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“Heaven has no rage like love to hatred turned, Nor hell a fury like a woman scorned.”
—William Congreve, The Mourning Bride
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Author’s Note


One

She wore long sleeves to cover the bruises. Although the July sun burned like hellfire and damnation through the soundless house—even the French voile curtains in the parlor windows didn’t dare to stir—she kept herself covered in the very height of fashion.
That, after all, was what people expected of a senator’s wife. Or, she thought with a dizzying leap of hope, his former wife. But that hope would be fulfilled only if she managed to get what she wanted out of this meeting.
She waited in the summer parlor, where the tall mantelpiece mirror was draped in mourning black. Though she’d lived in the handsome house in Vandam Square for years, a fine edge of terror and panic sharpened her perceptions. She noticed all the elegant details and art treasures in the room as though for the first time—the Italianate plaster wainscoting, the Meissen porcelain vase atop a Sheridan table, the ormolu clock on the mantel, the German-made harp in the corner, a series of boring, expensive pastoral scenes of lakes and forests and fox hunts hanging on the walls.
On a wall all to itself hung the strange new painting she had chosen on her own, just last season. It was the only thing in the room she didn’t find boring, the only thing she had acquired without consulting her husband.
It was a scene called Woman at Bath by an obscure French painter named Hilaire Germain Edgar Degas. Unlike the bucolic scenes that graced the halls of the vast mansion, this particular painting of a decidedly unglamorous nude drying her abundant body tended to shock everyone, even though it interested and excited her. In the bold distortions of water and light, she could see something special. The intimate, sensuous portrait depicted a woman comfortable in her own skin, and she felt like a different person looking at that painting. For that reason, she loved it. Because she so dearly wanted to be a different person—someone, anyone else.
There was another reason she loved the strange, light-washed picture.
Her husband hated it.
The only reason he let her keep it was that she’d told him it had been a gift from the Vanderbilts. That wasn’t true, of course, but it was the least of the lies she’d told him over the course of their nine-year marriage.
The faint jingle of harness outside the open window startled her, even though she was expecting it. She heard the footsteps of Archie Soames, the butler, as he went to the door. She moved to the window, which was veiled by sheer curtains. The wispy fabric exuded a hot smell, like fresh ironing. Because the curtains diffused the view of the driveway, the arriving vehicle appeared like something out of a dream.
With one finger, she pushed aside the crisp white curtain, bringing the view into sharp focus. The black enameled side of the open carriage bore curlicue letters arranged in an arch over a rising, stylized sun—the symbol of the Hudson Valley Institute for Innovation. A tall man stepped down from the vehicle, and for a moment she forgot how to breathe.
Instinctively, she stepped away from the heat and light of the window. But she couldn’t resist watching through a gap in the curtains as he spoke briefly to the driver and then headed up the walkway toward the house. He wore green-tinted celluloid sunglasses, all the rage among cyclists and drivers these days, and his clothes were rumpled, as though he had picked them up from a heap on the floor.
She wasn’t prepared for the effect he still had on her, after all this time. Yes, she felt bitter resentment—that was to be expected, given the way he’d treated her. But like a current beneath the surface of a calm lake, she sensed something else. Something as forbidden and as undeniable as the passion she had felt when she first met him, nearly a decade before.
She resisted the urge to push aside the shroud that draped the mantel mirror and study her reflection. Instead, she checked and double checked the fitted bombazine sleeves of her black mourning gown, neatly fastened at the wrists with a row of obsidian buttons. Appearances were everything. It was perhaps the first lesson she could remember learning, drummed into her by a stern-faced nanny dressing her at the age of three for her mother’s funeral.
Should she be seated? No, that would wrinkle the gown. She positioned herself on the Persian silk hearth rug in the middle of the parlor, posing like one of the concrete statues in Congress Spring Park. Glaring light from the window made her skin prickle with heat. She wore her copper-colored curls swept up, though a trickle of perspiration rolled down the back of her neck. She tried to arrange her face into an expression of serenity—not out of vanity but habit. Her looks had brought her nothing but trouble. Yet she knew of no other way to present herself.
Besides, some perverse part of her wanted him to feel the same waves of nostalgic longing that were coursing through her now.
With a flourish, Archie opened both parlor doors. “A gentleman to see you, ma’am.” The butler’s voice rasped with the roughness of a summer cold, and his slight emphasis on the term gentleman added a note of skepticism.
“Of course. Thank you.”
The butler melted back into the foyer and her visitor strode into the room, removing his tinted spectacles and setting them on a side table. His fathomless eyes were even bluer than memory allowed. He took one look at her, and the expression on his face was everything she had anticipated—curiosity and wonder, shaded with suspicion and perhaps regret.
They stared at each other, the air between them heavy and palpable with memories.
“Helena.” He said her name in a low voice that reverberated through her like a lingering caress.
“Hello, Professor Rowan,” she said, deliberately using his formal title. “Thank you for coming. Would you like something to drink?” She gestured at the carved mahogany sideboard in the corner, laden with a sweating pitcher of lemonade and a silver bowl of chipped ice.
“Yes, please.”
She spooned ice into a crystal goblet, then poured the lemonade. Nerves made her hands unsteady. Had she been mistaken in asking him to come? Perhaps so, but she didn’t know what else to do. Like a rabbit caught in a snare, she would turn anywhere, do anything to escape, even if running away wounded her worse than staying put. She would do anything to reclaim her safety, even turn to the one man she thought she would never see again.
Terror was a new sensation to her. It clutched at her spine with icy fingers, pressed at her chest until she couldn’t breathe, making her dizzy with its power. She refused to live like this, frozen from the inside out. She wasn’t rational; she knew that. Fear kept her from thinking clearly. And in that moment of madness, she had sent for Michael Rowan.
Convincing him to help her was a long shot, but she was desperate. Perhaps it was callous, this imperious summons, but she didn’t really care. Years ago, Michael Rowan had used her in the worst possible way, then he’d left without even a by-your-leave. So she should not feel the least bit guilty about using him now.
When she turned, there he stood, only inches from her. Flustered, she pushed the glass into his hand. Lemonade sloshed over the side.
“Oh, I—”
“Not to worry.” He set the glass on the silver tray. Good glory, how could such an unkempt man be so appealing? His hair was too long, curling several inches over the back of his collar. He needed a shave. His clothes were a disgrace. And yet there was something about him that mesmerized and haunted her. Regardless of the passage of time, that aspect of him hadn’t changed.
As unbidden thoughts nagged at her, he lifted his fingers to his mouth and licked the lemonade from them with a methodical, insolent sensuality she wished she didn’t remember.
“Delicious,” he said, even as she averted her stare. “Though I daresay a touch of tequila would improve it. You’ll recall it improved our spirits one evening, long ago.”
She picked up a linen napkin and shoved it at him. How dare he remind her of that? Yet once he planted the seed of remembrance, it took root deep inside. Long ago, he had introduced her to the narcotic liquor called tequila, and later that night, suffused by its numbing heat, she had—
Helena stopped the thought and lifted her chin in disdain. “So is that still your solution for everything, Professor? A dose of tequila?”
“Have you found a better answer?”
“Perhaps I’m too optimistic, but I always assumed you would mature with age.” Taking refuge in cold haughtiness, she brushed past him and went to stand in front of the mantel of Carrera marble.
He drank down the lemonade in a long, sensual gulp. Watching him, she noted that his shirt was buttoned wrong and his left hand was stained with smudges of ink. Beneath a frock coat with frayed elbows, he wore his waistcoat inside out. He had not changed one whit.
And yet he had. A part of her was forced to admit that. When she had known him before, he’d been intimidatingly brilliant, unapologetically carnal and artlessly attractive in the way of all men who neither recognize nor cultivate their good looks.
Professor Michael Rowan was all of those things now, but the years had added something else, some indefinable aspect of character that was perhaps a shade darker, a level deeper than the Michael Rowan she had known so briefly and loved so foolishly.
“Yes, well,” she said, forcing herself not to dawdle any longer. “You’re probably wondering why I asked you to call.”
“So that’s what it was.” He fished a wrinkled card from his pocket and held it out. “‘Mrs. Helena Cabot Barnes desires a meeting with you on Tuesday at three o’clock in the afternoon.’ Your secretary has excellent penmanship, although the wording’s a bit terse.”
Helena hadn’t wanted to disclose her purpose to anyone, least of all Edith Vickery, who, like all the hired help, was loyal to her husband. It was possible the secretary had already alerted the senator to the impending visit from Michael. Yet in her panic, Helena hadn’t paused to reason things out. “But you came,” she reminded him.
“My dear, one ignores a summons from the wife of Senator Troy Barnes at one’s peril.”
She couldn’t help herself. She let out a sarcastic laugh. “Oh, please. Tell me you’re worried about political appearances.”
He gestured at the window, open to a view of his carriage parked in the shade of the horse chestnut tree in the yard. “My entire enterprise owes itself to your husband’s support. Didn’t you know that?”
Now it was her turn to be surprised. “So that’s how Troy got rid of you. How clever of him.” A frightening thought, that. She had always taken full advantage of his spinelessness and arrogance. But the fact that he had found a way to separate her from the man she loved meant he was more aware than she gave him credit for.
“I should think it takes some measure of cleverness to be a United States senator. Isn’t he up for reelection soon?”
“This November.” Helena turned the subject back to Michael’s worrisome revelation. “So you’re saying the Institute is funded thanks to my husband.”
“Exactly.”
“I thought you had more pride than that, Michael.”
He didn’t move a muscle, didn’t blink. Yet she could feel his bitterness as though he’d slung it at her in icy sheets. “Not everyone has the luxury of pride,” he said simply, then appeared to lose interest in the conversation. He turned his attention to the gallery of paintings along the wall.
She bit her lip, careful not to let on he’d thrown her entire plan into jeopardy. She’d assumed he would side with her against Troy, but now, knowing Michael owed his success to her husband, she feared she had made a horrible mistake in deciding to ask for his help. But after what they’d shared, could he refuse her?
She wondered if his memories matched hers, or if time and yearning had caused her to embellish the past with her imagination. They had been living in the nation’s capital. Michael was a professor at Georgetown University; she was the daughter of the venerable Senator Franklin Rush Cabot. She had seen no obstacle to loving an impoverished teacher. As a young woman, Helena Cabot had believed in dreams and in the power of the human heart to overcome any obstacle. How could a love like theirs be wrong?
By being one-sided; she knew that now. The moment she had declared her love to Michael, he received an offer to work as head of the Hudson Valley Institute for Innovation.
Now she saw Troy’s manipulative hand in her life more clearly than ever. He had contrived to make the professor an offer he couldn’t refuse—the Institute. The new knowledge made her hesitate. The palms of her hands grew slick with sweat, but she forced herself to go on, drawing from a wellspring of reckless courage she’d never realized she possessed.
“So,” she said in a conversational tone that masked her heartache and apprehension. “You threw me over for the sake of science. Tell me, was it worth it? Did you invent a machine for flying? Find a cure for scarlet fever? Change the world?”
Though he stood with his back turned, she saw his shoulders stiffen, his neck redden. Slowly, he faced her. “If leaving you spared me from that sharp tongue, then I did indeed make the right choice.”
He glanced away again, aiming a disinterested stare at the rustic paintings. Then he turned the corner to the facing wall, and she could see his entire body come alert with interest. For a few moments, he was completely engaged by the Degas painting. She expected him to express confusion or distaste the way everyone else did; instead, he said, “This is quite fascinating. Uncanny.”
She did not want to feel gratified, particularly in the wake of his sarcasm. She ignored the compliment. “So, you traded my heart for a more efficient centrifugal pump,” she said, referring to the Institute’s most commercial invention. “All of humanity will be forever grateful.”
“What the hell do you want from me?” he demanded. “Did you summon me here hoping I would grovel before you, declare my undying love and eternal regret for what happened, beg your forgiveness and tell you that I have suffered all the tortures of the damned for the past nine years, eight months, twenty-four days and—” he glanced at the clock on the mantel “—six hours and eighteen minutes?”
She was too shocked to do anything but stare.
He laughed harshly at her expression and took a step toward her. “Yes, I do remember, Helena. I remember to the exact second the moment I lost you. We were on the stair. I kissed you. Do you remember how I kissed you?” Without warning, he reached out and cupped her cheek, his touch so gentle that she nearly lost her composure. “Ah, Helena. What could we have become?”
Unbidden emotions crept over her and through her and inside her—that mouth, those clever, inventive hands…The memories were specific and they cut deep. The first time they had made love, he told her the anatomical names for the parts of her body. He explained the natural impulses of arousal and how they could be stimulated in certain ways. He showed her things that made her soar with bliss or weep with emotion or howl with laughter at the absurdity of him, of life, of everything. But he had never shown her the mysteries of his heart. Instead, he’d walked out of her life the moment she needed him most and, apparently, he was about to do it again.
“Why?” she asked, stepping away from him and willfully severing the moment of connection. “Why would you remember that day so specifically?”
He gazed at her for a very long time. “You know why. That was the day it became clear to me that I would never be the sort of man who could keep you happy.”
To cover her true feelings, Helena burst out laughing. “Oh, do tell, Professor. Truly, in your work at the Institute, did you invent such a thing as a balderdash machine?”
“There is no need for one when the world has you in it,” he snapped.
They glared at each other in silence for a time. He helped himself to more lemonade.
She was trying to find a way to make her request to him when he asked, “How is your family, in Georgetown? Your father and sister.”
She frowned. Was he being sociable? Michael?
“Abigail married Jamie Calhoun eight years ago January,” she said. “He will start the fall legislative session as Speaker of the House of Representatives. They have two extremely interesting children, and they travel the world. At the moment, they are in Egypt, studying astronomy at the observatory on a mountain called el-Qurn.” She looked down at the floor and swallowed hard. “Or perhaps not. Perhaps they are on a steamer home by now. I had to send them a telegraph message with some terrible news, but I have no idea if they ever received the wire.”
When he crossed the room and touched her chin and brought her gaze to his, she remembered why she had once loved him so. He had a way of focusing his entire attention on her and her alone, with a total absorption that made her feel she was the center of the world. It was an illusion, of course, and it was not unique to her. He gave the same attentiveness to mathematical equations. Yet his genuine concern had always contrasted with the fawning looks she received from other suitors. Beauty was the single virtue men focused on, but Michael looked beyond her outward appearance. He was the only one who ever had.
Unsettled by his touch, she backed away from him.
“Your father?” he asked, his gaze sweeping over the somber black dress.
She nodded. Was it only ten days ago that she had taken the steamer to Georgetown to celebrate Independence Day with her father?
“I feared so,” he confessed, “when I saw the funeral wreath on the door, the black…Sit down, Helena. Tell me.”
She lowered herself to a dainty settee covered in watered silk, discreetly cradling the injured arm in her lap. For once, she welcomed the stiff support of a boned corset; it was a great help in binding bruised ribs.
He took the wing chair opposite her. Clearing her throat, she said, “It happened at the July Fourth picnic on the White House lawn. Father was to receive a special medal of commendation for his years of service. It was to have been the greatest day in his career.” Her father was the famous senior senator of Virginia. He’d begun his career as an idealistic young man; then he’d become a bombastic politician and finally a revered elder statesman. In view of an audience of dignitaries, he’d walked up the red carpet to the dais decked in garlands of carnations and bunting in red, white and blue. He’d leaned heavily on his old brass-headed cane, a gift from the late President Grant. The short walk to the dais had seemed endless, but no one made a sound. Out of respect for the guest of honor, everyone watched in breath-held silence.
Helena had occupied a seat of honor beside her husband, the powerful Senator Barnes from New York. She remembered how handsome and upright Troy had looked that day. How proud to show off his connection to the great gentleman from Virginia.
Her father’s speech had been brief. He declared his satisfaction with the way his life had unfolded and with his achievement in politics. He was gratified that his two worthy daughters, Helena and Abigail, had married well and were content.
He had been right about one daughter.
Helena didn’t blame him for her unhappiness. She had made her own choices. His skills as a parent were far less well-honed than his skills on the Senate floor, but he loved his two daughters in his way. He was not an unqualified success in all he did, though he strove long and diligently for the things he believed in. At that moment, as the president awarded him a medal, Helena had felt nothing but love and pride for her father.
She tried to put her thoughts together for Michael Rowan, who sat waiting, ready to listen. When was the last time anyone had actually listened to her?
She knitted her fingers together. “It was almost like a staged spectacle,” she said, picturing the red carpet and draped bunting, the uniformed attendants and naval guards standing at attention, her father and the president looking as distinguished as graven images. She could still smell the oppressive, funereal scent of carnations and roses.
“A moment after receiving the medal,” she said, “he was shaking hands with the president, and he—” She stopped and shut her eyes, remembering. Her father died with almost operatic dignity, sinking like a great warship, with such formality that for a moment no one reacted; they were not even certain what they were seeing.
Helena herself had shattered the spell. She screamed, “Papa!” and sprang forward, breaking through a garland of ribbons. She vaguely heard—and ignored—Troy’s order to quiet down and stay back. He was always so concerned with appearances.
She was soon to learn just how concerned.
“By the time I reached him,” she said, “his face had turned a most unnatural color and he was scarcely breathing. We did get to say goodbye,” she said. “We had that chance.” She would never forget his final words, gasped voicelessly through lips that were already blue. “I think I shall see your mother now,” he said. “Keep well.” A simple goodbye from a complicated man.
She related this to Rowan with the barest hint of a smile. “He issued directives to the end. It was his way.” She drew a long breath, trying to fill the raw, empty hollows inside her. “By the time a doctor arrived, he was gone. I sent a wire to my sister that night.”
Her husband had quite a different reaction to the tragedy and its aftermath. Even now, she could scarcely believe what had happened, yet every pain-filled breath she took reminded her of the hidden wounds. How had she lived with this man for nine years without knowing what lurked inside him?
She should have seen it coming; that was so clear from where she was now, looking back. But she’d been blind, perhaps willfully blind to her husband’s hidden resentment. Now she realized his hatred had always been there, lurking beneath the surface, and his secret rage had escalated over the years. A slammed door, a thrown vase, a golf club broken in two…It was easy enough to sweep away the odd incident. Once, after drinking too much champagne at a fund-raiser, he’d grabbed her, shaken her, but she still hadn’t understood, or let herself understand what that temper unleashed could do.
She disclosed none of this to Michael Rowan. She couldn’t. That incident was frozen, a separate part of a life that could not possibly belong to her. Yet the terror and desperation she hid inside reminded her that, indeed, this was happening to her.
“My father was laid to rest in a full state funeral,” she said. “Because he was a veteran in the war, he was interred at Arlington National Cemetery. The pomp and ceremony all but undid me. However, it was as grand and formal as my father would’ve liked.”
Michael Rowan reacted with a long, contemplative silence, and he was so focused on her that his attention nearly took her apart. She had sat through the endless eulogies. She had heard that the nation had lost a treasure, heard that she should be proud and cherish her memories. She had held a folded flag to her chest. She had listened to condolences until she wanted to scream. But no one had looked at her the way Michael was looking at her now.
Finally, he spoke. “Is that why you wanted me to come? To take your sadness away? I can’t do that.” He regarded her in a way that made her heart hurt and added, “I never could.”
“The grief is mine to bear,” she stated, holding her emotions in check. “I would not dishonor my father by refusing the burden.” The mantel clock chimed the hour of four, and the sound startled her.
“Then why—”
“I need your assistance in a matter of great importance.” The words rushed from her on a wave of desperation.
“Yes?”
“I need your help in divorcing my husband.” She held her breath and waited. As the chimes of the clock echoed through the parlor, doubts infested her conviction. She’d made a panic-driven decision. Perhaps she should have thought things through, planned more carefully. But how could one plan for something like this? She stared at Michael, still waiting.
Nothing. He gave her no response whatsoever, but simply sat there like a rock. She was not certain what she had expected, but surely not this great silence.
“Well?” she prodded him.
“I’m trying to figure out what you could possibly expect me to say.”
“You could start with a yes.”
“I am a man of science,” he said, “not the law.”
“You are the man who used to be my lover,” she needlessly reminded him.
He had the grace to clear his throat, indicating that her remark discomfited him. “I fail to see what this has to do with you divorcing your husband.”
She fixed an unwavering gaze on him. He was right. What had she been thinking? She hadn’t been thinking at all. She’d simply acted. When all the world turned against her, when she’d lost everything, when even her sister was nowhere to be found, she’d turned to the one person she thought she could trust, praying he would help her. Michael Rowan was a stranger now. This was a huge mistake, but it was too late to unsay the words.
Helena pressed her hands into her lap until her bruised arm throbbed. He was no better than the spineless lawyer she’d consulted in Georgetown. The moment the solicitor had realized who her husband was, he’d declared a divorce impossible and advised her to drop the matter. Helena had left his office, but she’d been more determined than ever. She knew there were women whose husbands beat them regularly, year in and year out. It was hard to believe. Helena had suffered through a single incident; she would tolerate no more. The moment the first blow of his fist had shattered her world, she had vowed to break free. But fulfilling that vow was another matter altogether.
“You are as dense as ever, Michael,” she said in exasperation. “You see, getting a divorce is quite difficult for a woman to achieve, and so I must make a powerful case for myself. The fact that you and I were lovers is powerful indeed, wouldn’t you say?”
“Powerful,” he echoed. “And what does your husband have to say about the matter?”
“He doesn’t know, and he mustn’t be told. Not yet. He’s away on business, so I was hoping that we—you and I—could arrange things before he returns.”
“Arrange things,” he echoed again, a mocking edge to his voice.
“The divorce case,” she stated. “You are the proof that I married Troy under false pretenses, don’t you see? I pledged to love him when, in fact, it was you I loved.”
He was starting to sweat, to take shallow breaths. His alarm came as no surprise. Her declaration of love years ago had literally sent him fleeing for the hinter-lands. Clearly he was just as unsettled by her now.
But making him uncomfortable wasn’t her purpose. She needed his cooperation. “Don’t worry, Michael. I don’t love you anymore, so you’re safe. But I truly did, once, and that made me a fraudulent bride.”
“And this only occurred to you now, after nine years.”
Outside, she heard the sounds of Vandam Square—the clop of hooves in the brick roadway, the voices of children at play. It seemed so strange that the rest of the world carried on, while her own life had taken such an unexpected turn.
Like many political couples, she and Troy lived apart most of their marriage, she in Saratoga Springs, looking after the house, keeping up appearances. She had always preferred Saratoga Springs to the nation’s capital. Georgetown was a fishbowl, and she was tired of swimming naked in public. Here, she was generally left alone to go about her business. Troy spent his time in Washington, D.C., or Albany, tending to the nation’s business and probably, she now realized, to a bevy of prostitutes.
“No, I knew it all along. Don’t you remember how I used to love you, Michael? Don’t you—” She caught his thunderous expression and forced herself to stop. This was absurd, she realized, wishing she’d never summoned him. What had she been thinking? What had she hoped to accomplish, bringing him back?
She knew. In her heart, she knew. When her father had died, she’d been left completely on her own, and she’d panicked. Her sister was half a world away, her husband a despised stranger, her acquaintances remote and untrustworthy. Stripped of everything, she’d acted out of instinct, like a wounded animal. And instinct had led her to contact Michael, the only man she’d ever loved, the only man who made her feel safe.
Unfortunately, Michael was still Michael—unwilling to compromise his own heart.
She decided to offer one last attempt. “My point is, bearing false witness is unlawful, and therefore it should be equally unlawful to wed with a lie in one’s heart.”
“Believe me, if that was the case, half the couples in America would be divorced.”
“Yes, but—”
He stood abruptly. “There’s nothing to discuss, Helena. Only you would think of calling upon a former lover in order to help you get a divorce. Your madcap logic is as entertaining as ever, but I’m not interested in your schemes.”
“It’s no scheme, Michael.”
“Oh, no? Now that your father’s gone, you don’t have to behave yourself anymore. Is that it?”
“How dare you.”
“How dare you. Damn it, Helena, you broke nine years of silence because you finally decided you need me to help you get rid of a boring husband. I’m sorry you’ve grown tired of the fellow, but it’s not my job to help you out of a trap of your own making.”
“You encouraged me to marry another,” she reminded him.
“I didn’t hold a gun to your head, darling. Good day.”
She watched him stride to the door, her heart sinking deeper with every step he took. A trap of your own making. She had done exactly that. She had welcomed Troy as a suitor, had wed him after much calculation and scheming. She could not have known the true nature of the man she married.
But she could not carry on like this. She had more than herself to consider.
“Michael, wait.” She hurried after him as he wrenched open the door to the foyer.
He stopped and turned. “There’s nothing more to say.” He strode across the entry hall and disappeared out the door.
She felt strangely, terrifyingly light, as though she might float away at any moment. Summer sunshine streamed through the fanlights framing the door. On the hall table, a silver tray overflowed with calling cards, their corners bent to indicate the caller had come to express condolences. She took no solace in the attentive gestures. In all her years of living here, she had made no true friends, only well-heeled acquaintances who considered her important because of whose daughter she was…and who she’d married. It was depressing to realize she had no one to give her a cup of tea and simply let her weep for her loss.
“Mama!” The cry came from the rear of the house, followed by the slap of running feet on the parquet floor. “Mama, guess what? Just guess! You’ll never guess!”
William. Heavens, he wasn’t supposed to be back yet from his outing. She’d sent the driver to take him on a turn around the racetrack, hoping the excursion would keep him preoccupied while she changed the course of their lives. Now, the mere sound of her son’s voice drove home the folly of what she’d just done. Bringing Michael into this mess would suck William into it, too. Had she even considered that?
Stupid, she thought. Impulsive. Hadn’t she learned a thing since her reckless youth?
William ran to the foyer through the back entry. Fair-haired and fresh-faced, he barreled toward her.
Only when he practically collided with her did he stop. The impact of his small form against her bruised body was agonizing but she never let it show, never even flinched. “Slow down, my little dynamo,” she cautioned, resting her fingers on the boy’s shoulders.
A feeling of gratitude washed through her. He was the reason she woke up each day, took the next breath of air. He was the reason she cared to live at all. And he was the reason she was going to leave her husband.
William was a typical rough-and-tumble boy in many ways, although he had his own unique quirks and attributes. He was grubby and bright and adorable, and he was wearing his shoes on the wrong feet and his shirt buttoned wrong, just like—
“Oh,” William said, looking past Helena at the front door. “Hello.”
“I forgot my—” Michael began, stepping inside.
Man and boy locked onto each other, steel to a powerful magnet.
William stepped out from behind Helena.
Michael strode across the foyer, pale and tight-lipped.
“Hello,” said William again, extending a grimy hand. “How do you do?”
Helena’s son was blessed with the gift of ease and charm and his manners were impeccable. He was a handsome lad with a ready smile. A freshly lost tooth punctuated his grin as he placed his sweaty hand in Michael Rowan’s.
And his eyes, surely the most charming attribute of her beautiful eight-year-old son, were vivid blue mirrors of his father’s.


Two

Michael stood motionless in the foyer of the Barnes mansion, looking at his son for the very first time. Shock swept over him in great, numbing waves. The rational, empirical part of his mind, the part that refused to feel the pain, put together the facts. This boy was his. She had borne his son and given him to another man. All these years, Michael had had a son, and he’d never known.
Yet neither Helena nor the boy could see his inner turbulence. They simply watched him, she with a waiting tension, the child with unabashed curiosity. She covered William’s shoulders with her hands as if ready to snatch him out of harm’s way.
Somehow, Michael managed to shake his son’s extended hand, to acknowledge the well-brought-up greeting. “My name is Michael Rowan.”
His hand engulfed the boy’s. Small and hot and firm. His son. He was touching his son.
“How do you do, sir?” he said again. “I’m William.”
“It’s very good to meet you, William.” With a false heartiness he instantly hated, he said, “Aren’t you a fine big boy. How old are you?”
“Eight years, one month, sixteen days, eleven hours…” He peered at the parlor clock through the doorway, barely paused before adding, “And six minutes.”
“That’s very clever,” Michael managed to say. “Where did you learn that?”
“I figured it out for myself.” The boy danced from foot to foot. “Mama, I have a very important thing to show you. A wonderful thing.”
“William, Professor Rowan was just saying good day.”
“As a matter of fact,” Michael said, hiding the cold fury that was slowly taking hold of him, “I came back to collect my spectacles.” He retrieved them from the parlor. “I wouldn’t be averse to seeing something wonderful.”
“It is.” William punched his fist in the air. “Come this way, hurry.”
Michael permitted himself a look at Helena as the small boy led them through the house. She didn’t flinch at his glare, didn’t seem the least bit repentant as she walked away. Behind her, he was engulfed by the light floral fog of her perfume and the quiet silken swish of her elegant black skirts. Only Helena could raise this havoc of emotion in him—love and fury and yearning and bitterness. It had been true years ago, and to his amazement, it still was.
She carried herself with a stiff dignity he didn’t remember in the willowy girl he’d once adored, and her face bore delicate lines and faint shadows of maturity that were new to him. Yet she still had sun-shot coppery hair and the sort of creamy skin a man longed to touch. Helena as a young lady had been utterly captivating. Helena in the full flower of womanhood took his breath away, even despite his anger at her deception.
As he walked with the mother of his child across the lush, manicured lawn, Michael muttered in a low voice, “When were you planning to tell me?”
“Tell you what?”
William skipped along, oblivious, in front of them. Beds of foxglove and delphinium lined the walkway, their candy colors a vivid contrast to the emerald lawn. For a moment, the boy had the surreal look of a figure in a painting, even though he was constantly in motion.
“Look, you played me for a fool once,” Michael said to Helena, “but I’m a quick study. It won’t happen again.”
She smiled, her expression brilliant, her gaze trained straight ahead. “I positively will not discuss this in William’s presence,” she stated.
He couldn’t help but admire her brittle self-possession. The belle of Georgetown had become the first lady of Saratoga Springs. He’d read about her from afar, but even the most blatant scandal sheets respected the privacy of a woman of her status.
In his rarefied, self-contained world at the Institute, Michael wasn’t supposed to pay attention to the mundane matters discussed in the news, but there was nothing mundane about Helena. According to the social column in Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, she was the most fashionable, most sought-after hostess in the popular resort town. Regular visitors to Saratoga Springs included Vanderbilts, Astors, crown princes of foreign lands, captains of industry and millionaires with shady pasts. Blue-blooded Helena Cabot Barnes was the doyenne of them all.
He could understand why. She was not beautiful—that was too commonplace a term to describe the full impact of her appearance. She had some indefinable, ethereal quality that went beyond mere beauty. It had to do with the way she carried herself, the intriguing charms that hid inside her gaze and flashed in her smile.
It was an odd feeling, to remember the ways he used to touch her, the liberties he took with that exquisite body, the emotions and sensations he used to feel as he lay with her, never thinking of the past or future. Odder still and infinitely more painful was the discovery he had made today. Their heedless pleasure had resulted in the lively boy who led them along the garden path. Michael was a man of science, yet he now knew himself to be in the presence of a miracle, a mysterious creation, an invention that made itself. He could think of William in no other terms.
Michael marveled at the idea of having a son of his own. He’d never thought of taking a wife and having children. After Helena, marrying another woman and giving her children simply made no sense. All other women had been ruined for him. Meanwhile, she had selfishly kept William for herself and, worse, introduced him to the world as the son of Troy Barnes.
The child had no notion of the hostility snapping between his mother and the man he regarded as a stranger. Michael didn’t want to confuse the lad so he tried not to stare, but couldn’t help himself. He devoured William with his gaze. His son had Helena’s coloring—the creamy fair skin with a saddle of freckles across the bridge of the nose, a profusion of burnished copper hair, a smile that rivaled the sun for brightness.
But other things about the boy did not come from Helena. That was obvious. The eyes were unmistakable. Michael Rowan saw those very same eyes when he looked in the mirror. They were a curiously dark shade of blue, like the sky at twilight.
He had another, more haunting memory of blue eyes. In a miserable backstretch alley behind the famous Thoroughbred racetrack of Saratoga Springs, there used to live a woman with those same eyes—bluer than nature had intended, intense, almost burning. It was one of his earliest memories of his mother—and his last of her.
Oblivious to the shifting shadows of sentiment that lay over Michael, William led them across the expansive yard, stirring a flurry of butterflies from the hip-tall, sun-paled grasses. At the edge of the property, he pointed toward an unpaved bridle path. “See? See? Isn’t he wonderful?”
Helena stopped walking and stared. “Oh, William—”
“Chalkeye Hopkins brought him over from the racecourse stables. He said I could keep him for my very own.” Hopping from one foot to the other, he said to Michael, “Chalkeye used to be a famous jockey. Now he’s the chief trainer of the Barhytes’ farm. Come see, Mama. You, too, Professor Rowan.”
“Don’t you dare go near that beast,” Helena yelled, her voice wincingly shrill. “William, do you hear me?”
The boy stopped instantly, but set his jaw at a mutinous angle. “Hector’s not a beast. He’s going to be my very own horse.”
“He’s going straight back to the Barhytes’.”
“Mama, no! Chalkeye brought him all the way over here, just for me.”
“A racehorse is a dangerous, high-strung animal, dear. This poor creature would never make a good pet.”
“Let’s have a look,” Michael said, brushing past her and ignoring her gasp of outrage. He approached the racehorse. The old jock had tethered it by a cord from its halter to the horseheaded iron hitch post at the end of the path, then wisely disappeared so he wouldn’t be forced to take back his “gift.” The dull-hided chestnut gelding had a Thoroughbred’s beautifully sculptured head, deep chest and slender legs now powdered with dust from the pathway.
Crippled, no doubt, Michael thought, approaching the animal. It rolled back one eye at him, then flattened its ears. A soothing sound came from Michael’s throat. He’d had little to do with horses since his youth, yet the old affinity bubbled to the surface, and within seconds, he calmed the horse, stroking it about the muzzle and head.
The years fell away as his hands ran over the hot, thick hide. He’d been younger than William when he went to work for Mr. Dishman, the fodder man who supplied the stables with feed for the sleek, beautiful champions. The horses consumed pound after pound of fortified whole oats, steeped in walnut oil and molasses. The fare was better and more nutritious than the food Michael Rowan and his mother shared each night by the sputtering light of a single kerosene lamp. One day, when he thought no one was looking, he sampled the warm-smelling, glossy grain. It had tasted so rich that he’d scooped it up by handfuls, chewing and swallowing as fast as he could until a high-pitched, chiming laugh had interrupted him. Filled with humiliation, he looked up to find a handsome, strapping boy clinging to the hand of a tall, well-dressed man. “Look, Father,” the lad said. “That boy is eating from the feed trough.”
The man had pulled the lad away from the stable row, saying, “That’s what comes of idleness and lack of supervision. Come along, Troy.”
Word of Michael’s transgression must have reached the head stableman, for Michael earned a caning for his greed, and they docked a week’s wages to pay for the few stolen mouthfuls. Decades had passed since that day, yet still he had not been able to shed the stink of that alley, the pangs of hunger, the tormenting itch of lice and fleas. It was no coincidence that he thought of Troy now, given their lifelong connection.
“Do you know horses?” William asked, straining forward although Helena held his hand, keeping him at a safe distance.
“A bit, yes. I used to work at the racetrack when I was about your age.”
Helena tilted her head to one side. “You never told me that.”
There was much he’d never told her; simple abandonment had been kinder. She didn’t need to know what his past was like, didn’t need those dark images in her head. And he certainly didn’t want her pity. Now, though, William changed everything.
“And you never told me—”
“I said, not now,” she warned him.
Out of consideration for the boy, he dropped the subject and turned back to the Thoroughbred. Running a hand down the front of each of the horse’s cannon bones, Michael felt a telltale warmth and swelling. The common, catastrophic injury had been the end of many a horse’s career. This gelding, though pretty, was now as useless for racing as he was for breeding.
“He’s got bucked shins,” Michael said. “He can’t race anymore.”
William nodded gravely. “That’s what Chalkeye said. Can you fix him?”
“Not for racing, but perhaps for the occasional ride, if he has the temperament for it.”
“Hurrah!” The boy’s shout caused the horse to shy. Helena immediately reeled her son back in, her full black skirts enveloping him. William dropped his voice and tried to extricate himself from his mother’s grasp. “Did you hear that, Mama? The Professor is going to fix Hector.” His clear-eyed gaze worshiped Michael as a hero. The look made him feel ten feet tall, made him want to give this boy the whole world.
“Ah, William,” Helena said in a gentle voice Michael had never heard before. “He’s lovely, but we can’t keep him.”
His face fell. “But if we don’t, the owner will send him off to the knacker’s. I know what they do to horses at the knacker’s. They bash them in the head and tan their hides for harness leather and boil their bones for glue.”
Helena pursed her lips. “Chalkeye invented that story to make you feel sorry for him.”
“The boy’s not far wrong,” Michael said. “Horses that can no longer race or breed can’t earn their keep, so they’re quickly culled.”
She shot him a poisonous look, then softened her expression for William. “I’m afraid this is not a good time to be adopting a horse, sweetheart.”
“But Mama, if you make me give him back, he’ll die.”
“We haven’t a proper stable to keep him.”
“There are livery and boarding stables down every alley in this town,” Michael pointed out, earning another scowl from her.
William twisted his hand free of his mother’s and moved over to stand close to Michael. “Yes, a livery stable would be fine. There’s one over on Spring Street, and I can walk there all by myself. Could he live there? Could he?”
“William.” Love and exasperation strained her voice. “In the first place, that’s too far to walk. In the second place, you don’t know the first thing about caring for a horse. You’ve never even ridden one.”
“You can’t mean that,” Michael said.
She pulled William back against her skirts again and held him there, her hand pressed against his chest to keep him still. “He’s very fragile. Why would I subject him to the dangers of horseback riding?”
“Because he’s breathing?” Michael couldn’t keep the sarcasm from his voice. Already he was getting an unhappy picture of what his son’s life was like. An overbearing mother, fussing and worrying about him. Judging by the lad’s pallor and thinness, Michael guessed he led a sheltered life, away from sunshine and fresh air.
William seemed to bear his mother’s overprotectiveness with a sort of weary patience that hinted at long practice. “I’m not fragile,” he said, a subtle edge of mutiny in his voice. “I know what fragile means, and I’m not.”
“Look,” said Michael, “I’ve got a rig from the Institute, so I’ll be needing a place to put up for the night. The horse can come with me.”
“See? See?” Once again, William wrenched himself away from his mother, and the brightness of his smile surpassed even the vivid summer colors of the garden. “Let’s get Hector a bucket of water. I bet he’s thirsty.” Grabbing Michael’s hand, he tugged him toward a pump at the end of the yard.
It was an old-fashioned sweep pump, its rusty maw dripping red sludge. William dragged a bucket from under the rickety wooden deck and positioned it under the spout. Michael primed the pump a few times, then a gush of reddish, bubbly water spewed out into the bucket.
“This spring’s called Little Red,” William said, clearly proud of his knowledge. “My father’s family has boreholes all over town.”
Michael gritted his teeth at William’s mention of a father. He was well-acquainted with the Barnes success story. The family had made a fortune in banking, and had turned that into an even bigger fortune pumping water from boreholes, bottling the rare, health-giving carbonated drink and selling it to big-city beverage companies for shipping all over the world. It was not a particularly glamorous or prestigious enterprise, but it was a lucrative one. Within a few years, Adam Barnes, a collier’s son from Newcastle, became the richest man in town. Making no apology for turning the natural landscape into a veritable sieve, Adam Barnes was also indifferent about the vast forests of firewood the stokers at his bottling factory razed each year, just to produce enough bottles.
William caught the water in the palm of his hand. “You want a drink, Professor?”
The offering startled Michael.
“Quickly,” the boy said, “before it all drips away.”
Michael bent down and sipped the spring water from his son’s cupped hand. The cold water tasted of old roofing nails and salt, and the fizz of the natural carbon added a biting edge to the mineral tang. The town owed its fame to the strange-tasting, bubbly water. People came from the world over to indulge in its curative powers, but Michael had never developed a taste for it. “Thank you,” he said as politely as he could.
When he stepped back, William exploded with laughter. “Made you drink it! Made you drink it!”
Michael grinned. “Very funny. Let’s see if Hector likes it any better than I do.”
They set the bucket in front of the horse. He lowered his head, sucking greedily. William beamed with pride as he watched the horse drink.
“William, my sweet,” Helena said, “I truly think the horse would be happier in a place with a proper pasture and barn.”
She seemed genuinely regretful, her agony at disappointing the boy palpable. In just a few moments, Michael had the sense that she was a loving mother, overprotective and not always sure of herself, but her devotion to the boy was unflagging.
None of which exonerated her from what she had done. Keeping her son a secret from Michael and presenting him to another man as his own was, possibly, more unforgivable than his rejection of her love. His son, raised by Troy Barnes, of all people.
Nor did her obvious concern make much of an impression on the boy. He pulled down the corners of his mouth. His chin trembled ominously. “But Mama—”
“Ah. There you are, my dear. I’ve been looking all over for you.”
The three of them froze, then turned in the direction of the garden walkway. Michael heard Helena’s small intake of breath, but other than that, she said nothing.
A tall, blond man, with pale whiskers and exceedingly red lips, strode across the lawn toward them. It had been ages since Michael Rowan had seen Troy Barnes in person, and he discovered that he disliked him as intensely as he ever had.
The senator was as impeccably dressed as a fashion mannequin in a snow-white shirt with a hard collar, a paisley-printed waistcoat of peacock green and morning coat and trousers of a luxurious-looking charcoal fabric. And, not surprisingly, he was drunk. He was not a sloppy drunk, but one who comported himself with exaggerated dignity and fancied no one would notice. He did manage to maintain a certain stiff command which some might mistake for poise. Not Michael, though. Michael knew what a drunk looked like.
“Troy,” Helena said at last. “I didn’t expect you back from the capital so soon.” Her reaction to her husband was restrained and tautly controlled. Michael wondered if Barnes was aware of her unhappiness with their marriage. Probably not. She was a woman of secrets and mysteries. She always had been.
“That’s clear enough.” Barnes aimed a glare of suspicion at Michael, apparently not recognizing him. “I took the late steamer, only to receive a message that I’m expected in Albany in the morning.”
She laid a gentle hand on William’s shoulder and took a step forward. The movement placed her slightly in front of the boy. But William broke free of her and ran forward. “Hello, Father,” he said, his words slashing at Michael with unexpected force. “I have a horse, Father, and his name is Hector.”
As the child greeted Troy Barnes, Helena clenched her hands in front of her, though her expression didn’t change. With perfect cordiality, William shook hands with Barnes, but made no further move; nor did the man reach for the boy. The two of them showed the formal restraint characteristic of a well-brought-up lad and his father. William eased away, apparently satisfied that he had performed his filial duty.
Barnes had no reaction to the fact that a strange horse stood on his lawn. This was Saratoga Springs, after all, a town that revolved around horses. In the vicinity of the racetrack, many of the lesser roads were prohibited from being paved. Instead, they were sanded like bridle paths.
He glanced at Michael and then frowned. “Good God Almighty, is that you, Rowan?” he demanded, striding forward with a burst of energy. “Damme, but it’s been an age.”
“Has it?” Michael shook his hand briefly. Barnes had the firm grip of a skilled politician. He flashed a practiced, toothy smile as meaningless as the grin of a panting dog.
“Indeed, I’d forgotten you even existed,” Troy Barnes said, throwing back his head and braying with laughter. “So I see you’ve acquainted yourself with my wife and son.”
Michael gritted his teeth but said nothing.
“Professor Rowan came to express his condolences,” Helena said.
Interesting that she would lie, thought Michael. Of course, she was bent on divorcing her husband before her father was even cold in the ground. Nothing she said should surprise him.
“For my part, I would enjoy visiting with you, but I’m afraid I must be going. I’m taking the evening train down to Albany.”
Michael watched them closely. Man and wife since their fairy-tale Christmas nuptials in Georgetown nine years before, they displayed neither the veiled boredom of an estranged couple, nor the restrained passion of a man and woman deeply in love, nor even the repressed hostility of two people at odds with each other. Yet he recognized something he could not quite define. Neither love nor hate, but a keen interest and heightened awareness. Barnes eyed his wife as a hound might watch a rabbit, waiting to see which way it would run. But Helena was no nervous rabbit; her self-possession was almost queenly.
“So,” Barnes said, cocking out a well-tailored arm for his wife. “Come with me and help me prepare for my journey. You’re always so adept at that.”
“Of course,” she said. “I was just bidding the professor farewell.”
She was? Again, interesting.
“William,” Barnes called out across the lawn. “We’ll be leaving for the station in an hour. You and your mother will come to see me off. Archie will fetch you when it’s time.”
“Yes, sir.” William spoke agreeably enough, but he was clearly more interested in the thirsty racehorse.
“Good day, Senator and Mrs. Barnes,” said Michael.
“You must call again when we’ve time to reacquaint ourselves,” Barnes said over his shoulder. He did not wait for a reply, but led his wife straight into the house. They walked without speaking, her hand resting upon his bent arm with excruciating politeness, restraint and good manners.
Was that the way her marriage worked? Michael wondered. He thought she might have flickered a glance back over her shoulder at him, but he probably imagined it. The situation was peculiar indeed. He didn’t quite know what to make of the turn of events. It was like one of his experiments at the Institute. All the evidence might be present before him, but he was not yet ready to draw a conclusion.
Except on one account. Feeling as though he had entered a strange new world, he walked across the grass to his son.
 
In her husband’s opulent suite of rooms on the second floor of the mansion, Helena struggled to keep her terror in check. The frantic wingbeats of a caged bird fluttered against her chest. She hadn’t expected Troy to return so soon, certainly not in the midst of her visit with Michael, of all things. Now she realized her mistake was even more foolish than she’d originally concluded. To arrange a meeting with Michael here, in this house, and dictating the message to Edith, had been the height of carelessness.
She had been blind to everything save one goal—she was leaving Troy. Getting rid of him. That was the sole thought she had in mind when she sent for Michael. Now she realized she should have anticipated difficulties with her divorce plans, should have worked out the details of the escape more thoroughly, should have been more discreet about it.
But could one plan for the unimaginable? Overnight, her whole world had turned upside down. She and Troy might have gone on treating each other with mutual indifference, as they had for years, except that she’d been betrayed. After the funeral, her father’s loyal secretary, a man whose heart she’d once broken, had taken revenge for an old, old slight. She scarcely remembered the man. His name was Carlyle Pickett, and when she was eighteen, she had laughed in his face after he’d declared his undying love. Not her finest moment, surely, but she never could have guessed how long his resentment would fester and what turns it would take. Until that night, she’d had no idea he even possessed the means for revenge. But years ago, he had discovered through his snooping a shocking scandal about her, and had decided to reveal it to her husband. He might not have intended for the outcome to be a beating, but he’d probably be pleased, she thought bitterly.
This new horror, on the heels of losing her father, had left little room for thinking or planning. When she needed to see someone, she invited him to her home. It was as simple as that.
Now she knew nothing would ever be simple. In this, at least, she learned her lesson quickly, but terror and panic had clouded her judgment. She hadn’t made any sort of plan for the future. Now she was paying the price for her stupidity. Michael and William had finally met face-to-face—she’d let that happen. She’d always prided herself on being fiercely protective of her son, yet in bringing Michael back, she would plunge William into confusion. Why had she done that? Why? Why hadn’t she simply boarded a ship in Chesapeake Bay and sailed away with William forever?
Because she was the daughter of Franklin Rush Cabot. She did not run. She did not hide. She did not give way to fear or despair. Nor would she now.
Michael was not the answer; she should never have thought he could help. Even as the disappointing realization hit her, a part of her mind woke up. She had to do this on her own. She had no tools but her own resources. She would make that be enough.
She sneaked a glance out the screened window in time to see Michael showing William something about the horse. She bit her lip to keep from calling out to them, Be careful, watch those hooves. She stayed silent because she didn’t want to draw attention to the situation between them. The tall man she had once loved with everything inside her now hunkered down in front of William, and the two spoke earnestly together. Then Michael took the lead rein and walked the horse in a wide circle while William looked on. They spoke some more, then Michael laughed and ruffled the boy’s hair. Well, what had she expected? Everyone loved William, and surely his natural father would be no exception.
Hearing a footstep behind her, she turned swiftly from the window. Her husband emerged from his dressing room, where he’d been selecting items for his journey to Albany. He shut the door behind him with a soft click, and his gaze caught the scene outside the window. Just for a moment, for a fraction of a second, agony etched itself across his face. “I wanted him to be mine,” he said softly. “I truly did. So much so that I believed he was.”
Helena said nothing. There was simply nothing to say. Fear for William kept her silent.
Troy reached her in two strides, his fists ripping at his detachable boiled collar and cuffs. The starch-stiffened accessories bounced and rolled across the floor, white hoops in a child’s game. “It appears you wasted no time before inviting your lover here,” he said.
Still, she didn’t move a muscle. William, she thought, and it was the only thought in her head. William must never know. If he found out, God knew what damage it would cause, or what it would push Troy to do.
Against her will, she flicked a glance of desperation toward the window.
“Rowan won’t rescue you,” Troy said, reading her thoughts. “You should know that about him by now. He all but handed you over to me when he had no further use for you nine years ago. I doubt he’s changed.”
“As I recall,” she said, pretending she’d been aware of it all along, “you had a hand in his leaving.”
“I never forced him to do a thing.” He yanked his shirt one-handed over his head, discarded it with a shake of his hand. “For years you played me for a fool, Helena. I know you’re sorry about that, but I’m not ready to hear you apologize yet.”
She stood very still, having no intention of apologizing. She had learned to go away for awhile, to find a safe place in the midst of hidden danger. Even now, as he railed at her, she heard his words as a distant, meaningless echo. Almost there. She was almost there. She could draw an invisible curtain—
He stuffed his hand into her hair, gripping it as though it were a coil of hemp. He twisted once, twice, the ugly pressure forcing back her head. “You’re very quiet today,” he remarked, cutting his eyes toward the window. “And rather cooperative. How much would you endure for your boy?”
She knew there was no answer that would stay his hand. When her father was alive, Pickett had held his silence and Troy hadn’t dared to mistreat her in any way. He was too afraid of Senator Cabot. Now that he was gone, Helena had lost her protector, her shield. But she had something more, an aspect of herself that was emerging with surprising sturdiness. She intended to survive. A grim sense of purpose was there, though she did not quite know how to go about escaping him.
“You’ll miss me while I’m away, won’t you?” he said. “You always do.”
She stayed silent. It was the only way she knew to save herself so she could save her son. Her private soul raced desperately away, to a place deep inside, a safe haven.
He stank of sweat and whiskey. “Show me,” he said. “Show me how much you’ll miss me.”
She could do nothing. Her throat ached from the awkward, back-tilted position. Her head throbbed from the rough tug of his hand in her hair.
He released her abruptly, swearing in disgust and impatience. With a swift, fluid motion, he removed his leather belt. It slithered like a black snake through the loops of his charcoal superfine trousers.
“All right,” he said. “I’ve got a better idea. I’ll show you.”
She didn’t move. Didn’t blink. She was gone, hiding in plain sight.


Three

Michael Rowan couldn’t stand unfinished business. Clearly, he and Helena Barnes had much to discuss, but just as clearly, it couldn’t be done in the company of her husband. Or her son. Their son.
He delivered his horse and rig, along with the injured Thoroughbred, to O’Keeffe’s livery, then went to seek lodgings in town. He sent a wire to the Institute, informing his assistant, Miss Runyon, that he would be away for an indefinite period of time. He wasn’t leaving Saratoga until he got some answers.
The summer crowds, swelling to the thousands that would fill the town at the height of racing season in August, were beginning to occupy the fashionable spa hotels lining the shady streets of the city. Riotous blooms of flowers surrounded the city’s burbling fountains, and millionaires roamed the streets, though none of them paid any attention to the man in rumpled clothing as he walked the streets where, as a boy, he had wrested a meager living. The fact was, Michael Rowan’s roots in the community went deeper than any visitor’s. No one respected him for having grown up in a backstretch alley, but he knew his way around because of it. He knew the captain of housekeeping at the Montclair Hotel would be able to procure a room even though the hotel was declared full up by the officious, skinny-faced desk clerk.
He took supper at the famous Steeplechase Club, where he recognized local businessmen Hiram Thayer and Perry Todd, and afterward retired to the cigar lounge. Across the room, tourists and gamblers sat around the polished mahogany card tables, sipping cordials and eating potato chips, which were all the rage in Saratoga Springs.
He declined an offer to join a poker game, even though he was good at it, and took a certain grim satisfaction in knowing that these men wouldn’t give him the time of day if they realized where he’d come from. But he was too restless to sit through a game of cards. Besides, his skill at cards—he had an uncanny memory and a clear understanding of the odds—rarely endeared him to his opponents.
He decided to relax in the hotel’s curative baths. The soaking pools were elaborate mausoleums of marble and cut stone, wet and warm from the burbling, furnace-heated waters. Discovered by Indians long before the coming of the white man, the mineral springs of Saratoga were famed for their healing powers. Enthusiasts claimed the carbonated waters, bubbling up from the earth’s churning heart, could cure everything from leprosy to madness, although Michael had never seen evidence of that.
Still, the waters were part of his earliest memories. When he was a boy, he used to sneak into the spa to get warm in the middle of winter. The reputed properties of the mineral water intrigued him, and he convinced himself that no one would be able to distinguish a naked alley boy from the sons of rich tourists. Yet somehow he was always found out and banished from the pools as though his poverty and illegitimacy were communicable diseases that might be spread via the mineral water.
He’d learned the answer his tenth winter when Isaac Reynolds, master of the Russian and Roman baths, was escorting him out, still dripping wet. Michael had wrestled himself free, turned to glare at the Negro attendant. “How do you know I ain’t a guest here?” Michael had demanded, standing naked and defiant in the middle of the marble chamber. His young, high-pitched voice echoed down the colonnaded hallway. “I’ll have you dismissed for this,” he threatened.
“Sure you will.” Isaac’s voice had been low and good-humored, but firm.
“How do you know I ain’t a Rockefeller?”
“Easy, honey.” Isaac had propelled Michael toward the changing room to gather up the pitiful mound of ragged clothes stashed under a bench. “See, rich boys don’t look like you from behind. Who beats you, boy? Who’s been caning you?”
Michael pressed himself back against the wall. The thin red-and-white stripes across his back stung with an unholy heat, as though they were freshly inflicted instead of healed over.
Isaac had given him warm clothes, snatching a new flannel shirt from a peg and pretending to mistake it for Michael’s. “Go on with you, now, before you get caught,” he said, turning his back.
Seared by shame, Michael had quickly donned the clothes, feeling guilty about the new shirt, but not guilty enough to refuse it. His shame burned even deeper when he discovered a loaf of day-old bread wrapped in his old cloth coat. After that, he had never again tried to sneak into the spa. His sense of wonder about the world had led him to a life of science, where matters were classified according to their properties, where the circumstances of one’s birth had nothing to do with one’s value. But he’d never forgotten those boyhood days.
This evening he wasn’t sneaking; he was a paying guest. Yet somehow, even in the crisp white bathing robe, Turkish slippers and hood, he still felt like an outsider, intruding where he didn’t belong.
He was startled, but not surprised, to find Isaac Reynolds still at his post, there at the entrance of the baths. The attendant had changed little over the years. He still looked fit and dignified in his double-breasted livery, and despite the heat and humidity of the baths, he stood at attention, every hair in place.
“Evening, sir,” he snapped out. “Is there anything I can do for you, sir?”
Michael took a thick-piled towel from an immaculate stack on the bench. “Well,” he said, “I’d appreciate it if you’d refrain from throwing me out this time, Isaac Reynolds.”
Reynolds relaxed his military bearing to peer at him. Then he gave a start of recognition. “You don’t say. You Hannah Rowan’s boy, ain’t you?”
“Michael Rowan. Can’t verify that I’m a boy any longer, but your memory is impressive.”
“Well, howdy-do.” A grin eased across Isaac’s face. “So you come back to visit us, have you?”
“I’m here on business.” He didn’t want to explain himself any further, because he had too many questions of his own, questions that would have to wait until he could corner Helena. He took off the robe and hung it on a wooden peg. The scars on his back were still there, though he rarely thought about them. They had hardened over and faded some, like curing wax, but they were still there. The difference was, now he was not ashamed of them.
Nor was he ashamed of the boy he had been, although that, like the scars, was still and would always be a part of him. “That business wouldn’t happen to involve handicapping a big race now, would it?” Isaac asked, lifting a salt-and-pepper eyebrow.
“I hope you’re the only one who remembers that convenient talent of mine.” In fact, his knack for handicapping had helped him escape. With his carefully saved winnings he had found a way out of Saratoga Springs and, more important, a way out of poverty. His endeavors had not made him a rich man but they had bought him something far more valuable—an education.
Michael sank to his neck in the oblong, steaming pool. The heated waters were buoyant and strange-smelling, the dank mineral odor evoking a host of memories—most of them unwanted. He shoved them aside, concentrating on enjoying the bath. The only others present were a group of German tourists, gathered at the other end of the pool. Catching bits of their conversation and applying his rudimentary knowledge of German, Michael guessed that they were engaged in a debate over the merits of Saratoga Springs versus the fabled Baden Baden in the Black Forest of Germany.
“You always did know all the local gossip,” he said with unabashed bluntness. He was hungry for answers, and running into Isaac was a stroke of luck. “Tell me what you know of Senator Barnes these days.”
“I’m on duty.”
“You’re not busy.” Michael looked pointedly at the Germans lolling and talking at the opposite end. Behind the ornate water bar, the dipper boy sat on a stool, his eyelids drooping with bored fatigue.
“What I knows,” said Isaac, lowering himself to a bench beside the pool, “is that he ain’t no better than he was as a young’un, stirring up trouble every chance he got.”
No better. What man was, after all, better than the boy he had been? Certainly Michael himself could not make that claim with absolute conviction.
“So whom does he cause trouble for these days?” Michael asked.
“Anybody gets in his way, I reckon. Fellow named Elijah Ware ran for his seat last term, and everyone thought he had the election all sewn up, on account of him being such a fair-minded, God-fearing man. But when the final count came in, he lost.”
“You’re blaming Barnes for winning?”
“Some folks say he stole the election, but nobody could ever prove it.”
Michael was startled but not surprised. The local election officials were in the control of the Barnes family.
“Folks are scared to go against him,” Isaac concluded. “You know, like they used to be scared of his father. Old man’s still alive. Still lives up at that big old house on Oak Hill. I heard tell he’s real sick, but just as scary as ever.”
Across the white ghosts of steam rising from the surface of the water, Michael’s gaze caught and held Isaac’s. “Not everyone was afraid of Adam Barnes.”
Isaac’s stare never wavered. “Leaving here’s the best thing you could have done, honey.”
“Tell me about his wife and…the boy.”
Isaac smiled with genuine fondness. “Now, that was something, wasn’t it, him marrying up with a Georgetown Cabot? It was like to marrying royalty, only better, her being a real live American princess. Pure gold. Everybody loves her.”
It was the one thing everyone had always agreed on about Helena. When she entered a room, be it the silver-ceilinged East Room of the White House or the scullery of a poorhouse, she dazzled with her presence.
“Yep,” Isaac continued, “she gives a party, everybody goes. She says the poor need shoes, and you got Gamblin’ Jack Shaunessy hisself making donations. She’s been a better asset to that husband of hers than his own private money mint.”
Which meant, Michael surmised, Troy Barnes wouldn’t be amenable to granting her a divorce.
“And the boy?” he asked, pretending it was an afterthought.
“Fine little fella. They say he’s the youngest scholar at Penfield Academy.”
Michael knew of the famed boys’ school. In the off-season, he and his mother had earned extra income cleaning the building after hours. Sometimes, when the schoolrooms were empty in the evening, he used to sit at one of the sturdy desks, reciting in Latin or reading from one of the heavy leather-bound books that lined the endless shelves. School had always seemed a magical place to him, redolent of chalk and ink and the faint scent of charcoal from the wood-burning stove. Now he pictured William there, in short pants and Eton jacket, carrying a little satchel filled with paper and graphite pencils.
“Puts a shine on his papa,” Isaac remarked.
Michael had been robbed before, but never of something that couldn’t be restored—time with his natural son. No one would ever be able to give him what he’d lost—the chance to hold William, to watch his first smile, to witness his first discovery of the stars at night or a spider spinning a web. Anger didn’t begin to address his sense of loss, so he clenched his fists underwater and hid the feelings boiling inside. “So they’re the perfect American family.”
Isaac nodded. “You can take that to the bank. I reckon Senator Barnes does.”
A long-buried memory emerged from Michael’s mind. “Tell me, does Barnes have any other children?”
“No, but not for lack of trying.” Isaac showed distaste but no shock. Most men of Barnes’s station kept mistresses—but most of them sired children.
The memory crystallized. He knew plenty about Troy Barnes. Far more than anyone, Barnes included, could possibly guess.
Overheated from the steaming water, Michael got out. At the same moment, a bent, robed figure hurried to the Roman steps of the pool, right where Michael stood awaiting his towel. The hood of the stranger’s robe fell back, and he found himself confronted by a woman. A very old, but bright-eyed woman who stared at him boldly with a broad smile on her face.
“Well, well,” she said, her gaze sliding down, stopping, sliding back up. “I see the quality of your patrons has improved, Isaac. What are you using for bait these days?”
“Jesus,” Michael said, snapping out of his shock long enough to jump back into the waist-deep water.
“And a man of faith to boot,” said the crone, untying the sash of her robe as she prepared to join him.
At the other end, the Germans erupted with sputters of outrage.
Isaac cursed under his breath, then said, “Now, Miz Nellie. You know you’re not supposed to be here.”
“I do not know that, Isaac Reynolds. Kindly let me pass.”
“Let’s go, Nellie.” Isaac’s voice was gruff and commanding but not cruel. He retied her sash, though she clawed at his hands. “You going to leave under your own steam or do I need to carry you?”
“Stop it, I say. This is a public bath and I am a member of the public. You cannot prohibit me from taking the waters.”
With a weary sigh, Isaac took her by the shoulders, turning her away. “Now, Nellie, honey, even you know better than that.”
“I demand the right to use this bath.” She dug in her heels as he propelled her toward the exit. “The management is going to hear about this.”
“They sure is,” Isaac muttered.
“I am a professional valetudinarian,” she said, trying to wrench herself away.
“We all got to make a living somehow, ma’am.”
“Taking the waters is an important part of my regime.” At the bar, she balked, then demanded a glass of mineral water from the dipper boy. With a shrug, the boy gave her a glass of the murky, bubbly water, and she turned away without thanking him. Isaac continued to push her toward the marble arched door.
“Say, how about a tip?” the youth demanded.
She turned back. “A tip? Why, here’s one. Give women the right to vote in this country.”
The Germans muttered among themselves while Michael hurried out of the pool and grabbed a towel before anyone else visually accosted him. By the time Isaac returned from escorting the strange woman out, Michael had donned a robe and was drying his hair.
“What the devil was that all about?”
Isaac shook his head. “Crazy Nellie McQuigg. She tries to sneak in here every now and then. Never does anyone a lick of harm, but she bothers the tourists.”
“Where did she come from?” Michael asked.
“She ain’t got no proper home. Sleeps in Congress Spring Park in summer. In winter she sometimes gets herself thrown in jail just to stay warm.”
“What about Dr. Hillendahl’s Sanitarium?” Michael suggested. The facility was highly regarded as a place for people with certain disturbances to “rest.”
“Hillendahl has a strict rule.”
“What, that you have to be insane?”
Isaac laughed. “No. She would qualify for that. You got to be able to pay.”
Michael thought of the harmless, batty old woman sleeping in the ancient stone block jail in the winter. Then he thought of his mother, so long gone she was a wispy memory, a tenderness inside, a bittersweet ache. “Suppose I paid,” he said, despite the fact that he had precious little money to spare.
“You mean it?”
The fees would probably clean him out. “Yes.”
“I’ll see about it for you.”
 
He should have been tired at the end of the long, strange day but he was curiously alert. When Isaac got off duty, Michael joined him for a hand of low-stakes poker in the basement of the Steeplechase Club, a favorite haunt of the locals. They met up with old George Long, a Mohawk Indian who worked as a bartender at the club, and Regis Ransom, a retired jockey renowned for his flamboyant style of dress and a legendary charm that persisted even as he aged. Michael remembered him as a brash daredevil who specialized in winning on horses others had declared wild or unridable.
In turn, the three older men were among the few in Saratoga Springs who remembered Michael Rowan. He imagined they recalled a dark-haired, blue-eyed little boy whose face was haunted by the gaunt shadows of starvation and whose soul suffered a far greater hunger—for his sick mother to get better, for his father to acknowledge him, for his belly to be full.
George, who was sixty if he was a day, was on his third wife, a girl less than half his age. “Sophie is as beautiful as the summer moon,” he said with strapping pride. “She’s Canadian,” he added as though that explained everything. Setting his cards facedown on the table, he took a small gray-toned photograph from the pocket of his threadbare waistcoat. “My seventh son,” he announced. “I was afraid the camera would steal the soul out of his body but it is not so. He still has a soul.”
Michael joined the others in admiring the picture of the round-cheeked, round-eyed infant.
“He will keep me alive,” George said.
“Were you planning on dying?” Regis asked, fussing with a button on his marigold-colored shirt.
“I’m an old man. It is what old men do. But an old man with a young wife and son…Now there is a man who will live forever.”
“You sound pretty sure of yourself,” Michael said.
“I’m sure. A boy without his father is a boy who loses his way in the woods again and again.” George spoke without sentiment, yet his quiet voice commanded attention. “This you know because your father was not your father. You were lost, as lost as a child stranded on an island surrounded by cold water. You are lost still but I sense you know how to be found.”
Michael glared at the old man who had drunk half a bottle of whiskey during the poker game. Yet George’s eyes glowed with a strange understanding that had always made Michael uncomfortable. “You’re drunk, old man,” he muttered.
“And you are trying not to see,” George retorted, picking up his stovepipe hat, getting ready to leave. “But you will. Good night, gentlemen.”
Regis and Isaac scratched their heads. “He always talks like that when he’s in his cups,” Regis said. “Pretends he knows things, like a fortune-teller.”
But maybe he did, thought Michael. Maybe old George knew what Michael had only begun to acknowledge. His mind had been made up since the moment he had recognized William. Only now he spoke it aloud to himself.
He was going to be a father to his boy.
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