeared before she could say another word, finally opening the door wide enough to pass through while he pulled away an apron that had hung around his neck.

“May I help you?”

Meg nodded. “I hope so. Are you the proprietor here—or a clerk in his service?”

He didn’t look directly at her; rather he looked around the store as if checking to see that nothing had been disturbed. “I am the proprietor,” he said. “Mr. Thomas Yorick. How can I help you?”

“I came because you are my only means to contact my father, an investor in this shop. John Davenport.”

He gasped—she was quite sure of it, though he hid it well with a little cough. Instead of looking around anymore, he turned his gaze on her. He had to look up to see her face, and his white brows rose, lifting some of the wrinkles around his faded hazel eyes.

“Your father, did you say?”

“Yes. John Davenport.”

Now those brows fell, gathering in the middle. “And who are you, young lady?”

“My name is Margaret Davenport, but my father always called me Meg.” Meggie, she silently amended but wouldn’t say that name aloud. She’d always hated when he’d called her that, such an affectionate and familiar form of her name, as if he’d known and loved her. “I received word yesterday . . . about him . . .”

She stopped speaking because he leaned closer to study her, and she in turn leaned back to maintain a standard distance.

“Yes, you have his eyes, just as he said you did. Blue stolen straight from the sky.” Mr. Yorick grinned, and different wrinkles appeared on his face, on his upper cheeks—deeper on one side than the other, making that grin appear lopsided. “Blue of the sunniest day.”

“My hired carriage is waiting outside, and I was told you have my father’s household address. I intend going there now.”

The man was already shaking his head. “No, no, you needn’t trouble yourself. He’s not here in the city, you know.” He was already turning, and Meg’s heart sank to her stomach for fear of being sent away without completing her mission. She knew her father wasn’t here, not in spirit anyway. But in body, at least. She would say good-bye to him and remember him in death, perhaps more fondly than she had while he lived. And perhaps, just seeing his home, she would gain a glimpse of what her life might have been had he truly acted a father to her.

The proprietor glanced out the shop window. “Do you have the means to travel outside the city, miss?”

“I’m familiar with the train schedules.”

“Very good, then.” The man withdrew paper, ink, and a gold-tipped writing instrument from beneath the counter. “Go to the station at Chambers and Hudson, to pick up the Hudson River train. Buy a ticket to Peekskill. Have you traveled the Hudson line before?”

She nodded. Every so often she had taken the Hudson line for student outings to explore historical sites from the Revolutionary War.

Mr. Yorick blew on the ink before handing her the paper. There was no name attached to the unfamiliar address he’d written.

“And this is where my father’s funeral will be held?”

“Yes. I received word about it yesterday afternoon. You’ll be traveling on your own, then?”

She nodded again, determined to hide the fact that this was the first time she’d traveled by herself any farther than a few hours’ distance from her school.

He eyed her as if reading the truth. “You might as easily get off at Croton, but it’s a bit farther by carriage from there. Take the train as far as Peekskill; you won’t regret the extra expense.”

“You’ll be going, then?”

“To this address? Oh, I should say not.” He winked. “It’s a bit closer to Sing Sing than West Point, if you know what I mean.”

She nodded, though his words—and wink—meant nothing. If the address was closer to Peekskill than Croton, what had that to do with either Sing Sing or West Point? But she didn’t ask because he looked a bit too amused over his own choice of words.

Meg turned away, and as she reached the door, he called after her, “My condolences.”

As she settled in the carriage, an unjustifiable feeling of sadness came upon Meg. Her stomach grumbled from lack of nourishment, but she’d been unable to eat and even now had no desire for food. This was a journey she had to make, although she wasn’t sure why. If money were love, then John Davenport had loved her well. But if love were smiles and embraces and companionship, then he’d loved her not at all. Why honor his passing?

This should be an adventure, if nothing else—at long last she was beyond the school and on her own. What was she mourning? A father she’d barely known?

She’d never understood the fascination he’d stirred in Hazel and Beatrice. Even Madame Marisse must have been moved by his charm; otherwise she never would have taken in Meg. Not when admission into her school normally meant a thorough exploration of background—and not just of bank accounts, but of pedigree. Other than money, the only things in Meg’s past were questions.

Meg remembered the day she’d vowed to never again inquire about her father and whatever lineage she’d inherited. She’d been nine years old, and her father had brought Ian Maguire with him to visit her. It wasn’t long after that Meg had made her first of several attempts at escape. Not to run to her father, but to run away from the life he’d designed for her.

Why should her father need her—or love her, for that matter—when he had a surrogate son upon whom to lavish all his affection and attention? Though the two had barely exchanged a word in her presence—the boy was as awkward as her father had been—Meg knew. She knew whatever place she might have once held in her father’s life had been filled. By Ian Maguire.

The carriage slowed at the train station, drawing Meg’s attention from her thoughts. Folding the paper and stuffing it inside the fringed pouch she carried, she withdrew enough money to pay the cabman. Then she took her satchel and went in search of the ticket office.

Nothing stood in her way now. Meg could finally discover her past—and with that knowledge, better plan her future.
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A lady in the company of strangers while traveling will not be considered unrefined should she partake of polite, though guarded, conversations.

Madame Marisse’s Handbook for Young Ladies

Meg stared out the window of the train car, ignoring again the emptiness of her stomach and the heaviness of her heart. She wished she’d paid more attention the last time she had taken this train route. All she’d noticed was the river, how it widened and twisted, how the trees grew alongside. The outings she’d enjoyed with other students had taken her only as far as Hastings, some twenty miles outside the city. Up to that point, she did recall a few things, like Tubby Hook being Inwood’s old name and some of the history associated with Fort Washington. And Yonkers, where one of her former schoolmates had said her family owned a summerhouse.

Soon Meg would reach her destination—although once there, she had no idea what she would do. She supposed the length of her stay would depend on what she found at her father’s home. During the past four years, she’d accepted her fate, knowing her past, present, and future were bound up in the school. But the farther the train took her, the more she felt like that fourteen-year-old girl again, the one she’d banished so many times in the last few years.

A rattle at the train vestibule door drew her notice. A man walked the aisle slowly, so slowly that Meg’s eye wasn’t the only one drawn to him. He looked at each passenger as if to catch their attention like some kind of friendly host: nodding, occasionally greeting some, winking at the child two seats in front of Meg. She turned her gaze back out the window, but when he neared her seat, he paused altogether.

“Good afternoon, miss.”

Meg nodded with the barest of glances. She’d never minded speaking to strangers with a gaggle of girls behind her, but alone—and to a man, even one nearly her father’s age—wasn’t at all proper.

The man did not move on. He was garishly dressed, with a jacket so purple no gentleman ever would have chosen it. And the hat! A British pith helmet, as if he’d just gotten off a sailing ship from some faraway colony.

To her dismay he steadied himself by grabbing the back of the seat in front of her. “You going far up the line, miss?”

Without answering, she softened her rudeness by issuing the tightest of smiles. If he were any kind of gentleman, he would receive the message to leave her alone. Of course, if he were any kind of gentleman, he wouldn’t have spoken to her in the first place. Why hadn’t she spent the extra money for a seat in first class, where other passengers could not wander in?

A conductor entered, announcing the next stop at Tarrytown. The man lingering by Meg’s seat had to step aside to let the conductor through, but instead of moving on, the older man took the seat on the other side of the aisle, directly across from Meg.

“Sing Sing’s next, you know. Ever been there?”

Meg lifted her chin, still staring out the window.

“The city gets their ice from Rockland Lake. Nice, fresh.” He mimicked a shiver as preamble to his next word. “Cold.”

She chanced a glance around them, wondering if someone else might engage the man instead. But the mother and child traveling together were silent, and so was the couple sitting in front of him. She knew there were others behind her, but no one responded. They must all have known, like she did, whose interest he wanted.

Rather than looking out the window on his own side of the car, he stared beyond Meg at the landscape on her side. “Lots of quarries along here. Yes, indeed. Enough to build an entire prison at Sing Sing. Five stories high, one thousand cells. Built by inmates, you know.”

That, evidently, piqued the interest of the gentleman in front of the man speaking.

“Do you work for the railroad?” He threw the inquiry over the back of his seat.

The man laughed. “No, sir; no, I don’t.”

“You sound like a travel guide, that’s all.”

“Well, I could tell you a thing or two about the places we’ve passed, that’s for sure.”

He prattled on, talking mostly about Sing Sing. Meg couldn’t help but listen, even if she’d wished otherwise. There was no other noise in the train car, and she hadn’t thought to bring a book for diversion. By the time the track entered the tunnels beneath the prison’s yard, she, along with anyone else who might never have traveled this far on the line before, knew what to expect.

The travelogue continued as the man talked about the aqueduct at Croton, but it was the name that piqued Meg’s interest. Croton . . . she wanted the stop after that one.

Despite her best effort at cool confidence, when the conductor announced Peekskill, Meg’s pulse fluttered with excitement. She was almost there, where her father never wanted her to visit.

Without looking at the man who’d shared so much information about the route, Meg found her way to the vestibule. But as she waited for the conductor to open the door and lay out the step, the very man she’d been ignoring stepped past her and offered a hand down to the platform.

“Thank you,” she said but neither took his hand nor looked his way. Between her own stiff limbs from sitting still so long and an effort to avoid him, she nearly stumbled—yet that was preferable to sending a message she had no wish to issue. She gripped her bag and reticule, confident she could take care of herself.

Meg walked toward the station office to inquire about hiring a driver to take her to the address she’d been given.

“Going to the Davenport funeral?”

Meg nodded at the man emerging from the ticket office; he wore a sturdy cloth apron and a leather visor, which he tipped her way.

“Needn’t hire a driver, miss.” He pointed to the end of the platform. “See there? A carriage is just around the corner, here at every arrival from the city and meets every departure back. They’ll see you safely on your way, and without charge.”

Meg followed his gaze, spotting a matched pair of horses that were no doubt hooked to a carriage behind them.

“Thank you,” she said.

“Anything else I can help you with? Carry your bag for you?”

“No thank you.”

“My condolences, miss.” Then he turned to greet others from the train.

Meg stepped forward in time to fall in line with the talkative man in purple. Only now he was strangely quiet, walking beside a stout man even older than he. The other man was dressed finely from a silk-ribboned top hat to white spats on his dark leather shoes, carrying a shiny black walking stick in his gloved hands.

By the time they all stopped beside the waiting carriage, Meg’s heart settled somewhere around her waist. It was obvious they were headed in the same direction, and she could avoid looking at them no longer.

“Good day,” she said.

The talkative man removed his pith helmet, then bowed, revealing a balding head. He nudged the older man at his side. “Didn’t I tell you, Brewster?”

The man he’d addressed as Brewster looked mildly perturbed—though not surprised—at the elbow the other had used. He tipped his own hat Meg’s way. “Will you be accompanying us to the Davenport wake, miss?”

She reluctantly raised her gaze to meet the inquiry, only to see his eyes momentarily widen.

“You needn’t answer, my dear,” the older man said softly. “Surely you must be his daughter. I’d begun to believe you were nothing more than a figment of John Davenport’s renowned imagination, but now I see it’s true.”

“Just as I told him.” The purple-decked man winked. “I spotted you right off, which is why I kept an eye on you on the train. We knew your father.” He put a hand over his heart. “Loved him like a brother.”

Meg shifted the grip on her bag’s latch from one hand to two, so neither hand would tremble and she would not have to offer the contact of a handshake. “You knew my father well, then?”

“Of course,” Brewster said. “He was one of my closest advisers.”

“Take your bag, miss?”

Meg started at the question, issued from so close by. She hadn’t seen the driver alight from the box seat atop the carriage to stand before her, palm outstretched. She handed him her bag, which he placed on the driver’s seat before offering to help her into the open-sided carriage. There was no need to pull out a step; the carriage was nearly level with the platform.

Meg settled herself inside, taking the side facing forward. It wasn’t long before they were all seated, the train now chugging away while the carriage driver urged the horses on in the opposite direction.

Brewster smiled from the seat directly across. “Permit me to formally introduce myself. My name is Alwinus Brewster, and it’s my great pleasure to meet you at last, Miss Meggie Davenport.”

The other held out his hand. “And I’m Jamie. Just that, just Jamie.”

She took his hand. “You were very . . . informative on the train.”

He nodded. “I try to make time go faster, and the only way I’ve ever done it is by talking. Have you ever tried it, miss? You were sure quiet on the train.”

“Pardon my companion, Miss Davenport.” She noticed Brewster shift the tip of his cane to place it on the other man’s foot. “Youth can no longer be his excuse, I’m afraid. He’s never been very bright.”

“He certainly knew a lot about the route.”

“Yes, he can memorize facts and dates, but when it comes to the subtleties of society, I’m afraid he’s at a distinct disadvantage. My apologies if he is disrespecting your grief. Such a shame about your dear father. We all thought him robust as a horse. But who can tell what havoc life causes a body? Particularly the life your father lived.”

She wanted to ask what he meant but knew she couldn’t. What kind of daughter didn’t know the havoc her father faced, if others such as this man knew? She wouldn’t have him thinking her lack of knowledge about John Davenport was her doing. The blame for that rested entirely upon her father.

“He did love the risks, didn’t he?” Jamie said. “I recall the time he placed five hundred dollars on a horse over at Jerome Park. Five hundred! But don’t you know, he won. Walked away with more money in his pocket that day than I’d made pinching in a year.”

He stopped abruptly, evidently because of the pressure put on his foot by Brewster’s cane.

Meg offered a tight smile and diverted her gaze from them both. While it might be admirable that Jamie pinched to save his money, she wondered if that was how her father amassed so much of his own. But in spite of the censuring thoughts she’d been thoroughly trained to have, a sudden and unbidden excitement erupted at the thought of gambling. What would it feel like to hand over five hundred—five hundred—dollars, just like that? And then to have a thousand, or even many times that, returned? What must it be like to have the freedom to do something so foolish and have it rewarded anyway?

She looked out the side of the carriage as they passed through the town of Peekskill, where a row of awnings shaded various businesses and restaurants. It wasn’t the money that seemed so appealing; rather it was the risk. What must taking such a risk feel like?

Habit told her to force such thoughts away. A person could hardly prevent thoughts introduced by others; it was what one did with such thoughts that proved to be improper or not. And dwelling on whatever exhilaration gambling might offer was decidedly not proper.

Mr. Brewster, opposite her, had stopped talking altogether yet kept the cane on his companion’s foot. He seemed to sense her lack of interest in conversation, but she knew he’d misunderstood the reason entirely. Let them think grief gave her leave for rudeness, when it was really no more than ignorance about her father and his life. Soon the only thing she heard inside the carriage was her own gurgling stomach.

Beyond the town, houses spread out to green landscape, and she soon realized how remote her father’s home must be. She refused to reveal either uncertainty or fear, even when it had been several long minutes since she’d seen a house or gate, and ruts and potholes began to pock the road.

When at last the carriage turned onto a private lane, dense trees on either side prevented much study of the land. She guessed only that the terrain led somewhat upward. Then the trees parted to a final curl in the lane, revealing the house at last. The mansard-style roof gave away the mansion’s age as neither new nor old. With its three-story size it could easily have earned a place along Fifth Avenue in New York, but because it was here—far more secluded than “cottages” in such places as Newport or even Yonkers—she wondered what her father had been thinking when he’d purchased it.

But mostly she wondered why he’d never wanted her here. Certainly there had been more than enough room for her.

Only one other carriage was visible in front of the prominent entryway. A laurel wreath hung on the front door, warning visitors death had come to this home. So it was the porch just to its left that seemed most inviting. Iron chairs, a table—and, just now, a cluster of people watching the carriage approach.

Meg wasn’t sure who spotted whom first. She wasn’t sure what drew her eye to him; he wasn’t much taller than any of the others, and his clothing unremarkable. A standard three-piece suit, dark as the occasion called for. Perhaps it was his hair: thick and black, neither straight nor curly but something in between, clean but not neat or oiled, and a bit too long.

He stepped off the porch to greet the carriage, and once his gaze met hers, it stayed. With eyes the exact color of blue she’d always preferred over the color she had: not the shallow, pale blue of morning sky, but rather that of a sunset, dark and endless, unfathomable.

Ian Maguire.

Immediately she wished she didn’t find him attractive; she knew the weakness a pleasing face could inspire in others and wanted no such thing to touch her, especially regarding him.

The carriage driver reached Meg before Maguire could, for which she was grateful. She knew he would have offered her a hand, and she wasn’t sure she would have taken it.

“Meggie!” The welcome in his voice told her he was oblivious to her stiffness. As soon as she reached the ground, he took both of her hands. His delight was clear, although on such an occasion she thought she wasn’t the only one who might think his happiness odd.

“Mr. Maguire.” She tried pulling her hands away, but he held fast.

Then the shadows behind her drew Maguire’s gaze, as well as an immediate frown from his handsome face. He freed her hands at last but didn’t free her altogether. Instead, he looped one of her hands over his forearm and stood slightly in front of her as if to separate her from the two she’d arrived with.

“Brewster. Jamie.” No further formalities were exchanged, from either end. “You’ll allow Miss Davenport to go in first, won’t you? For a visit alone with her father?”

“Of course, of course,” Brewster said. He tipped his hat at Meg. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Miss Davenport, and sharing the ride.”

“Thank you.”

Maguire was already leading her away, placing his own hand over hers on his arm. “This way, Meggie.”

She wished he wouldn’t call her that. She’d hated it on her father’s lips, and it felt even more unfitting from this man. So friendly, so intimate.

Meg had little time to assess the others still on the porch, beyond a vague recognition that only one woman stood among them. Even the servant with a beverage tray was male.

It occurred to her as she followed Maguire that this was the first time in her life she’d been in attendance at an event in which she, as a girl or as a woman, was in the minority. The sound of men’s voices seemed so unfamiliar to her, so foreign and almost exotic.

The arched entryway led into a long hall. To the right was a glass door that would open to the porch she’d noticed. On the left was another door, this one closed; it was tall with insets carved like a basket. The rest of the hall was a mix of marble flooring and dark wood paneling that widened at a central rotunda.

At the far side of the rotunda’s curve, Maguire led her to a large, empty room that would probably serve as a ballroom during more festive occasions. There were a few chairs set up near a large fireplace on the outermost wall, between two tall, open windows. Flowers were arrayed in front of them, perhaps to disperse their aroma upon any breeze in hopes of dispelling the scent of death that met her. Because there, on another far wall, was a table skirted in dark purple with a coffin on top.

Her father.

Maguire let go of her hand and stood nearby like a submissive schoolboy. His watery gaze caught hers. Meg looked away, the void in her heart a stark contrast to the sorrow she saw in him. She sucked in a breath of the perfumed air and stood as tall as her five-foot frame allowed, then approached the body for her farewell.

His face looked strange to her, not at all as handsome as he’d been in life. She’d never seen him in repose but doubted this was how he’d looked even then. His jaw was oddly set, his pallor appalling. She’d only ever seen him in the school parlor—once or twice a year, sitting stiffly, always igniting a single question in her, one she’d never asked aloud: Why had he bothered to visit?

She wanted to ask him that now, demand to know why he hadn’t just sent the money to school without ever coming to see her. It was obvious he’d never had any affection for her, had probably never approved of her at all. If he had, wouldn’t he at least have wanted her company?

Her hollow stomach lurched, and she thought she might be sick. Surely it was only the smell, not just from her father but from the pungent flowers surrounding him. Scents so strong she suddenly wasn’t sure she could enjoy her expansive gardens at school ever, ever again.

And then everything went blank.
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The true lady represents both beauty and health. It is not uncommon, however, for even the healthiest of young ladies to swoon. Swooning should never be used to demand attention or stir unnecessary sympathies.
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Ian knelt and scooped Meg’s head into his lap. Then he lifted her altogether and crossed the room, passing the flowers and the windows and fireplace, reaching the three-story rotunda in the very heart of his home. He passed to the other side, knowing the library and billiard room were unoccupied but opting instead to take her upstairs. There were six rooms up there, only half of which were comfortably furnished and only one of which he absolutely could not take her to—it was, in fact, kept locked at all times.

But rather than taking her to John’s room—there was something repugnant in the idea of laying her on the bed in which her father had so recently died—he took her to his own room. It was the largest, after all, even larger than the guest room her father had used.

He’d forgotten he’d shut Roscoe in there, who greeted them with a wagging tail. Ian ignored him, settling Meggie on the bed and shooing the dog away when he tried taking a place next to her.

Ian poured a glass of water from the pitcher at his bedside. “Meggie?”

She seemed half-conscious, offering him only a little moan in response.

“Would you like a drink? Water?”

She turned away, eyes still closed, forehead puckered in a frown.

Roscoe squeezed closer, shoving aside Ian’s arm and nearly causing him to spill the glass of water. He replaced the glass, then reached for the dog, who was busy getting to know Meggie by pressing his nose directly in her face with a friendly lick.

“Oh! Oh!” Meggie sat up, brushing a hand over her cheek.

Ian hauled Roscoe away, wishing he’d had the heart to train him better. He told the dog to sit but knew the animal had no idea what such an order meant. “This is Roscoe. He’s harmless.”

“Dogs,” she said, “are made for the out-of-doors.”

He offered no argument, although he quite firmly disagreed. “I’m sure you’re right about that.” He held the dog back when Roscoe made another attempt to acquaint himself with this new visitor on the bed he so often shared with Ian. “But today he’d be more of a nuisance, with all the guests in and out.”

“Has he no chain, no shed?”

Ian eyed her. How could Meggie not like dogs, when it was her father who’d taught him they were the only living things that could really be trusted?

“He’s a barker . . . well, unless he’s comfortable, that is. And he’s comfortable here.”

She looked around for the first time. He took in the room too, trying to see it as she might. The heavy drapes were closed, but light seeped around the edges, providing a dim view. She was surrounded by plenty of down-filled blankets he kept handy, even now when the days were warm. His wardrobe, which he’d forgotten to close, stood off to the side. It held all his clothes, neatly hung. Beyond that was the open door to his bathroom, and he wondered if she was impressed by such a modern convenience. Surely she could see the parquet flooring and the towel he’d forgotten to rehang; it was draped on the side of the polished mahogany frame surrounding the porcelain tub. He followed her gaze around the rest of the room, to the desk between the two windows, full of records Ian shared with no one. Opposite that was the fireplace, and above that the landscape oil that had been left behind by the former owner of the house.

He thought the place neat enough, especially considering he hadn’t expected any company.

“Is this my father’s room?”

He shook his head.

“Yours?”

No sooner had he nodded than she swung her feet to the floor, inviting Roscoe to lurch forward. Ian held him back again.

“This is quite a large room for a secondary,” she said, but when she tried standing, she must have done so too quickly because she sank back down to the blanket as if dizzy.

“Look, you’re obviously overwrought. Can I get you something? A sandwich? Perhaps it would help to eat something.”

Meg nodded. “Yes. I’m afraid my head is still spinning, but this room—you, being here—isn’t helping in the least. Could you send up a maid with something light? I’m afraid in my haste to arrive, I forgot to eat.”

Ian understood a lack of appetite; he’d barely eaten anything himself since finding John the day before.

He led Roscoe away, though Roscoe clearly didn’t want to leave the newcomer and cried when Ian grabbed him by the scruff and made sure he followed. He put the dog in another room—the guest room John had used—and went in search of someone in the kitchen.
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Apart from the blanket offering the faint scent of an animal, the room was quite pleasant. Too dark for Meg’s taste, of course, but with the little light illuminating it, she could see the wallpaper was fine quality, complementing the design in the velvet curtains. She used the bathroom, noting that it was decorated tastefully too, if a bit stark. Other than the tile, it was plain and lacked any hint of the toiletries she was so used to seeing: bottles, oils, perfumes, various size mirrors, and so on. This one offered a single mirror on the wall, a cup for soapy cream, a discarded blade for shaving, tooth powder and brush.

Back in the bedroom, she opened one of the drapes. The house, as she suspected, was on something of a hill. In the distance she saw the river beyond a multitude of green trees. The yard was nearly barren but for hardy grass, and she couldn’t see the porch at all from this angle.

She supposed it wasn’t odd that Maguire would have such a large room here, in her father’s home. He’d been the son her father never had. She turned to look at the room again. This might have been my room, had I been a boy.

“Meggie?”

She turned at the gentle voice, seeing a woman entering with a covered tray, a small cup and teapot rattling on the edge. But she was no servant; she was the woman Meg had spotted on the porch, properly dressed in black.

She was lovely, Meg noticed as she neared. Perhaps a bit old to be Maguire’s wife, but she didn’t look the right age to be his mother, either. A sister? Yet there was no family resemblance at all.

“My name is Kate, and I’ve brought you a little something to eat. Are you comfortable here at the desk, or would you like to move elsewhere?”

“Is there another place I can go where I won’t have to see anyone else?”

Kate nodded, leading back over the threshold, tray still in hand. She went to the opposite end of the hallway, around the hollow rotunda, to a small room where sunlight beckoned from a dazzlingly bright sunporch. It overlooked a considerable segment of the outlying countryside, past the trees surrounding the house, to the river beyond.

Settling the tray on a table between two comfortable chairs, the older woman invited Meg to sit as she stacked a couple of books out of the way. The tea was tepid but tasty. Meg couldn’t tell if it was hunger or if the food truly was exceptional, but she quickly ate the lobster salad and chicken pie. She would have preferred eating alone, but the woman lingered nearby, pushing open one of the windows—it was on a hinge like a miniature door—then peering out. After a while she withdrew a handkerchief from her sleeve, one Meg noticed was incongruously red.

Meg heard voices from below. Male voices again, somber. She couldn’t hear well enough to tell what they said, but it made her pause just the same.

“How well did you know my father?”

Kate dabbed one eye, then left the window for the seat nearest Meg. There were circles around her golden-brown eyes, and though her matching golden-brown hair was swept up in a chignon, it looked as though she hadn’t taken much care in the styling of it.

“We were to be married this week.”

“Oh!” Meg’s fork slipped from her hand, falling with a clatter to the porcelain plate in her lap. The news effectively killed what little appetite she had left. Meg put the remainder aside, letting it sit on the table between them. She lifted the teacup instead, because having her hands suddenly free only reminded her of her awkwardness. “Then you must be far more saddened by his death than I. You must also know that my father and I hardly knew one another.”

One of Kate’s arched brows rose. “I believe he knew you very well, Meggie. He loved you so much and was proud—”

Meg replaced the teacup with a clank and stood, taking the place Kate had left vacant at the open window. From here she could almost make out the conversation rather than just a deep-pitched rumble from below.

“If you think it’ll somehow make me feel better to hear such words, Miss . . . What did you say your name was? Miss Kate . . . ?”

“Katherine Kane, but please just call me Kate.”

Meg started to, but the friendly acknowledgment died before reaching her lips. “I barely knew my father, and I see no reason for you to pretend he knew anything about me.”

“But it’s no pretense!” Kate stood, approaching Meg. “He knew everything about you, Meggie. Simply everything! How you excelled at your studies from spelling to botany—imagine that, botany! I didn’t even know what it was until your father told me. He also knew that you couldn’t be beaten at tennis, and that when Lady White-Somerset-Stewart visited Madame Marisse from England and was asked to name a Harvest Princess, she chose you. Awarded to the girl who best combined all the qualities of a lady.” She pressed the red handkerchief to her nose, eyes closing momentarily before gazing at Meg once again. “He even attended several of your chamber music concerts at the school.”

To busy herself, Meg returned to her chair and took up the tea again. She didn’t want to believe Kate, but how could she not? Why would she lie, and how else could she know about some of those things?

“He attended my concerts? But he never, ever came to see me—”

“Did you or did you not find a yellow rose in your viola case after several performances?”

“Left by Madame or one of the staff . . .” A secret admirer had been her most fervent wish. But her father? Impossible.

Meg set aside the tea again. “If my father attended my concerts, why did he never want to see me? Or talk to me? Only one thing has ever been clear to me: he didn’t want me. He chose a surrogate son instead.”

“Nothing could be further from the truth.”

The statement came from behind them—and from a distinctly male voice. Ian Maguire moved around to stand directly in front of Meg’s chair.

“Your father loved nothing more than he loved you. Everything he did, he did for you.”

Meg raised half-veiled eyes to him. “And that’s why he lived here with you rather than me. Why he left me to be raised in a school.”

“Not just any school!” Kate insisted. “Madame Marisse’s is one of the finest schools in New England. Anyone schooled there has achieved the pinnacle of society’s training.”

Meg stared down at her hands, folded firmly—desperately—in her lap. If her fingers didn’t cling to each other, she was sure they’d be trembling.

“Look at yourself, Meggie,” Maguire added, his voice little more than a whisper. “You’re a lady, just as your father hoped you would become.”

She would have stood again, but Maguire hovered so close to her chair that to rise would mean brushing up against him or at least touching him in order to push him away. So she stayed seated, hands clasped even more tightly. “I won’t deny my father provided well for me. But loved me? Hardly. Having kept spies around me all my life doesn’t speak of love so much as a desire for proof that he was getting his money’s worth for my education.”

“Oh, Meggie,” Kate sighed. “There are so many things about your father you don’t know. The things he did to provide so well for you—”

“What you need to know, Meggie,” Maguire cut in, “is that your father loved you. Take it from us, who knew him best.”

She smiled tightly. “That’s rather hard to believe, Mr. Maguire, given my father’s history with me—or lack thereof.”

“But you’re here,” Kate said. “Surely you mourn his passing?”

Meg held Kate’s gaze. “I came to see if I might like him better dead than alive. And I find I don’t, after all.”

Cruel words, especially spoken before two people who obviously did love him. But seeing this house, hearing them say her father was capable of loving someone, only made his absence from her life that much worse. So Meg didn’t regret her words, even as Kate’s eyes widened in horror and Maguire’s brows gathered in concern.

“There is something you should know,” Kate said.

“Yes.” Maguire spoke, though Kate appeared to have wanted to continue. “Your father’s greatest hope was that once you finished school, you would be happy to remain there until choosing to marry one of the young men you met through the school’s social events. He hoped your life at school would have provided the foundation you needed for a proper, happy life.”

Return to school. Return to school. It was all she ever heard!

Suddenly the next step in her future became startlingly clear. What reason did she have to return to school? To spend another summer with the Hibbit sisters and reduced staff? No other student lived there year-round, the way Meg had ever since she could remember. Even if Meg’s future remained the same as it had been two days ago, even if she eventually joined the staff at Madame Marisse’s the way she’d always expected to, there was absolutely no reason to hurry back.

“I’m sure you do have your choice of suitors,” Maguire went on.

“Without a family to present me properly? I don’t think you understand the circle that frequents Madame’s.” Meg looked past Maguire and Kate, her gaze taking in the sunporch and, beyond, the view outside again. There was no reason she couldn’t spend the summer here. It was her father’s home; therefore she had some right to it. Didn’t she? “Pedigree is nearly as important as money.” As she spoke, her mind formulated plans having nothing to do with the conversation. “Sometimes it doesn’t have to be an old pedigree, but one’s family mustn’t be a mystery.”

“Madame Marisse assured your father there were eligible gentlemen vying for your attention, even two years ago—”

This time Meg herself interrupted Kate. “There is no reason to begin that future immediately. No one is waiting for me, and I have no wish for anyone in particular to be waiting for me.”

“But that’s where your life is, Meggie,” Maguire said in that same soft, somehow disconcertingly gentle voice. “Everything you know is there. Where else could you possibly go?” He bent over her and slipped his hand under her elbow to help her rise. “I can see you’re feeling better, so you might want to visit your father again. After that I’ll take you to the train myself and accompany you back to the school. Because—” his dark-blue gaze held hers—“that’s what your father would have wanted, and it’s my desire to do exactly as he would have regarding you.”

She stood but pulled her arm from his light grasp. “While I would appreciate it if you’d take me back to my father’s side, I must tell you I have no intention of returning to Connecticut today. At the moment my plans are indefinite.” Coward! Why hadn’t she told them what she meant to do?

Their astonished stares nearly made her stomp her foot, demand to know why she should do anything they wished. She was eighteen years old and could go where she wished. And what was so outrageous in wanting to spend time in her father’s home, anyway? To be in her father’s life—even if he was no longer here? Especially since he wasn’t here to say no?

“Listen to me, Meggie.” Maguire leaned toward her, once again too close. “I can’t let you leave without knowing exactly where you intend to go.”

She stepped around him, not caring that her shoulder brushed his in order to get to the door. “You have nothing to worry over, Mr. Maguire. I intend staying right here in my father’s house. It must be mine now, anyway.”
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