
 









A LADY of 
SECRET
 DEVOTION








[image: g1]LADIES OF LIBERTY


A LADY of 
SECRET
 DEVOTION



TRACIE PETERSON






[image: 9781441202925_0003_001]









A Lady of Secret Devotion 
Copyright  © 2008
 Tracie Peterson 

Cover design by Brand Navigation/Deanna Pierce
 Author photo by Mark Dixon 
Cover photography by Steve Gardner, PixelWorks Studios, Inc. 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the prior written permission of the publisher. The only exception is brief quotations in printed reviews.

Published by Bethany House Publishers 
11400 Hampshire Avenue South 
Bloomington, Minnesota 55438 

Bethany House Publishers is a division of 
Baker Publishing Group, Grand Rapids, Michigan.

Printed in the United States of America 


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data 

Peterson, Tracie.
 
 
 
A lady of secret devotion / Tracie Peterson.
 
 
 
 
 
p.    cm. — (Ladies of liberty) 
 
 
 
ISBN 978-0-7642-0532-3 (alk. paper) — ISBN 978-0-7642-0147-9 (pbk.)
1. Socialites—Fiction. 2. Philadelphia (Pa.)—History—19th century—Fiction.
I. Title.

 
 
 

PS3566.E7717L34    2008 
 
 
 
813'.54—dc22 

2008014237 










To Cathy and Chris
 Thanks for the laughter, the love 
and the joy of our friendship.
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CHAPTER 1 

Philadelphia
April 1857 

Cassandra Stover couldn’t put the screams and sight of blood from her mind. The sounds and images had haunted her for the last three days, three days of torment and torture as she remembered the ten-year-old boy whose hand had been torn off by the iron teeth of a machine gear.

It had been Cassie’s second day of work at the textile factory, but it also proved to be her last. She couldn’t bear that such horrific accidents were seen as commonplace, yet most of the workers had continued with their duties. Only a few went to take charge of the child and whisk him away. Injuries were seen as just one more risk of employment.

“Still, I need a job,” she told herself as she left the steps of Christ Church, where she’d just spent the last hour praying for guidance. Her mother and little sister, Elida, were depending on her. Now that Elida was nearly ten, she was old enough to help their mother with the family laundry service and Cassie could venture out to find a job that could offer even more money for their living expenses.

“The only problem is,” she whispered to herself, “I’m not qualified for much of anything. My sewing is atrocious and my cooking, only fair.”

She sighed and looked across the grassy park. The day was proving to be quite pleasant. Flowers bloomed, offering delicate touches of color against the new grass. The budding trees revealed new life, and the world seemed fresh and renewed. 

Cassie strolled for some time before deciding to take a seat on one of the park benches. “Father, I don’t understand what I am to do,” Cassie said with a sigh. She glanced heavenward at the wispy white clouds and tried to imagine she could hear God answering her with some profound wisdom that would change her life.

She smiled to herself. How silly I can be. She recalled her childhood games of pretend when she would serve tea to Jesus and His disciples. Except, of course, for Judas. Giggling to herself, she recalled explaining to her mother that Judas didn’t deserve tea and cookies. After all, he would betray Jesus. Her mother, however, explained that no one deserved to share tea and cookies with Jesus, but that everyone certainly needed to do so. After that, Cassie had set up another cup and saucer away  from the other twelve. Judas could have his tea and cookies, but he would do so at another table.

Make-believe had accompanied Cassie most of her life. She had loved to pretend as a girl that she was a princess from a faraway country. She had dreamed of being rich and not merely the daughter of a modest merchant.

“Papa, if you were here, you would surely know what to suggest.” Of course, if Papa were still alive, there would be no dilemma regarding their welfare.

Cassie heard noises behind her and fell silent. No sense in letting people believe her teched in the head. She bowed in prayer, pleading with God to see her need and answer her questions.

Her mother’s laundry service had provided well enough since Cassie’s father’s death, now nearly ten years past. They weren’t poverty stricken, yet providing for their needs was a constant concern. Everything good came with effort, her mother would often say, but Cassie worried that such effort was aging her mother before her time. Not only that, but from the moment her father had died, Cassie had longed to ease her mother’s burden, to take her turn caring for the family. Finding another job would allow Cassie to do just that.

“Oh my.”

Cassie raised her head and opened her eyes to find an elderly woman leaning heavily against the back of the bench. Stylishly dressed in a dark rose walking-out suit, the woman looked oddly familiar. Cassie immediately got to her feet and offered to help her sit.

“Are you all right?” she asked gently.

“Goodness, I believe I’ve walked too far today.” She pulled a fan from her reticule and attempted to open it.

Cassie took the fan in her hand as recognition dawned. “Here, allow me.” She opened it and let the air work to revive the woman before adding, “Aren’t you Mrs. Jameston? We attend Christ Church, and I’m certain we’ve met before.”

“Oh yes, you’re Cassandra Stover. I know your mother, Dora, quite well. She has often helped with various church affairs.”

Smiling, Cassie nodded. “That would be my mother. She loves to help others.”

Mrs. Jameston smoothed out her jacket and closed her eyes for a moment. “I feel much revived. You are a good nurse, my dear.”

“Well, please sit and rest for a while longer. I’ll walk home with you when you are ready, but you mustn’t press yourself too hard.”

The older woman opened her eyes at this. “It seems I’ve been pressing too hard all of my seventy years. A habit that is difficult to break, for I come from stubborn stock.”

Cassie grinned. “My mother says the same of me. I have a tendency to be opinionated, outspoken, and stubborn.”

“Well, those traits can also be used for good,” Mrs. Jameston replied. “I know that much firsthand, for they are also my own companions.” She shifted and seemed to relax a bit more. “So tell me what you’re doing here today. You looked as though you were praying.”

“I was,” Cassie answered. “I desperately need direction.”

“God is the best to seek that from. But, pray tell, what would a young woman like you so desperately need at this juncture in her life?”

“I’m hardly that young anymore. I’m four and twenty, soon to be five and twenty. Since you know my mother, you know also that my father is deceased. We have worked to get by without him these last ten years. Everyone does their part, and that is why I was praying. My sister, Elida, is now old enough to help with the laundry service, and with summer approaching, she’ll be out of school and able to help full time. I want to figure yet another way to support our household, but to be frank, I’m not good at anything.”

Mrs. Jameston chuckled. “I seriously doubt that to be true.”

“Well, I tried my hand at serving tables at one of the local eating establishments, but I was rather clumsy. I think all the noise and people caused me to be nervous. Then I tried working at the textile mill, but . . .” She shuddered and tried to block the ugly image from her imagination once again. “A little boy lost his hand. It was horrible.”

“Oh, my dear child, I cannot even imagine how terrible that must have been for you.” Mrs. Jameston patted Cassie’s arm in sympathy.

“I knew I couldn’t work there,” Cassie said, shaking her head. “Now I’m not sure what to do. You would think that God might have gifted me with more beneficial accomplishments, but perhaps that is my own fault. I never cared much for mending, even though there was always a great deal to do. I can iron well, but there aren’t all that many opportunities for such a thing, unless you also make a good cleaning maid.”  Cassie looked at the woman and smiled. “Have you ever met anyone quite so hopeless?”

“You are hardly hopeless, child. Besides, I believe I might have a solution.”

“I doubt it.” She clapped her hand to her mouth, then lowered it gingerly. “I’m so sorry. See what I mean? I tend to speak without thinking.”

Mrs. Jameston laughed. “I am not in the leastwise offended. My dear, what I have in mind will benefit us both. I am a lonely old lady. I have one living child who rarely gives me more than a moment of his time, and that is only in order to get money from me. He’s a scallywag to be sure. Then, of course, there are the servants. They have been with me for years and are dear folks, but I need a companion. I like you, Cassie Stover, and I believe you could easily be that very person.”

“But what would I do as your companion?” All sorts of thoughts danced through Cassie’s head. Perhaps a companion was simply a nice way of saying maid or nurse. “I’m hardly trained to care for the sick.”

“And I am hardly in need of a nurse,” Mrs. Jameston said. “I’m talking about a friend—someone to live in my house and keep me company. Can you read and write?”

“Yes. I read all the time. I had to leave school at sixteen, but I’ve kept up with my reading by visiting the library every week.”

“See there—you could read to me and write my letters. My eyes are failing me, and I cannot do close-up work like I once could.”

Cassie smiled. “I think such a situation sounds too good  to be true,” she said. “You hardly would need to hire me to be your friend. I’d be happy to come visit you on occasion.”

“That is kind of you,” Mrs. Jameston replied, “but I want someone who would live with me. As I get older, my feet are less steady, and as you have just witnessed, I often overdo. As my companion, you could help to keep me in line.” She smiled rather conspiratorially and added, “Or at least enjoy the adventure with me.”

Cassie laughed. “I think I would like that very much. I hadn’t thought of living elsewhere, but I’m certain my mother would understand.”

“It’s settled, then. Walk home with me, and let me show you around. You can decide for yourself once you see my house.” She got up and immediately Cassie rose as well.

“Let me help you,” Cassie said, offering her arm. “I wouldn’t want you to overdo again.”

Mrs. Jameston allowed Cassie to assist her. They strolled slowly in the opposite direction Cassie would take to go home. No doubt Mrs. Jameston lived in a more elegant part of town.

“I love Philadelphia in the springtime,” Mrs. Jameston said as they walked. “My husband, Worther Jameston, God rest his soul, loved to walk with me this time of year. I suppose that is what caused me to cast aside the better sense I usually display and set out by myself.”

“It’s my favorite time too,” Cassie told her. “A time of renewal.”

“Indeed. I have seen so many springs,” Mrs. Jameston admitted. “I’m not sure to see many more, but with each  one, I find that I appreciate the colors and scents more than ever. There is a garden at my house; you’ll spend plenty of time there if you decide to work for me. There are wonderful rosebushes and lilacs, and a bevy of other flowering plants. My man Wills is quite expert in keeping the yard in bloom. It looks festive and peaceful but also fills the air with sweet smells.”

“I shall look forward to seeing it,” Cassie said, trying to picture the variety.

“I have benches and chairs out there and frankly spend far more time outdoors than in, when the weather permits. I seldom leave Philadelphia, even during the heat of summer.”

“What of the epidemics?” Cassie wondered aloud.

“Sickness is everywhere. We try to take precautions, but I will not give myself over to worry. We often traveled during the summers when Mr. Jameston was with me. Perhaps, if you agree to be my companion, we can take a few trips as well. I’ve not traveled in years.” Mrs. Jameston gazed ahead. “My house is just up the street. The last one on the right.”

Cassie caught a glimpse of the impressive four-story brick structure as they drew near. “It’s beautiful,” she exclaimed. “The homes on this street are so grand.”

Mrs. Jameston paused at the drive. “Sadly, it doesn’t feel quite as much like a home anymore as it does a museum. As I mentioned before, my son Sebastian is seldom here, but when he is, he gives no thought to others. I find most days, I simply wander the rooms until I grow bored, then take myself outdoors.”

Cassie felt sorry for Mrs. Jameston. Here she was with her money and her beautiful home, yet there was no happiness in  her voice. She was lonely and idle—and Cassie wondered if she was merely waiting to die.

The drive stretched alongside a beautifully manicured lawn. The grass had greened in the warmth of early spring, and  along the walkway were tulips of various colors. The sight was cheery and bright, yet a palpable sorrow seemed cast over the entire place.

Mrs. Jameston smiled as she opened the front door. “I hope you like it.”

Cassie stepped inside the house and stared in wonder. Many times in her life she had walked past the houses of the wealthy and wondered what she might find inside. Now here she was.

The foyer was large with a highly polished tile floor. The walls were covered in a gold-patterned paper that gave the room an air of elegance. There wasn’t a hint of dust on any of the paintings or furnishings, and everything smelled of wood oil and lemon.

“Ah, here’s Brumley,” Mrs. Jameston announced.

Cassie noted the man appeared to be in his late fifties. He was dressed in a dark suit that had been tailored to fit him some twenty pounds ago. Still, he carried a look of refinement as he gave the ladies a curt bow. “Madam,” he said, acknowledging Mrs. Jameston.

“Brumley, this is Miss Stover. We attend church together, and I have asked her to become my companion and live here with us. She is considering the idea at present.”

Cassie couldn’t be sure, but it seemed a look of relief passed over the man’s features. He straightened his snug coat.

“I’m pleased to meet you, Miss Stover. Please let me know if I might be of assistance.” 

Cassie nodded. “Thank you. It’s very nice to meet you,  Mr. Brumley.”

“Brumley has been with me for more years than either of us care to own,” Mrs. Jameston said with a smile. “Now come, Cassandra. I will show you around.”

Boston 

Marcus Langford looked up from the paper gripped tightly in his hand and frowned. “If only Richard would have communicated more often. I have his latest letter, but that’s nearly a week old.”

“Does it offer anything useful?” Nelson Stafford asked as he took a chair opposite Mark’s desk. As head of United American Mariner’s Insurance, Nelson had been equally grieved to learn of Richard’s death while investigating a case of suspected fraud.

“Time and again the same name is mentioned whenever Richard was able to convince someone to talk.” Mark slammed his fist on the desk. “I’m certain the man must be involved in his death. I intend to figure it out for myself and see that he pays for what he’s done.”

“Are you sure you can be objective about this, Mark?”

“I can,” he assured, “but I cannot be without feeling. Richard was a good friend.”

“To both of us,” Nelson said, leaning forward. The three men had worked hard to help make United American Mariner’s Insurance a successful company. Nelson’s brown eyes seemed to bore into Mark’s soul. “I want to catch the person or persons responsible as much as you do.”

Mark leaned back, nodding. “I know that, and I didn’t mean to imply otherwise. I’m going to leave for Philadelphia in the morning. I will find Rich’s killer. I promise you that much.”



CHAPTER 2 

Philadelphia 

Mrs. Jameston has hired you?” Dora Stover asked her daughter.

Cassie laughed at her mother’s surprise. “Yes. She said she needed a companion—a friend. I told her she needn’t hire me to be her friend, as I would happily do that anyway, but she insisted. She wants me to move in immediately.”

She pulled a small carpetbag from beneath her bed. “I know it’s unexpected, but the pay will be such a help. I can’t bear to work in the factories. And with Elida’s help with the laundry service, you should be able to get by without me. Since I’ll be living with Mrs. Jameston, you will have my portion of food as well.”

Her mother sat on the edge of the bed. “We’ve hardly been starving, Cassie. I knew you were hoping to find a position, but I hadn’t expected that finding one would take you from the house. It will be hard to have you gone. I’ll worry about you.”

Cassie went to her mother and smoothed back an errant strand of graying brown hair. “You mustn’t worry over me. I will  come home to visit as often as possible. Mrs. Jameston said I may have Saturdays off to be with you. I can also help with the laundry if there is too much for you to handle. And of course we will all be in church together on Sundays.”

“Oh, I know all of that,” her mother replied, taking hold of her daughter’s hand. “I’m just surprised.”

Cassie sat down beside her. “I won’t take the job if you’d rather I not.” It hadn’t occurred to Cassie until just that moment that perhaps her mother was afraid to live there without her eldest daughter.

“I wouldn’t dream of it. It’s definitely an answer to prayer. The extra money will help to make repairs on the house. We’ve long neglected our sweet refuge.”

A quick glance around the room at the sorry state of peeling wallpaper and chipped paint on the window frames proved that much. And that was just at first glance; Cassie knew that the chimneys were in need of repair, as was the roof.

“We shall soon see the house set to rights,” Cassie promised. “Not only that, but there should be money enough to buy some new clothes for Elida. She can hardly continue to wear my old rags.”

“I know you’re right. Mrs. Jameston has a generosity of spirit that is unmatched by any woman I know. She will be  good to you, I’ve no doubt. I suppose I shall have to endure missing your company.”

“Why will we miss Cassie’s company?” Elida asked as she  bounded into the room. She spied the carpetbag. “Where are you going?”

“I have a new job,” Cassie replied. She got up and went to the dresser to gather her clothes. “I am moving to Mrs. Jameston’s house to become her companion. You will need to come home quickly after school each day and help Mama with the laundry.”

Elida frowned. “I don’t want you to go. I’ll be afraid to sleep here by myself. You know how noises frighten me, and Mama is so delicate. You said so yourself.”

Their mother looked at Cassie oddly. “Delicate? You described me as delicate?”

“You are delicate, Mama.” Her cheeks flushed. “Father always said so. He said you were like a delicate flower.”

Her mother snickered as if it were an old joke. “He also said I was as stubborn as a mule. I hope you won’t start calling me one now, however.”

Elida put her hand to her forehead as if she were about to swoon. “It will be ever so terrible without you here. Who will read to me?”

“I’m certain that while Cassie is a superior reader,” their mother interjected, “I am quite capable of sharing a good book with you, Elida.”

“But this room is so big and at night it will be so empty without you.” Elida looked at Cassie with her eyes wide. “What if I get sick? What if I have a fit of apoplexy?” 

Cassie laughed at her sister’s dramatics. “Do you even know  what a fit of apoplexy is?”

“Well, it must be truly bad, because Mrs. Radisson has such fits all of the time, and she is often too ill to attend to  her family.” Elida crossed her arms and shook her head. “I do not think you should go.”

“Even if I did not move to Mrs. Jameston’s house,” Cassie began, “I believe I would move to another room and give you more space.”

She and Elida had shared the large bedroom to conserve on heat. They each had their own bed and dresser, with Elida’s side of the room also strewn with dolls and mementos that were precious to a young girl. “You’re nearly grown and you need a room all to yourself. I was going to suggest as much on your birthday. You needn’t be afraid.”

“But I will be,” Elida insisted. “I don’t want you to leave.” She came and wrapped her arms around Cassie’s waist. “Sometimes I wake in the night and hear creaking upstairs. I start to worry about it, but then I see you sleeping so peacefully that I know everything is all right or you would surely be awake too. Now you’ll be gone, and I’ll have to face that all alone.”

Putting aside her clothes, Cassie sat down with Elida. “I will be back for visits, but you must be brave. The house creaks and groans because it’s old. This job will allow us to make proper repairs. It might also allow us to buy you some new clothes.” She looked at the pale blue dress Elida wore. It had once belonged to Cassie and had been made over for her little sister. The years had taken their toll on the gown. “You’ve seldom had a new frock. Just think of it. A dress that no one else has ever worn but you.” 

“Your sister is right, Elida. You’re growing so tall, we definitely  need to find you some new clothes. I, too, will miss our Cassie, but I am not so delicate as you girls have portrayed me. Goodness, but you would think I was incapable of getting out of bed on my own in the morning.”

“But Papa always told me to watch over you when he had to be away,” Cassie said.

“And because of that, you believe yourself responsible for me—for this house—for your sister,” her mother said softly. She shook her head and smiled. “I am a grown woman—your mother. It is my duty to see to your needs, not the other way around. Elida and I will be fine here, but we will miss you dearly. The day will not be the same without your chatter and sweet spirit.”

Looking at her mother’s bittersweet smile was nearly Cassie’s undoing. “Both of you must stop!” she said, getting to her feet. “We’re all being silly about this. It’s not like I’m moving across the sea. Mrs. Jameston lives but two miles away, and she promised that you may visit as often as you like. Now, please bring those shawls over here, Elida.” Cassie pointed to two neatly folded wraps on her dresser. Her sister did as directed. 

“Does she live in a very fine house?” Elida asked in a pout.

“She does indeed. Her house is very grand, and the servants are quite kind. You will enjoy visiting me there.”

“But I won’t be able to tell you about my day at school.”

“Elida, sometimes these things must happen. Besides, school is nearly complete for the summer,” their mother said rather sadly. “One day, none of this will matter. You will both grow up and marry and leave home to make new lives with families of  your own. I will not always have my girls with me. I think we should be very happy for Cassie, for it will benefit us as much as it does her.” She got to her feet. “I must go now and check on the stew. Elida, you make yourself useful to Cassie.”

“I will,” the girl promised, still clutching the shawls.

Cassie went to their wardrobe and took out her well-worn gowns. They hardly seemed the quality that a companion to Mrs. Jameston would wear, but they would have to do.

“You won’t forget us?” Elida questioned as she toyed with one of the fringed wraps.

“Of course not, you goose. I love you and Mama too much to ever forget you.”

Elida sighed and plopped down on the bed. “I wish Father might have lived. I would not be afraid if he were here. You were always so brave.”

Cassie looked at her little sister and felt a sorrow she could not put into words. Elida had been born only a few weeks before their father’s death. Elida had never known him as Cassie had. Cassie had adored him and told Elida stories of her girlhood when their father would take her on long walks or tell her wonderful tales of when he’d been a boy.

“You must remember, Elida, that while Father cannot be here, Mother is. She is right, you know. She’s a strong woman. And not only is she here for you, but Jesus is as well. He is with us every day. He never leaves us. You aren’t alone, and if you remember that, you will be so much braver. Now, hand me the shawls.”

Elida nodded and walked to where Cassie stood. “Mama says that, too, but sometimes I cannot help it.” 

Reaching for her wraps, Cassie nodded. “I know. I cannot help it at times, myself.”



The servants were hard at work putting the finishing  touches on Cassie’s room when she returned to the Jameston house. Mrs. Dixon, the housekeeper, led her up the stairs and explained that while rooms for the rest of the staff were on the upper two floors, Cassie’s room would be on the second floor, in a room adjoining Mrs. Jameston’s.

Cassie stepped inside and gasped, overwhelmed. The room was furnished with a large canopied bed, beautiful damask draperies, and a variety of tables and chairs. In front of an ornately carved fireplace sat a lovely sofa in blue silk upholstery. A large armoire of cherry wood stood at the far end of the room, where a small alcove offered a dressing table and other amenities. “This must be a mistake.”

“There’s no mistake. I hope you like it,” Mrs. Jameston said as she joined them. “It once belonged to my mother. She was only with us a few years before her death, and the room has remained unoccupied until now.”

“It’s wondrous,” Cassie said, still taking in the vision before her. “I have never seen anything so beautiful.”

“I’m glad you think so. Since it adjoins my room, I thought it a perfect place for you. That way, should I need you in the night, you will be very close.”

“That does sound wise,” she agreed. Another woman entered the room and offered Cassie a smile.

“This is Ada,” Mrs. Jameston explained. “She is my personal maid and will now work for you as well.”

Cassie stammered. “But . . . I . . . ah . . .”

Mrs. Jameston laughed. “You must understand that while you are here, you will be treated as a member of my family. I have instructed my staff to consider you as my granddaughter. Ada is quite talented at dressing hair and preparing clothes.”

Cassie touched a hand to her own golden brown hair. The simple bun she’d created by pinning up her long, straight strands was no doubt offering a poor image.

“I’m pleased to meet you, Miss Stover,” Ada said. As if reading her thoughts, she added, “We’ll soon have everything set right.”

“Please call me Cassie. I couldn’t bear to be called Miss Stover all the time.”

Ada looked to Mrs. Jameston, who smiled and nodded. “I believe that would be acceptable in private. In public, though, you will simply have to get used to the idea. You are, after all, a lady of quality.”

“More like a lady of pretense.” Cassie slapped her hand to her mouth, knowing she had spoken out of line. Mrs. Jameston, however, only laughed.

“Child, you are a beautiful young woman. No one will mistake you for being anything other than that. There is no pretense in that fact.”

“I pray I don’t prove to be otherwise—for your sake, Mrs. Jameston.” Cassie opened her bag and took out her well-worn gowns. “I wonder if I might have an iron so that I can see to these.”

“Give them to Ada. She’ll have Essie see to them,” Mrs. Jameston said. Then she surprised Cassie by coming closer and fingering the material. “You will need some new clothes. I often have to attend various social functions and would want you to accompany me. Ada, tomorrow measure Cassie for new gowns.”

“Oh, but I couldn’t . . .” Cassie paused, trying to think of how she might explain that she couldn’t spare the money for such things.

Mrs. Jameston seemed to immediately understand. “I can well afford to dress you in an appropriate manner, fear not.” She smiled. “Consider it your uniform, my dear.”

Cassie nodded. “I never thought about my appearance. I apologize.”

“Nonsense. Trust the matter to me, and we’ll soon have you appropriately attired. In fact, Ada, I want you to go to the dressmaker’s straightaway tomorrow after you get the measurements. I know it is Saturday, but I believe Sadie can offer us some ready-made things. Have her put it on my account.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Ada said.

Later that night, Cassie slid between the delicately embroidered sheets of her bed. For the first time in ten years, she slept on sheets she hadn’t had to iron for herself. The large down-filled mattress cushioned her weight, and Cassie couldn’t help but utter a sigh at the luxury of it all.

All the games of make-believe from her childhood could not begin to equal the reality that she now enjoyed. She truly felt like a queen, and with a yawn, it was only a matter of moments before she drifted into a very pleasant sleep.



The morning came sooner than expected, and Cassie found  herself surprised at the sight of Ada pushing open the draperies. Hadn’t she just closed her eyes? 

“Good morning, Cassie. I hope you slept well.” 

“I did,” Cassie admitted, sitting up.

“I thought you might care for a bath. I’ve prepared one for you, just in case.”

“Oh my! That was so very thoughtful.”

Ada brought a lovely velvet dressing gown to Cassie. “Mrs. Jameston said this would serve you until we could arrange for a new one.”

Cassie got up and allowed Ada to assist her into the robe. “It’s lovely. Much nicer than anything I’ve ever known.”

“It’s one of Mrs. Jameston’s. She’s shorter than you, of course, so the robe is hardly long enough, but it fits well in every other aspect. Now, if you’ll follow me, I’ll show you to the bath. It’s just on the other side of your room.”

Cassie followed Ada to the beautifully ordered bathroom. A large tub, already filled with hot water, awaited her attention, while on a stand beside the tub were bath salts, lotions, and oils.

“I wasn’t sure what scents you might care for, but I added some rose oil to the water.”

“How wonderful.” Cassie noted a large stand with a bowl and pitcher, as well as a beautiful oval mirror on the wall.

“If you’d like my assistance in bathing,” Ada began, “I can certainly stay.”

Cassie laughed. “No. I am quite capable of seeing to my own bath. In fact, I hardly expect you to draw a bath for me each time. This is a definite pleasure, however.”

Ada smiled. “Mrs. Jameston wants you to feel like family, and I’m happy to help. She has always treated me well. I have never known her to be anything but kind and considerate.” She paused, as if trying to decide whether to continue. “Forgive me  for speaking out of line, but lately she has been quite lonely. I think your presence has already helped her.”

“I hope so,” Cassie said. “I find her easy to be with. Nevertheless, I hope you and I shall also be good friends.” Cassie lowered her voice. “I know she wants me treated like a grand lady, but, Ada, I’m just like you. I’m accustomed to working to earn my keep.”

Ada nodded. “I understand. And I would very much like for us to be friends.”

An hour later, with her hair carefully styled, Cassie joined Mrs. Jameston for breakfast. The older woman looked up as she entered the dining room and smiled.

“You are radiant this morning, Cassandra. I hope you rested well.”

“How could I not?” Cassie replied, taking the chair offered her at Mrs. Jameston’s right. “The bed was like sleeping on air.”

“I’m glad to know it. Are you hungry?”

Cassie looked down at the beautifully set table. The delicate china bore a floral pattern and gold trim around the edges. It seemed quite appropriate for Mrs. Jameston’s table. “I am hungry,” she finally answered. She fingered the embroidered linen napkin and marveled at the handiwork before placing it on her lap.

Mrs. Jameston motioned and a serving girl poured hot tea. “I wasn’t sure,” Mrs. Jameston said, “if you took tea or coffee. I, myself, prefer tea.” myself, prefer tea.”

“As do I. I find coffee a bit strong for my taste.”

Just then another servant entered and brought two silver compotes of fresh fruit. One was placed in front of Cassie and the other in front of Mrs. Jameston. Luscious red strawberries swam in a golden syrup alongside yellow pieces of fruit that Cassie didn’t recognize.

“I wanted to offer you something very special.”

“I recognize the strawberries, although to have them so early is such a treat. But,” Cassie looked at the yellow fruit and smiled, “I have no idea about the other pieces.”

“That would be pineapple from the West Indies,” Mrs. Jameston told her. “I hope you find it to your liking. First, however, I will offer grace.” She bowed her head and began to pray before Cassie could even close her eyes.

“Father, we give thee glory and praise for another day of life. We thank thee for thy bounty, and for the gracious mercy thou hast shown us. Amen.”

“Amen,” Cassie said, looking up. She watched as Mrs. Jameston picked up a small fork and began to sample the fruit. Cassie quickly did likewise.

The flavor was unlike anything she’d ever known. The strange pieces were remarkably chilled, yet tasted as though they’d come straight in from the garden. They were sweet, but tangy, and she found the combination much to her liking. Within moments the fruit was consumed and the servants were bringing new dishes to the table. Pastries were set before her that looked so light and flaky Cassie could only marvel  at them for several moments before choosing. She was not disappointed by the buttery richness.

“I must say, my dear, I slept better last night just knowing  you were here. I think God has provided for us both.” 

“I’m glad,” Cassie replied. She sampled the sausage on her plate and nodded her approval. “This is quite delicious.”

“It seems eating is one of the few pleasures left me.” The  older woman took up a cinnamon scone, then motioned the servant to pour more tea.

Cassie could scarcely take it all in. “Everything is so good. I’m used to having only oatmeal or toasted bread for breakfast.”

“I enjoy oatmeal on occasion. We shall certainly have it from time to time.”

“Don’t bother on my account,” Cassie said without thinking. She smiled in apology. “What else do you enjoy?”

Mrs. Jameston considered her words for a moment. “I love to take walks, but I fear my health is not up to great distances anymore. Carriage rides will perhaps be their replacement. I enjoy my garden, as I mentioned yesterday. I would love to read there but find my eyes grow tired so quickly.”

“I shall be happy to read to you there. What kind of books do you enjoy?”

“I find myself capable of enjoying a great variety. Of course, I love the Bible. The stories of history, as well as the guidance I find there, encourage me and keep me directed on the right path. But I also enjoy other works. I have very much enjoyed Nathaniel Hawthorne’s stories, as well as Dickens and Cooper. I recently read Thackeray’s Vanity Fair and was less impressed, but was quite fond of Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre.”

“I’ve read that one as well. I thought it a compelling story,” Cassie admitted. “I was upset by some turn of events, but overall satisfied in the end.” 

“As was I. It portrayed a definite understanding that often life is not what it should be.”

“Have you read Elizabeth Wetherell’s The Wide, Wide World ?” Cassie asked.

“No. Perhaps that can be our first to share.”

Cassie nodded. “It’s a wonderful story about a young woman named Ellen Montgomery. I think you shall like it very much.”

“Then I will give you money to secure us a copy. We will do that right away. Now tell me, did Ada get your measurements this morning?”

“Yes. She took them right after my bath.”

“Good.” Mrs. Jameston turned her attention back to her plate but continued to speak. “I want you to feel as if this is  your home, Cassie. It’s important to me. I have instructed the staff to treat you as they would me. In turn, I hope you will not mind if I take to directing you in the ways of my society. I do not mean to imply they are better than yours, nor to belittle what you have known as your own place in the world. However, it is my hope that I might better you in some way.”

“Your friendship will surely do that,” Cassie replied. “Not to mention that my mother and sister will benefit from your generous pay to me. My mother already spoke highly of you, but now she believes you to be very nearly angelic in nature.”

Mrs. Jameston laughed. “It is your mother who would fill that role, for a more patient and loving woman I have never known. She has often helped with tireless efforts whenever  there was work to be done at the church. Her compassion never fails to bless me.”

“My mother is a good woman,” Cassie agreed. “She has suffered much in life, but maintains a cheerful disposition. My sister and I have been quite blessed.”

“Well, in turn, I’m convinced that we can bless her. I would like very much to know what her needs are. As I’ve said before, I have more than I need. It would do me good and please me greatly to bless someone less fortunate.”

Cassie reached out and boldly patted Mrs. Jameston’s hand. “You have done just that by hiring me here. I see a new hope for my family, and I know that God has brought us together for just such a purpose.”

“Family is very important, Cassie. Never forget that. I’m afraid that is an area in which I failed.” Her expression grew sober. “I am only now seeing just how many mistakes I have made.”

“Mother says we all make mistakes—even when we have the best of intentions. Please share with me about your family. I know that you have a son. Why don’t you tell me about him?”

“Because he’s a great disappointment to me, and I’d rather not ruin our lovely breakfast.” Mrs. Jameston turned her attention back to her plate. “Sebastian has offered me nothing but pain of late, and we’d all be better off to forget him.”



CHAPTER 3 

Boston 

Mark looked at the food on his plate and pushed it back. The lamb was roasted to perfection, but it tasted like sawdust in his mouth. He turned an apologetic gaze to his mother as he threw his napkin on his parents’ table.

“I’m afraid I have no appetite.”

“Son, you mustn’t take Richard’s death so hard,” his mother said, reaching out to give his arm a sympathetic pat. “He wouldn’t want you to grieve so.”

“Your mother is right,” Mark’s father replied.

“I know,” Mark said. “I know that very well. That’s why I’m going to go to Philadelphia.”

His mother gasped and put her hand to her throat. “What? You’re going to Philadelphia? Surely you cannot mean it. Look how dangerous it was for Richard!”

“That’s exactly why I have to go,” Mark said, shaking his head. “Someone has to be willing to fight for what’s right. Richard was doing an honorable service. In turn I will do the honorable thing for him. I will see his killer brought to justice.”

“Son, this is hardly an appropriate time or place for such a conversation,” his father said, frowning. “You’re upsetting your mother.”

Mark got to his feet. “I’m sorry. I knew coming here would  be a bad idea, but I wanted to tell you of my plans and see you before I left. I take the train in the morning.”

“This is so abrupt. Are you certain it’s wise?” his mother asked. “Richard hasn’t even been gone ten days.”

“I know, but the longer I delay, the better chance his killer has of getting away with the deed. Worse still, he could take someone else’s life.”

“But that someone could be you, Marcus.” His mother’s eyes filled with tears. “I could not bear to lose you.”

“I know the risks at hand, Mother. Try not to worry.” Mark pushed in his chair. “I have to do this. I have to avenge Richard.

He would do the same for me.”

His mother sniffed and dabbed at her eyes. “Oh, I do wish your brothers lived closer. They might talk some sense into you.”

“This isn’t a matter of not being sensible. I have a job to do. It just so happens that job will also see justice done for my friend. Whether Richard had died or not, I’d still be working  to figure out the missing cargoes and insurance claims.” Mark could see the worry in his parents’ expressions and offered them a weak smile. “I promise I will not risk myself in an unwarranted manner. I will be wise.”



Mark thought of that promise hours later in his own home  as he set aside his packed valise. The entire project would warrant a risk, but there was no sense telling his parents.

The clock struck nine and the echoing of the chimes reinforced Mark’s loneliness. At least sleep would hopefully free him from the intense solitude he endured.

He walked to the fireplace and put on another log. Though the days had been quite warm, the night air held a chill. He poked the wood until the fire blazed up. How many fires had he made at this hearth? How many days had passed since he and Ruth had called this house home?

Looking across the room at a small framed painting of his deceased wife, Mark knew a deep, abiding emptiness in his heart. Ruth had been his childhood sweetheart. They had been nearly inseparable until cholera claimed her life. Mark, too, had nearly died from the epidemic. He had thought God rather cruel to take his beloved Ruth, leaving him behind to bear the loss.

Now, seven years after the fact, the pain had eased considerably. He missed her—missed her smiles and her sweet words. Missed the way she looked after him and doted on him. His mother said he needed to marry again, and in truth, Mark was compelled to do just that. But whenever he began to share  the company of the local women, he found either haunting reminders of his dead wife or disinterest.

A knock at the front door drew his thoughts from the  past. Opening it, he found his father, hat in hand and a look of concern on his face.

“Might I come in?”

“Of course. It’s quite late for you to be out and about the town, however,” Mark said, ushering his father inside. “I was just about to retire.”

“I couldn’t sleep. I knew I had to see you before you left for Philadelphia,” his father replied.

Mark noted the tired, even worried expression on his father’s face. “You sound concerned.”

His father took a chair and nodded. “I am exactly that.” He raised his hand as Mark started to speak. “Please hear me out. I’m not here to try to talk you out of going, but rather to encourage caution on your part. Whoever killed Richard Adkins obviously has no qualms about breaking the law. I fear this person would not hesitate to do so again, should he feel the threat to his industry.”

“I agree. In fact, I’ve already decided to take an entirely different approach. Richard gave us a name—a single name. I’m going to start by learning all I can about that man. Richard focused on the docks and the cargoes. I plan to focus on Sebastian Jameston.”

“I hope, for your sake, you will also focus on God’s direction.”

Mark frowned. He hadn’t meant to. He knew it wouldn’t be taken well by his father. Theodore Langford believed strongly that God controlled man’s destiny and that man had only to  seek Him out to know what direction he should take. Mark  had felt the same way at one time. Now, however, he only felt confused.

“Mark, I cannot understand what you are thinking, but I’m convinced it isn’t what it should be.”

“I’d rather not discuss it, if you don’t mind.” Mark turned away and pretended to attend to the fire once again.

“I do mind. You know very well that I do.”

Mark turned to see his father. By the set of his jaw and the way he had squared his shoulders, Mark knew he intended to speak his mind. With a sigh, Mark sat down and waited for his father to do likewise. There was no telling how long this would take, and Mark had no desire to see it continue even a moment longer than necessary.

“I know you feel that God has somehow betrayed your faith in Him,” his father began. “I sympathize and tell you that I do understand. I have walked that road myself. So much in our world—in our lives—seems so senseless. We cannot understand the things we are forced to endure.”

“Even when I pretend to understand,” Mark said, sending his gaze back to the fire, “I find no relief or comfort.”

“God doesn’t ask you to merely pretend,” his father countered. “He has no need for it. He already knows your heart. He knows all.”

“Which makes it particularly hard to understand why He would allow Richard to die. He knew Richard was working for a greater good. God knew the job we had was to overcome the evil plans of someone who obviously had no concern for God or His ways. I grow weary of trusting and having faith when  wrong continues to prevail and innocent people are cut down in the prime of their lives.”

“This world is a battleground,” his father said softly. “The battle is the Lord’s.”

Mark jumped to his feet in anger. “Then perhaps He should start fighting instead of sitting idly by. Please understand, Father, I have no desire to blaspheme God. I simply do not understand why this has happened or why my best friend lies in a cold grave, three blocks away.”

His father seemed to consider his words for several minutes. Mark thought he might find the conversation useless and go, although there was a part of him that hoped his father would continue.

Tell me I’m wrong, Mark whispered in the depths of his heart. Offer me proof that my thoughts are false. Show me some-how that my faith can be restored when all I feel is loss and grief and pain.

“Mark, anger is marring your ability to think clearly. I fear it will cause you to act rashly or make improper judgments. Anger is not in and of itself wrong; even the Bible speaks of being angry, but not sinning. Your anger is justified. It speaks to the depth of love you hold for your friend. However, there is such a narrow path, and to step into sin, compelled by that anger, is quite easy. Not only that, but to venture to the other side of that same narrow path is to lose your ability to reason and focus. There you will find a consuming self-pity that will keep you from making any proper and reasonable decision.”

The words were driven deep into Mark’s conscious mind. He had fully expected his father to chastise his disrespectful comment about God standing idle, but instead, Father, being  the wisest man Mark knew, had figured to appeal to another side of the matter. Mark could easily see how all issues tied together.

He blew out a long breath. “I know you are right.” He  shrugged and offered his father a sheepish grin. “What is the sense of being thirty and two if I still reason and act as one a score of years younger?”

His father chuckled and got to his feet. “Son, I have often asked God that question on my own behalf. I know you feel abandoned by God, and it is that very issue that drives your anger, more than anything. I only ask that you consider the situation for what it is. Richard’s death was a tragedy, but there are dark forces at work in this world. We must not leave the authority and protection of God’s truth, even if it does cost us our lives, as it sometimes does. Richard felt he was fighting to see good overcome evil. Now you will take up that fight. I simply plead with you to consider what that fight is really about, and who it is that might help you most in winning such a battle.”

Mark heard the longing in his father’s voice and knew that he desperately needed assurance. Reaching out, Mark hugged his father tightly. “I will be careful. I promise you that I will put my anger aside and do what is necessary to handle the matter with a clear mind.”

His father pulled away and met his gaze. “I will pray for you every day. I know that you must go and do this thing, but I wish it were otherwise. Please let us know how things are going. Keep us apprised, or we will worry overmuch.” 

Mark nodded. “I will. I promise.” 

He walked his father to the door and bid him farewell. Watching the older man walk down the pathway to his waiting carriage caused Mark a twinge of something akin to regret. He would have loved to have given his father complete peace about the entire situation, but he knew there was no chance  of turning back now. They were in too deep. They needed to follow through. Richard’s sacrifice would not be in vain.

“So long as there is breath in my body, I will see this through to completion,” Mark vowed.



Philadelphia 

The pain was more than Sebastian Jameston could bear. He allowed his friend Robbie to treat the wound, but only because going to a doctor would arouse suspicions. Gunshot wounds always did.

“It’s actually better,” Robbie said as he worked to remove bits of bandage from the oozing flesh. “I think what you need, however, is a great deal of time off your leg and good care.”

“Fine.” Sebastian spat out the word from between clenched teeth.

“At least you’re not as bad off as you could be,” Robbie chuckled. “That Boston fellow won’t be stirring up any more trouble for you.”

“Maybe not, but they will surely send someone else. We’ll have to change some of our methods and plans.”

“Perhaps,” Robbie suggested, “it’s time for a new scheme.”

Sebastian eased back against the pillow and pulled a bottle of whiskey to his mouth. He took a long drink, letting the liquid course through him before speaking again.

“We’ll go to my mother’s house for a time. You’ll come as  my caretaker and stay with us. I cannot allow anyone else to treat me.”

“Are you sure she won’t put up a fuss?”

Sebastian narrowed his icy blue eyes. “Not if she knows what’s good for her.”

Robbie laughed. “I swear you have no conscience, Sebbie. What man makes such threatening statements about his mother?” He took the bottle from his friend, then motioned for Sebastian to roll over so he might treat the back of the leg. Thankfully the ball had passed completely through, but in doing so, it had torn muscle and nicked the bone, leaving tiny fragments with which to contend.

Sebastian moaned with each painful movement. If only he had been more cautious. He should have known the insurance man would carry a weapon. But the fellow seemed so naïve and civilized that Sebastian had never figured him for armed. Things definitely were not always what they seemed— especially when it came to people.

“Would you just finish this and be done with it!” Sebastian cried out as Robbie pressed an herbal concoction into the wound.

“I’m nearly done. Keep still or you’ll cause it to bleed again.”

Sebastian forced his body to still. He thought of what his mother might say when he showed up on her doorstep. She  wouldn’t be pleased, but neither would she turn him away. Of that he was certain.



Mark stepped from the train and waited for the porter to bring his horse. He had been torn between bringing Portland on the trip and leaving him in the care of his family. The necessity for transportation won over, however, and he paid the extra expense of shipping the sorrel gelding.

Portland seemed completely unimpressed with his experience. He danced nervously as the young black man fought to keep him under control. Mark was glad to see they had already saddled him and took the reins from the nervous teen.

“Here’s something for your trouble,” he said, tossing the boy a coin. Mark quickly turned his attention back to the horse and reached into his pocket for a couple of sugar lumps. “And here’s something for your trouble, Portland. I know that was not to your liking and I do apologize.”

The horse nuzzled his hand for the sweets and then bobbed his head up and down as if agreeing with Mark’s comment. Mark laughed and walked his mount from the station. He felt confident that if he allowed Portland to get away from the noise and rush of the trains, he would soon calm and be willing to let Mark ride.

They strolled only a short distance before Mark saw the situation was going to be quite impossible. Like Boston, Philadelphia was a bustling town, and quiet and calm seemed far away.

Mark climbed onto Portland’s back with only minor protest from the gelding. The horse sidestepped several times before  allowing Mark to guide him forward. “There you go, boy. See? It’s not so unnerving as you thought,” Mark said, patting the steed’s neck.

They joined the traffic of wagons and carriages as Mark moved deeper into the heart of town. The day had grown humid, and given the heavy look of the clouds, Mark guessed they were soon to experience a rain.

He pressed on, knowing the address and basic directions for getting to the boardinghouse where he would stay. He’d arranged for his trunk to be delivered later that day. The proprietor, Mr. Westmoreland, was expecting him. Westmoreland, a former police officer who’d been injured in the line of duty, was said to be a valuable aid to those who needed private investigation. Mark hoped he might prove to be useful.

A few sprinkles of rain were just starting to fall when Mark found the house. It was small, only two stories, but it looked sufficient. Not far from the house, on Front Street, were businesses and plenty of activity. One such place was a livery. Perhaps he would be able to board Portland there while he conducted business in Philadelphia.

He dismounted, tied the gelding to the small hitching post, and gave another glance at the house. This was to become his home—for how long, he had no idea. Mark drew a deep breath and squared his shoulders.
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