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The Duke of Ice
 
                 Elizabeth Hawk had heard all the rumors about the Duke of Summerset, Harold Stonewall. She had heard that he aided the King in a decisive battle against the French. Some say he aided. Others say he smashed the French with a force of one-hundred men, and then allowed the King to take most of the credit. She’d heard about his two years in France, hiding in barns and on farms to avoid being spotted. She’d heard about his reputed coldness, and his inability to show emotion of any kind. She’d heard that he was twenty seven and had yet to take a wife.
 
   But Elizabeth knew other things, too, things about her own family. They were on the wrong side of a monstrous debt. They had been whittled down by war to one son and one daughter, and their extended family was non-existent, and their friends had become ghosts. Elizabeth knew that her family was on the verge of total collapse. Soon they would be nothing but a footnote in England’s history, something to be passed over with bored eyes.
 
   When she heard that the Duke of Summerset was holding a party, and that she had been invited, she didn’t know how to feel. She spent her days sewing and repairing gowns, helping to tend the chickens and pigs, and generally acting as un-ladylike as a supposed lady could. The Hawk family had let all their servants go. Father’s gambling debts had robbed them of most of their valuables. They were almost utterly ruined.
 
   But a party at Summerset Castle! As soon as Elizabeth heard about it, she was excited. She had not been to a party for two years. Her friends had abandoned her since Father had insulted all of their fathers. She had lived alone, Mother rarely talking, Father too busy with drinking and lamenting over his past to engage in conversation. She spent her time when she wasn’t tending the livestock in books. Father had not sold their books, which was a small miracle in itself. She read as much as she could, if only to forget what was happening in the real world.
 
   When the missive came, Father peered at it through a haze of pipe-smoke and scrunched up his face. “What’s this, then?” he said. “The Duke of Summerset wants you, Elizabeth, to attend a party at his Castle? Well, I wonder what tricks he’s playing! I’ve heard lots about him, I have! Lots! I’ve heard that he drinks human blood. Oh, don’t look at me like that. It’s true! He’s a beast on the battlefield, and he drinks human blood! When he returned from France, the first thing he did was order a chalice of blood!”
 
   “Father…”
 
   “No!” He lurched when he shouted, spilling wine down his shirt, which was already sodden with sweat. “You cannot go!”
 
   “Dear, she can hardly refuse,” Mother murmured over her knitting. “Think how it would look. A Duke invites you to a party, you do not refuse. You accept, despite your misgivings.”
 
   Elizabeth allowed herself a small smile, but quickly hid it with her hand. She made her face impassive again and then looked to Father, waiting for him to speak. She knew there was no use in pushing the matter. She simply had to wait. After a few minutes Father dropped the letter to the floor and sucked on his pipe. “Fine,” he grumbled. “You can go.”
 
   Elizabeth did not show her joy. Inside she was jumping, cheering and screaming in excitement, but outside she was impassive and still as stone. Living around Father, one learnt to hide one’s emotions. Father was not overly fond of displays of inner feelings, and Elizabeth had learnt to make herself calm in almost every circumstances, even if she was only calm on the outside. Plus, the turmoil of the past years had dulled her emotions until it was difficult to feel anything not tinged with depression.
 
   But a party, a real party… that was something to look forward to.
 
   “Thank you, Father,” she said quietly.
 
   “You will need a dress,” Mother muttered.
 
   “Yes, Mother.”
 
   “You can have my good gown, the one I have saved.”
 
   Elizabeth knew all about this gown. It was beautiful and elegant, with gold trimming and forest-green silk. Father had sold all of their gowns, but Mother had not allowed him to sell this one. He had fought her, but she had persevered and managed to succeed in saving it.
 
   “Thank you, Mother,” Elizabeth said.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The chandelier caught the summer light as it beamed through the high-set windows of Summerset Castle’s ball room. Elizabeth accepted a glass of wine from a server and walked to the edge of the room, where she could sit quietly and privately. The room was packed full of beautiful and noble people all laughing and joking with each other. There were only a few people not attached to a group. Elizabeth knew she had to wait to be approached by somebody, that it would be presumptuous and rude to merely attach herself to a group, but she was beginning to feel like a woman on an island sitting on this chair.
 
   Across the ballroom was Charlotte Festrew, a girl who had once been a friend of Elizabeth’s. Father had lost money to her father and had refused to pay until violence was threatened. Afterwards, Charlotte had sent Elizabeth a short note severing all ties between them. Elizabeth knew it was foolish to hope that Charlotte had miraculously changed her mind, but she decided to try and approach her anyway.
 
   Elizabeth’s legs were shaky and her heart was like a war-drum, pounding, pounding. Charlotte was talking to a tall man with an elaborate beard, the mustache flicking upwards. She laughed at something he said and then turned to Elizabeth, the smile on her lips right up until the moment they met eyes. “You,” she said, her mouth hanging open for a moment.
 
   “Who is your friend?” the man said.
 
   “Elizabeth Hawk,” Charlotte said, with a worried look.
 
   “Hawk? Daughter of Francis Hawk? The philanderer!”
 
   “I do not believe he is a philanderer, sir, just a gambler.”
 
   “Ha! This birdy has a sharp beak indeed!”
 
   “Her family is in complete ruin,” Charlotte said, as though Elizabeth were not standing there. “Her father has completely trampled their finances. I’ve even heard rumors that her mother has taken to a situation in an estate, cleaning and helping with the children.”
 
   “That is not true,” Elizabeth said, aghast.
 
   Charlotte went on, oblivious of Elizabeth. “I’ve even heard whispers that the Father has taken to roaming the highways, pistol in hand, in the hopes of robbing some poor lord or lady.”
 
   “Liar!” Elizabeth whispered fiercely, not wishing to disturb the party.
 
   Charlotte turned to Elizabeth with a sad smile. “How are you even here, Elizabeth? Did you sneak in?”
 
   Elizabeth was appalled. What had she done to provoke such slander? She had never been anything but kind to Charlotte. Only two years ago they had walked together in her family’s woods, laughing and joking all the way, telling each other what great friends they were. And now here she was, being viciously abused. She didn’t know what to say. No words would form. She only stood there, mouth hanging open, tears stinging her eyes. No, she told herself. No, no, no. She made herself cold, and forced the tears away.
 
   She is playing a dangerous game, the cold part of Elizabeth thought. Does she not recall what she told me, when we walked through the woods, about a certain night in the stables with the gardener?
 
   Charlotte and the man were laughing. Elizabeth forced herself to smile and then said, as pleasantly as she could: “Charlotte, you must tell me who does your gardens. If I recall correctly, they are absolutely beautiful.”
 
   Charlotte’s face dropped. She choked back a laugh. “I—I’m sure I don’t—know what you—”
 
   Elizabeth didn’t wait for her to stop stuttering. She walked straight to the door and into the gardens, where a few people strolled. She was able to find a bench and seated herself gratefully. A fine film of sweat had built upon her upper lip. She touched it with her fingertips, and then looked upon the garden.
 
   “That was quite the show,” a voice said behind her.
 
   Elizabeth turned and the Duke of Summerset, Harold Stonewall, stepped forward.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The Duke of Summerset was a well-built man, with a muscular body, strong shoulders, thick arms, and muscular legs. He wore a military jacket and soldier’s britches, adorned with a dozen or so medals. His face was clean-shaven, and his black hair was cropped close to his head. His jaw was square and strong. His eyes were blue tinged with purple. “I have frightened you,” he said. His voice was cold and calm, untouched by even the slightest emotion.
 
   “Not—not at all,” Elizabeth said, as she overcame the initial shock. “I merely came out here for some fresh air. I did not expect to see the Duke.”
 
   “Well, here I am.” He walked around to the bench and stood over her. “May I?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “What happened in there? Lady Barnes seemed quite angry with you.”
 
   “Our fathers do not agree on many things.”
 
   “I have heard,” the Duke said. “I have also heard that Lady Barnes can be sword-sharp with her tongue. You must tell me, how did you rebuff her?”
 
   “I’m sure you have more impressive tales,” Elizabeth said. “War, France, the King.”
 
   He waved his hand. “They are not nearly as impressive as a riposte as expertly executed as yours.”
 
   “It is rather a scandal,” Elizabeth said, whispering conspiratorially. “If I were to tell you, I would need your word that you would not spread the rumor.”
 
   “You have my word, upon the King,” the Duke said seriously.
 
   “Charlotte, two years ago, had a night in the stables with her family’s gardener.”
 
   “A night in the stables, you say? You mean they fucked?”
 
   Elizabeth blushed to her ears. She looked down at her hands, into the bushes, anywhere but into his eyes. When she glanced back, she saw that the Duke was staring steadily at her, his eyes burning into her. She quickly looked away. “That is—err, I believe what happened.”
 
   The Duke nodded, and then jumped to his feet. He offered his arm. “Take a stroll with me, Elizabeth.”
 
   Elizabeth accepted his arm and together they began to walk around the gardens. She was aware of the jealous eyes that peeped from behind every bush, but she didn’t care about that. All her thoughts were seized by the Duke’s presence beside hers, by his arm on hers, by the hard muscle that Elizabeth could feel through the fabric of the Duke’s jacket. He led them far to the back of the garden, where none of the other party were, and they sat on a bench.
 
   “It is nice here,” Elizabeth said.
 
   “It’s private,” the Duke said.
 
   “Is that a good thing?”
 
   “It is a great thing,” the Duke said. “I do not want to share you with the rest of the party.”
 
   Elizabeth did not know what to say to this. She looked around the gardens, watching a butterfly chart its course from flower to flower, watching a caterpillar crawl over and around a leaf.
 
   “Tell me, Elizabeth, what do you crave most in the world?”
 
   Elizabeth was taken aback by this question, and was not sure how to respond. What did she value most in the world? Was it riches? No. Was it love? Perhaps. Was it knowledge? Maybe. “I do not know,” Elizabeth said. “What do you, if I may, covet most?”
 
   The Duke shrugged. “I have no idea,” he said. “I merely follow the King, and do as the King orders me.”
 
   “That is a noble pursuit.”
 
   The Duke shrugged again. “Tell me, Elizabeth, have you ever been kissed?”
 
   Elizabeth was twenty years old, she had been an adult now for a long time, but she had never been kissed. She had thought impure thoughts before, and had felt horribly guilty afterwards, but in real life, she had never so much as been held by a man. “I have not,” she whispered.
 
   She almost flinched when the Duke’s hand touched her face. He brushed her chin with his fingertips and then turned her face toward him so they were looking into each other’s eyes. His face was calm and composed. Elizabeth made her face calm and composed, though within she was more scared and excited and alive than she had ever been. The Duke moved his hand down from her chin to her throat, and then he leaned in and kissed her on the lips.
 
   The kiss was full of passion. Feelings Elizabeth had not even known she possessed woke within her. She closed her eyes and breathed in the scent of the Duke. He placed both his hands on her face and moved his tongue into her mouth. She allowed him, and then moved her tongue around with his, their tongues dancing. Her hands were on his shoulders, and then she pulled away, breathing heavily.
 
   “I can’t,” she said. “We are not married. We are not even engaged.”
 
   The Duke smiled. “The world is still so simple for you, isn’t it?”
 
   “I don’t know—”
 
   “I want you to stay at the Castle for a week or so, after the other guests have gone. I will write to your mother and father. It will be impossible for them to refuse.”
 
   “Whatever for?” Elizabeth said.
 
   “So I can court you, of course, my lady.”
 
   Elizabeth felt herself blush a fierce red. A Duke had just told her he wanted to court her. She didn’t know what to say, so she said nothing. She only looked at him, straight in the eyes, to see if she could discover his intent. Why would a Duke want to court a poor girl from a minor family? Why would a Duke bother with her at all? Because you’re nothing like those backstabbing, two-faced, sadistic harlots in there, perhaps!
 
   The Duke once again offered his arm. And Elizabeth once again accepted. The Duke leaned in and kissed Elizabeth on the neck. Her skin pricked with warmth and a tingly pleasure permeated her body.
 
   When they returned to the party, the Duke left immediately to write the letter to Mother and Father, which he would send by messenger this very day. Elizabeth could imagine her father’s fury at reading the letter, but the Duke was correct. He could not openly refuse without causing a scandal, and Father had had too many candles as it was.
 
   No, as far as Father was concerned, she was safe. But was she safe from the Duke? What, exactly, did he want from her? Thoughts whirred through her head, impure, un-ladylike thoughts, and feelings warred in her chest, lustful and frightening feelings.
 
   That night, as she laid her head down upon the guest bed, she dreamt of the Duke.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Elizabeth woke the next morning to a knock at her door. She put on the robe the Duke’s servants had laid out in the room and went to the door. Opening it, she saw a young girl with a freckled face. “The Duke wants to know if you want to breakfast with him, misses.”
 
   “It would be my pleasure,” Elizabeth said, sounding much calmer than she felt. “I will be there shortly.”
 
   She quickly dressed in a day dress and fixed her hair so it fell loosely to her shoulders. She looked at herself in the mirror for a moment. Her skin was so white it was almost ghostly. Her eyes were dark blue, almost black. She was thin, with a thin waist and neck. Her cheekbones were set high in her face, and there was something behind her eyes: a hint of mischief, of dormant playfulness.
 
   When she entered the breakfast room, the Duke stood from his chair and waved Elizabeth in. The table was laden with pastries and cakes. The Duke pulled out Elizabeth’s chair for her, and then seated himself opposite her. He smiled. “Did you sleep well, my lady?” he said.
 
   “Very well, thank you,” Elizabeth lied. In truth, she had woken twice during the night, each time hot and flustered after a dream about the Duke, each time wanting to touch herself in a most inappropriate way. She had wanted to reach down, and just once, just touch—No, that is wrong, Elizabeth. Wrong!
 
   “Good,” the Duke said, in his calm, emotionless voice. “We will walk the grounds after we have breakfasted.”
 
   Elizabeth nodded and they ate in silence. Afterwards, the Duke gave Elizabeth his arm and together they walked around the Castle, under ornate arches and through wide open courtyards, and then toward the wood with their thick, healthy green leaves. “I am not built for the ball life,” the Duke said, after a long silence. “I was glad to find you at the party yesterday, because it seemed you were not built for the ball life, either. There is so much pretending that goes along with a life like that. One must always been on one’s guard, lest one ‘let something slip’ and cause a scandal. They stand around drinking wine and laughing and they have no idea what is happening just right across the Channel.”
 
   “It must be hard, fighting in a war,” Elizabeth said.
 
   “I used to think so,” the Duke said. “And then the fighting stopped, and I returned to my Castle, and I was forced to mingle with lords and ladies for whom a crisis constitutes having to eat apple cakes instead of lemon cakes.”
 
   Elizabeth laughed, and then swiftly covered her mouth.
 
   “You may laugh, if you wish,” the Duke said. There was almost a hint of warmth in his voice, but not quite. It was more like there was the potential for warmth in his voice.
 
   Elizabeth was so used to the cramped, suffocating atmosphere of her home life that the idea that she could actually laugh aloud was strange to her. She imagined the scenario at home: Father somberly drinking and smoking before the fire, Mother knitting, the only noise coming from her the click-click-click of the needles, and then Elizabeth reads something that makes her laugh, and she laughs aloud for the two of them to hear. No doubt Father would start raving about how his daughter finds their misfortune funny, and Mother would simply retire to her bedroom.
 
   “Laughter does not come easily to me,” she said.
 
   “Okay,” the Duke said. “What does come easily to you, my lady?”
 
   Elizabeth tried to think of something, but nothing was magnificent: nothing was worthy of a scene like this. But then, she decided, did she want to be the sort of woman who pretends her life is grand and adventurous when in fact it was rather dull? Did she want to be a Charlotte-type woman? “I care for the pigs and chickens,” she said. “And I read a lot. Father did not sell our books, so I still have many to choose from. There are some Greek scripts, and I have taught myself the basics. Enough to get along with some simpler texts, anyway. I love to read. I forget everything when I read. I do not feel as though I’m even in the same world when I read. The pages eat me.”
 
   The Duke nodded. “And lots of adventures happen in these books, do they?”
 
   “Oh, yes,” Elizabeth said. “Adventures of all sorts.”
 
   “What about soldiers-cum-dukes wooing beautiful ladies?”
 
   Elizabeth smiled. “I have not read that tale yet, my lord.”
 
   The Duke placed his hand on Elizabeth’s leg. Elizabeth felt the heat from his hand move up her thigh, up, toward her private area. She knew she should bat his hand away, or tell him to move it away from her. She was not that kind of woman. But he was not trying anything else; and his hand really did feel quite nice there. They sat like that for a time, and then Elizabeth laid her hand over the Duke’s. He squeezed her leg, and together watched the course of a bird as it ducked from the clouds, into the trees, and then back up into the clouds again.
 
   “Will you dine with me tonight, my lady?” the Duke said.
 
   “Yes, of course,” Elizabeth replied. “It would be my pleasure.”
 
   The Duke stood and together they walked back through the gardens. Elizabeth did not know how to feel about all of this. One side of her was ecstatic and overly happy that she was here, in the Duke’s gardens, with this captivating man. Another half of her was wary. She had never dreamt, when she was among the pigs and chickens, that she would be in the Duke’s Castle alone.
 
   Anything could happen here, she thought, with a mixture of excitement and fear. Anything at all.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   That evening Elizabeth donned one of the dresses the Duke had lent her – that he had left waiting for her in the dresser – and joined him in the dining room for a dinner of duck and potato. They ate in silence for a time, and then the Duke ordered wine and drank greedily. Elizabeth, who had never had lots of wine, decided to indulge for the first time tonight. She drank down a large glass and then another, and soon the room had become unfocused. The Duke laughed. “I believe you are drunk,” he said.
 
   “Me! No, my lord, never!”
 
   He laughed again and Elizabeth laughed with him. The sound of her own laughter startled her, so rarely did she hear it. It was like listening to the laughter of a stranger. She sounded happier than she had sounded in a long time, this stranger; and Elizabeth was happy for her. After dinner, the Duke took her arm and led her from the dining room.
 
   He led her through the Castle, past old paintings of previous Dukes and ladies, past ornate suits of armor, past mounted animal heads, to a cavernous room. The room was dim, and the Duke rushed around lighting torches in the walls. When the torches plumed their orange light, Elizabeth took in a quick, frantic breath. The room was lined with shelf upon shelf, and upon each shelf sat dozens and dozens – or hundreds and hundreds – of books. Perhaps it was the wine, or the shock, but Elizabeth threw herself down in a nearby chair and looked around at the books.
 
   “This is incredible,” she said. “This is absolutely incredible. How many are there? There must be thousands!”
 
   “You like it?” the Duke said. “I am glad. This library is yours, if you will accept my proposal.”
 
   “Your proposal?”
 
   The Duke stood behind her and rested his hands on her shoulders. “I wish you to be my wife, Elizabeth Hawk. Yes, we do not know each other well at all, but that need not hinder us. How many men and women become husband and wife simply through the exchange of letters? We are steps above them already, as one hour spent in person is worth one-hundred letters. I also believe it will be beneficial for your family. Of course I will settle your father’s debts.”
 
   “But why?” Elizabeth blurted, the only thing she could think to say. “You could have anybody.”
 
   “I do not want anybody.” The Duke’s voice had not altered from the crisp deadpan monotone, in which no emotion was heard. “I want you. You are not like other women. You have not got their pretentiousness, their entitlement. You enjoy the quiet and nature and that is enough for me.”
 
   Elizabeth knew she should say yes, but for some reason the word simply wouldn’t part her lips. She didn’t feel comfortable marrying a man she had only known for two days, no matter how fine of a match it was. She knew he was right; marriages were often built upon the man and wife never having met once. But she had never wanted a marriage like that. In fact, had she ever wanted a marriage? She couldn’t recall fantasizing about it, like other girls must have done.
 
   “I need to think,” she said. “May I give you my answer at the end of the week?”
 
   The Duke bowed slightly. “Of course. Now, let us enjoy the books.”
 
   Together they walked through the stacks of books, occasionally picking one down and reading, sometimes just looking at the worn, ancient covers. Elizabeth found masses of French novels, which she picked up and looked over. She had enough French to read sentimental novels – some of her favorite novels were French – and she had a grand time reading over these. She began to amass a pile of a nearby table, which she would take back to her bedroom to read later. The Duke watched her with a sort of pride as she navigated the books. Whether it was pride for the books or pride for her, Elizabeth didn’t know. All she knew was that she liked the look in the Duke’s eyes. It was almost human. And a slight smile touched his otherwise straight-line lips.
 
   “Are you having fun?” the Duke said, when she had piled up around ten books.
 
   “Yes, yes!” Elizabeth beamed. “I have never seen so many books. Even if I lived a hundred years I would never be able to read so many books!”
 
   “I know,” the Duke said. “It is a travesty that people must go without books when I have so many which I rarely read.”
 
   “You have lived it, though, haven’t you?”
 
   “I have lived through much which is present in novels, yes,” the Duke said. “But I have not experienced all there is to experience. Who has?”
 
   Elizabeth nodded and was about to pick up the books when the Duke rushed over and picked them up for her. She led him to her bedroom, and he walked in behind her and placed the books on the desk. “May I sit?” the Duke said.
 
   Elizabeth nodded and the Duke sat on the chair; she sat on the bed. They looked at each other for a time in silence. Elizabeth was feeling as though she had known this man her whole life. Perhaps it was because she so rarely attended social functions, or perhaps it was God’s interjection, but she felt as though she were not getting to know a person for the first time, but reacquainting with an old friend. The Duke regarded her with his hard face. “I hope the room is to your liking,” he said.
 
   “Very much so,” Elizabeth said. “It is a lovely room.”
 
   “And the hospitality? It suits you well, I trust.”
 
   Elizabeth assured him that it did.
 
   The Duke stared down at his hands, and then back up at Elizabeth. “I must confess, Elizabeth, I have not much experience in wooing a woman. Most of my life has been spent fighting and serving the King. When it comes to matters of the heart, I am afraid I am damaged.”
 
   Elizabeth wanted to go to him then and hold him in her arms. But that would be crossing a line she was not sure she wanted to cross. You have already kissed, you silly woman! What other line is there to cross! But couldn’t go to him so soon after the proposal; it would send a signal. Instead, she sighed and said: “I am damaged, too. The prospects for my family were good when I was young. I was the only girl of four boys, the youngest of the family. Then two of my brothers were killed in the war. The other is abroad; we don’t know where. After their deaths, Father started to gamble. He gambled my birthright away before I was fifteen, and since then I have been drawn inward. Within I cannot feel the pain that I so often feel without. Within, I am safe. It makes it difficult to interact with people. I find myself being cold just to keep people away. I only feel like I can tell you this because you are as cold as me, if not colder. I only feel I can tell you this because you are the Duke of Ice.”
 
   “Is that what they call me? The Duke of Ice?”
 
   “Some call you that, yes,” Elizabeth said.
 
   “It is a silly nickname.”
 
   “It is,” Elizabeth agreed.
 
   “If I am cold,” the Duke said, “it is because the world has made me cold. I have watched all of my closest friends die. I have killed more men than a man should ever kill. I have lived amongst enemies for two years and found most of their people to be kind, just, not unlike our own people. I have been warped and ill-used by war. If I were not a Duke I would be a madman. As it is, people merely whisper of me in nicknames. I remember one day, I had been hiding in a barn. The farmer discovered me and made me leave. I did not blame him. If the army found me, they would punish him.
 
   “So I ran. I ran and I ran and I ran. I couldn’t come home, because the King was sending troops, and I am a loyal man. So I just kept running. Until one day I came to another barn. This one had two women hanging from it. It was awful. I never discovered why they had been killed or who was responsible for it. It was then that I decided it was better for a person not to feel anything at all. It is easier.”
 
   “It can be,” Elizabeth whispered. “It can be much, much easier.”
 
   The Duke nodded. “You look very beautiful when you look into the distance like that. Like you’re in a dream.”
 
   “Duke,” Elizabeth said.
 
   “Harold.”
 
   “Harold,” she went on. “Please, tell me the truth, why do you want to marry me? There is a connection between us – I cannot deny that – but there must be some other reason. A man in your position cannot afford to marry based upon emotion alone.”
 
   The Duke rubbed his jaw and let out a long sigh. “There is a reason,” he said. “But it is no longer valid. If the reason were not there I would still wish to marry you as soon as you would have me. But fine, I will give you the reason I threw the party and invited so many unmarried women. The King wishes for me to marry. It is making him look bad, apparently, to have a renegade around him in peacetime. He needs me to marry so that the rumors about me can cease.”
 
   “I am merely a pawn!” Elizabeth cried. “I am a piece in your game of houses!”
 
   Elizabeth felt as though she’d been punched in the chest. She had kissed this man – she had kissed this man, for Heaven’s sake – and now he was telling her he had lied to her face. She had dishonored herself with him. If anybody were to find out that she had kissed a man without being married to him, she would be ruined forever. “I was just one of many, was I, at the party? One of many that you thought you could marry!”
 
   “That is not how it is,” Harold said, his voice never changing tone or inflection. “I needed a wife. I saw you. You were by far the most interesting woman at that party. I spent time talking to the others and I was disappointed. Yes, it started in a rather sordid way, I will give you that. But we have had a nice time of it over these past two days, haven’t we? I truly believe we are getting to know each other.”
 
   “I do not know you at all,” Elizabeth said. “You lied to me and you—kissed me!”
 
   “I should not have kissed you,” Harold said. “I own that. It was wrong of me. But do not tell me that you did not enjoy the kiss. I know you did, and you know you did. We both enjoyed it. Is that wrong?”
 
   “We are not married,” Elizabeth said. “Whether or not it is wrong makes no difference when the consensus is that it is wrong. I will be ruined if anybody ever discovers this!”
 
   “Nobody ever will,” Harold said calmly. “And it will not matter if we marry.”
 
   “Is this your ploy, to kiss me and then blackmail me into marriage?”
 
   “Now you are being silly,” Harold said. “I am not blackmailing you. I would never do something like that.”
 
   “How can you just sit there and talk with such a calm voice? Are you not excited? Are you not sorrowful?”
 
   “I am patient,” Harold said slowly. “I am patient and I am sorry. But I will not weep if that is what you wish. I wept my last tears a long time ago.”
 
   Elizabeth breathed heavily and composed herself, summoning her inner-calm. “Leave me now, if you if would,” she said. “Please, I wish to spend this night alone.”
 
   “Very well,” he said, rising. “I will see you on the morrow.”
 
   Elizabeth waited for the door to close behind him and then threw herself onto the bed, feelings twisting through her like gnarled branches.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Elizabeth woke in the middle of the night with a feeling of almost overwhelming dread. Like every women, she had heard horror stories about men using them and then ruining them. To some men, she knew, using a woman was just a sport, something to be done and then laughed about afterwards. You didn’t need to take a woman’s feelings into consideration when you were a certain kind of mind. You merely did what you wanted and damned the consequences. Elizabeth had to hope that Harold was not a man like that. If he was, she was already ruined. She had already crossed a line. Perhaps there is a land where a woman can kiss whomever she wants, but it is not this one.
 
   She tried to reclaim sleep, but it wouldn’t come. She walked to the desk and lit a candle, and hunched over a French novel about a woman who is stolen from a small town and carried to Paris, where she learns how to become a proper lady. Only at the end was the small town French woman rumbled, when she failed to read a piece of Greek script. She was thrown aside by the man who had stolen her and was forced to return to her town, disgraced.
 
   Elizabeth closed the book. The sun was rising. She fell into bed and closed her eyes. From pure exhaustion, she was able to sleep for a few hours.
 
   She woke to a knocking at the door. The Duke wanted her to join him for breakfast. Part of Elizabeth wanted to scream: I’m not coming to breakfast. In fact, I’m going home this very minute! But the pull of the Duke was strong. Harold was a man who was extremely well-suited to her, despite his dishonesty. And as much as she hated to admit her weakness, she wanted to see him again. She wanted to look into his eyes and have him look back into hers. She wanted to feel his hand on her leg. God help her, she was attracted to this man.
 
   She dressed in a simple gown and walked to the breakfast room like a woman walking to the gallows. She was doomed by her own attraction to him, she realized. But if she was doomed, so was he. And she knew one thing: if she had to, if it really came down to it, she could completely shut off her emotions and sever her ties with this man. Dishonor or no dishonor, Elizabeth could do it if she had to.
 
   Harold looked anxious upon her entry. He nearly jumped out of his chair and rushed around the table to pull Elizabeth’s chair out for her. Elizabeth gratefully sat and waited for breakfast to be served. They ate a simple meal of bread and meat, and then the Duke leaned forward on his elbows and stared at Elizabeth. “I am sorry for my dishonesty,” he said. “Truly, I am.”
 
   “If you are lying about this, what else are you lying about? That is what worries me the most. We have not known each other for very long. What secrets am I to discover after we have married?”
 
   “You can ask me anything, and I will answer honestly. But the King’s direction is the only secret I have that pertains directly to you.”
 
   “I will judge that,” Elizabeth said. “For example, have you been with a woman before?”
 
   “Yes,” Harold said, looking down at the table.
 
   “How many?”
 
   “Six.”
 
   “Six!”
 
   “How is that possible?”
 
   Harold shrugged. “I have traveled, Elizabeth. But they were always flings, over within a day and never thought of again. I want to marry you, to make you my wife, and to serve you well. That is the truth of it.”
 
   She looked into his eyes and tried to gauge if he was being dishonest or not. As far as she could tell, his feelings were sincere, but how was one to know? For all she knew, he had used these same exact lines on the other six women. But there was the lust, as well, that was calling out even now, as she looked at him. How she wanted to touch him more, and have him touch her more. How she wanted to go further than a kiss…
 
   Stop it, she told herself. Stop thinking like this. It is not proper! You are a lady!
 
   But thoughts of that kind were not so easily extinguished. “I would have some proof that you really wish to marry me,” she said slowly.
 
   “How am I to prove it to you?”
 
   Elizabeth shrugged. “I do not know. But that is that I require.”
 
   “If I can prove that I am sincere, will you marry me?”
 
   “Yes,” she said, far too quickly. She laughed at her own eagerness. “Yes,” she repeated. “If you can prove it.”
 
   The Duke nodded and then rang the service bell. The freckle-faced girl Elizabeth had seen around the Castle walked in. “Katherine,” Harold said.
 
   “Yessir?”
 
   “Have you heard the good news?”
 
   “The good news, sir?”
 
   “Yes! Haven't you heard? Elizabeth and I are getting married.”
 
   The girl’s face lit up and she congratulated the two of them before retrieving the plates. Harold grinned for the first time since Elizabeth had met him. “You see?” he said. “She will tell the other servants, who will tell the messenger boy when he comes in the morning. Before you know it rumors will be all over England. We are, for all intents are purposes, publically engaged. But just to make it more definite…” He rose and walked to a table upon which rested a quill, inkpot, and paper. He scribbled quickly and then handed Elizabeth the paper.
 
   It read:
 
    
 
   Mr. Hawk,
 
    
 
   I am delighted to inform you that your daughter and I are engaged,
 
    
 
   Signed,
 
    
 
   Harold Stonewall
 
    
 
   He folded the paper and enclosed it in an envelope, which he sealed the Stonewall seal. “I would be a flagrant liar indeed if I denied that I wrote this letter, seeing as it bears my signature and my seal. Now, I will send this off immediately.” He rang the service bell again. A different servant entered this time. She grinned as she collected the plates. “Congratulations, m’lordmm’lady.”
 
   News does travel fast.
 
   “Take this letter to town and have it sent to the Hawk residence immediately,” Harold said. “I wish for England to know of our engagement as soon as possible.”
 
   After the servant had left, Harold returned to his seat and smiled at Elizabeth. “Is that sufficient proof, my lady?”
 
   “Harold, I want to ask something of you, but I fear it may be monstrously un-ladylike.”
 
   “Ask away, Elizabeth. Social mores have never overly interested me.”
 
   “Would you accompany me to my bedroom?”
 
   Her mouth was dry as she said this. She was worried that the Duke might laugh at her, or turn on her utterly. Instead, he rose to his feet and walked around the table. Standing over her, he offered her his arm. “Let us retire for the morning, my lady,” he said.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Harold placed her on the bed as though she weighed nothing and began undressing her. Every part of Elizabeth was alive with anticipated pleasure. Her private area was pulsating with warmth. Harold’s body was strong and firm over hers as he unlaced her bodice and threw it upon the floor. Soon she was naked, laying on her back and looking up at him. He pulled off his own clothes until he, too, was naked.
 
   His body was muscular, rippled with strong, tense muscles. His skin was white and hairless. Scars marked him here and there, but they were faded and did nothing to detract from his attractiveness. “I will be inside you soon, my lady,” he said.
 
   His private area was hard and big. She had never seen a man’s parts before, but as soon as she saw this one, she knew it would be amazing. She reached out, and he walked toward her, and then her hand touched it. “What shall I do?” she said.
 
   “Rub it, my lady,” he said.
 
   She rubbed it up and down, gripping it in her hand and hoping she was doing it right. She was so excited that with her other hand she reached down and began to rub her private parts, that special hot spot on the outside that she sometimes rubbed even though she knew she shouldn’t. Harold began to moan. He reached down and grabbed her breasts, pushing them together, tweaking her nipples with her fingertips.
 
   Then he leaned over her and parted her legs with his knees. “It will hurt at first,” he said. “But then it will feel amazing.”
 
   Slowly, gently, he pushed himself inside of her. He was right. At first, for the first few minutes, the pain was extraordinary. She bit her lip and closed her eyes and waited for the pain to pass. And then, as he began to go quicker, the pain faded and a white-hot pleasure replaced it. It was warm and wet and like nothing she had ever experienced.
 
   She lifted her legs and began to move with the motions of his thrusts, pushing down as he thrust into her. His private went deep inside of her, touching a hot spot that caused pleasure to pulsate through her body. She closed her eyes and bit her lip as something built within her, like water against a dam, building and building. All she knew now was his private entering her, the heat between her legs, the tingles all over her body. She pushed down again and again, and then—
 
   everything released in one rush; the water washed over the dam. Pleasure washed over her body. She let out a loud moan and Harold pushed into her harder and faster, pushing and pushing, thrusting hard and deep. Both of them were moaning now; pleasure had captured the two of them at the same moment.
 
   Harold rolled onto his side when it was over and took Elizabeth in his arms. “That was incredible,” she whispered. “I never knew it would feel like that.”
 
   “I never knew it could be like that,” Harold said. “It was never like that before.”
 
   They lay there in silence until around midday when Elizabeth woke to a kiss on the forehead. Harold was leaning over her, his hands in her hair. “I have an idea, my lady,” he said.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Let’s get married today, right now.”
 
   “Harold, are you—”
 
   “Yes, I mean it. If we did not love each other, we would be in a terrible situation now. The only decent thing for me to do would be marry you. Luckily, I want to marry you. I think I love you, Elizabeth. Why should we wait?”
 
   Elizabeth did not need to think about it any longer. The only possible negative was that Father and Mother would not be able to be there. But if Father came he would only ruin it in some way, and Mother would never come without Father. She jumped to her feet, still naked, and threw her arms around him. His hands reached down for her buttocks and began to rub. “Later, we’ll do it twice,” he said into her ear.
 
   She giggled and kissed his neck.
 
   “I will call for the parson,” Harold said. “Dress, and we will be married within the hour.”
 
   He left the room and Elizabeth went to the dresser and sorted through the clothes.
 
   What an odd series of events, she thought, a wide smile on her lips.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   She had chosen a simple white gown for the wedding. Harold was dressed in his military garb. The parson gave a traditional speech about the sanctity of marriage, and then asked them both if they wanted the other person. Elizabeth had no problem saying I do, and neither did Harold. Within the hour the two of them truly were married.
 
   Afterwards, they walked the grounds of the Castle hand in hand. It was good to feel his bare hand against her bare hand, skin on skin, and not have to worry about scandal or retribution of any kind. They were man and wife now; it was the most natural thing in the world for man and wife to walk hand in hand together. They walked into the woods and far away from the Castle until they came to an enclosed copse of trees where they could sit and pretend that the greater world did not exist. Sitting on an upturned log, Elizabeth truly felt as though they were the last people alive.
 
   “This is only the start,” Harold said. “My lady, we will have a beautiful life together. I believe that a man and wife can never fully know each other, but I promise to do my best to know you as well as I know myself. I want us to become one, my lady.”
 
   “Where do you think we will be in five years, my love?” Elizabeth wondered.
 
    
 
   #
 
    
 
   The Hawk family is no longer spoken of with such vindictiveness. The marriage between the Duke of Summerset and I put an end to that. Soon after our marriage, the Duke paid off our family’s debts in full, and invited Father and Mother to come and live in the Castle (in their own wing, of course). This allowed us to check Father’s gambling before it started. He has not gambled in five years, and he grumbles less, too.
 
   The Duke and I are as one; or, rather, the Duke and our two children are as four. He was everything I wished him to be on that day long ago in the woods, where I rested my head on his shoulder and talked of the future, and he laughed and said he would give us everything. The King has even visited us once or twice, and Charlotte practically begs me to come to some social function or other.
 
   But I am content to lay awake at night in the Duke’s arms, breathing heavy from our love-making and looking to the future which still looks so bright.
 
   Perhaps, Ms. Diary, this proves something. Perhaps this proves that one does not have to conform to cunning and meanness to get along in the world. Perhaps this proves that one need not have a heart of ice. Take the Duke, for example. He used to be cold, but now he has thawed and grows warmer every day.
 
   Perhaps ice often hides the warmest hearts.
 
    
 
   
  
 

 
 
   The Brigadier’s Wallflower
 
   Miss Eve Somerset was a wallflower. She knew this, and yet it didn’t make it any easier. She was constantly referred to as a wallflower by her mother, Mrs. Mary Somerset, and her aunt, Miss Alice Wilton. Both women were desperate for Eve to marry and yet were constantly and consistently terrible about the whole affair. On her first season, Auntie Alice had trundled over like a four-horse carriage – she was a momentous woman, with huge hands and a thick neck – and proceeded to talk at length about the relevance of revolution. Revolution! At a social gathering! Revolution at a social gathering where the main topic of conversation was tulips over roses, and all that sort of thing! Auntie Alice was also keen on evaluating men, which would have been fine if this wasn’t in front of the men. She would stomp over, look at the man down her pudgy nose, and then sneer with barely constrained distaste and say something like, “So, sir, how does a man of business make a living these days, anyhow?” This interpolated into a conversation about poetry.
 
   Of course, Mother was always at Eve’s side at any social function. Mother wouldn’t dream of allowing Eve to talk to a man alone, but she always did her best to give Eve and a possible suitor as much room as possible, mainly by turning and pretending to inspect the wallpaper. But invariably Mother would grow tired with this distraction, and then she too, would pile into the conversation. 
 
   “Oh, to be young!” she would exclaim. “Oh, to be young again! The love and the life and the smell of youth! Oh, how I wish Harold were here!” 
 
   Father had died of consumption – it was a family disgrace – and its chief result was that Eve had no dowry to speak of.
 
   Wallflower: the girl who nobody wants to dance with at the party; three seasons and no husband; three-and-twenty and not even engaged. Mother grew less and less optimistic each year, and started to talk about how Eve could help her in her old age. Eve had seen women like this before, women of three-and-five who had never found a husband, and so whose sole purpose in life had been the care of their elder relatives. They walk about with a sort of despondent regret, as though they’d finally realized that they would never attain anything they truly ever wanted. They would look at Eve with wide, jealous eyes. Eve could almost hear them: You must make something of yourself child, before it is too late. Before you become like us!
 
   The problem was, Eve was not the most sociable person. Oh, she had tried. She sometimes even tried hard. But she would get talking with a man, and minutes later she would become unaccountably and rudely bored. She would look at the gentleman, and think about what he had done and who he was, and find nothing at all to interest her. It was almost impudent of her. Here was a girl of three-and-twenty with a dowry that consisted of some hidden jewelry Mother had spirited away from Father, and she was allowing herself to become bored with potential suitors!
 
   But Eve didn’t simply want to fall into a life of emotional numbness. If that was what she longed for, she could simply stay with Auntie and Mother. No, Eve wanted something more. She wanted, for once in her life, to feel something. 
 
   It was at a ball hosted by the Duke of Somerset – a man whom Mother would insist time and time again she was related to by third or fourth cousins – that Eve first saw Captain Charles Appleyard.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Eve entered the ballroom with Auntie and Mother. The girls of eighteen were twirling and prancing in graceful circles, causing the lords to tilt their heads and admire them with warm smiles. Nobody noticed Eve’s entrance. She had entered society three seasons ago and she was not yet married. She was, for all intents and purposes, a wallflower, to be glanced at and quickly dismissed. There were three other wallflowers at the party. They were all nearing five-and-twenty, and were dressed in exceptionally fine dresses, having taken extra care to hide their position. It was hard to say what was wrong with these women – or Eve herself – without looking returning again and again to money. This wallflower’s Father had lost his mind, that wallflower’s Father had taken to gambling, this one’s Father was a poor businessman, that wallflower’s Father lived beyond his means. Few men were willing to marry for love alone, and a woman without a dowry was a poor prospect indeed.
 
   Mother took Eve’s arm and escorted her to the circle of wallflowers, all of whom sat with stern-faced older women who gazed around the party like hungry wolves waiting for scraps. All of them were waiting for some dashing lord to ask their daughter to dance, and then the epic romance between their daughter and the lord would commence, wherein their daughter would be  proved to be lovely enough to redeem the family, both financially and socially. But reality was nothing like French novels, and the wallflowers sat largely ignored.
 
   Eve seated herself, tucked her ankles under her seat and placed her gloved hands upon her lap. She was the perfect picture of beauty and femininity. Her hair was jet-black and bound up in tight ringlets. Her eyes were blue and sparked with life and intellect. Her skin was cloud-white, and her mouth was small and pursed. She would have looked cynical and supercilious, had her eyes not been kind as well as intellectual. 
 
   Mother and Auntie sat either side of her, looking around the party like the other hungry, older women. Eve conversed with the other wallflowers about topics appropriate to a ballroom setting for young ladies looking for husbands, but not wishing to appear too eager. They talked of garb, flowers, housekeeping, children - all topics that bored Eve greatly. She had been taken in by this fellow Napoleon, and the war that had been spreading across Europe. She thought him awfully dreadful and was glad he had finally been beaten and Britain’s men restored to her. But though it was dreadful, it was also wonderfully fascinating. But she knew so little of it; she only knew about it at all by eavesdropping when the vicar visited Mother at home, something he had done twice a week since Father’s death. “Waterloo… Awful business… So many of God’s children taken…”
 
   But Eve was not supposed to be interested in topics of that sort, and she tried her best not to be. She had been at the party for around forty-five minutes when a man entered wearing knee-high black boots, tight white breeches, a long-tailed, black jacket and a shirt whose frills tickled his chin. Though he was dressed in a similar style to the other men at the party, this man had something that made him stand out from the others. An enormous and visible scar ran down his face, starting at the very top of his forehead, moving down his face and across a ruined eye, and ending just shy of his chin. The ruined eye was white and milky, but he did not have it uncovered. Indeed, he seemed confrontational about the lack of eyepatch or some other eye-covering garb. When a lady looked at him, and then involuntarily and instinctively stared, he simply bared his shoulders and stared at her. 
 
   The man entered alone, but presently His Grace, the Duke of Somerset, emerged from a small huddle of men and women and strutted to where the scarred man stood. 
 
   “Ladies and gentleman,” His Grace said loudly, quieting the party for a moment. He pointed to the scared man. “This is Brigadier Charles Appleyard, veteran of Waterloo. He is the reason we can stand here and talk in English today (but let us not discard the French tongue entirely!). Brigadier Appleyard, you have our thanks, and I am greatly moved that you accepted my invitation. Please, treat this home as your own, and make yourself comfortable.”
 
   Brigadier Appleyard regarded His Grace for a moment, and then inclined his head awkwardly, with the lilt of a man who had long been out of polite society. 
 
   “Thank you, Your Grace,” Brigadier Appleyard said.
 
   His Grace beamed and then returned to his group, leaving Brigadier Appleyard stranded in the middle of the ballroom, as though afloat in a sea of social niceties that were utterly perplexing to him. He looked around for a moment, and then his eye settled on the small group of wallflowers. He seemed to shrug to himself, and then he walked toward them. Auntie Alice and Mother sat up straighter, and Eve felt her heart pounding in her chest. But outwardly she was calm and composed. 
 
   “Ladies,” Brigadier Appleyard said, bowing stiffly. “May I sit?”
 
   All of them – around ten ladies in all – stood up and curtseyed. A murmur of Brigadier Appleyard arose from the group of wallflowers. Mother shuffled aside, ostentatiously offering up the chair closest to Eve. Brigadier Appleyard regarded the chair for a moment, and then slid into it. He turned and faced Eve. “So, Miss Somerset,” he said, speaking in short syllables, as though speaking was difficult or painful to him. She noticed that each time he spoke, his scar tugged at his lip. 
 
   “So, Miss Somerset,” he went on. “How are you finding the party?”
 
   *****
 
    
 
   It was difficult to discern his age due to the scar. He could have been anywhere between eight-and-twenty and eight-and-thirty as far as Eve could tell. He was a well-built man, and he held himself as though he had seen much of the world. 
 
   “It must have been awfully exciting,” Eve said.
 
   “Daughter!” Mother exclaimed reproachfully. “I do not think Brigadier Appleyard wishes to speak of such things in such a setting as this, and I do think it is very inappropriate for you to ask.”
 
   “Excuse me, Mother,” Eve said coldly. “I just inferred that Brigadier Appleyard may have wanted to converse on topics not directly related to plumage, but of course I could have been mistaken.” 
 
   Eve felt the small rebellion within her, the small pushing back against her mother’s propriety. She felt guilty, dangerous and excited at the same time. It was not a direct scandal, but it was most certainly inappropriate behavior.
 
   “It is quite alright,” Brigadier Appleyard said at length. He looked at Eve as though he had just seen her for the first time. The other wallflowers had talked long and sincerely on the topic of flowers and the beauty of life and hyperbolic topics of that kind. This was the sort of thing, they had been taught, that men liked in a woman. For the most part they were right. But Brigadier Appleyard had not seemed interested at all. 
 
   “Miss Somerset, the war was not what would traditionally be called exciting. It was rather fearful, violent and jarring. It threw men about and made children of them. If I were to divulge the details, I am afraid His Grace would banish me from the premises. It was a nasty and brutal business.” 
 
   He looked around. Eve was open-eyed and eager. This was the most interesting thing a man had ever said to her. It had nothing at all to do with lovemaking and the faux-insight that that entails. This was true and more real that all of that. But Mother and Auntie and the other older women were staring at him sternly. 
 
   “This is not the topic for a ball, perhaps,” Brigadier Appleyard said. “In fact-”He abruptly he rose to his feet. “I must—apologize,” he said, tripping over his words. “I must—go. I am ever so sorry.” He was about to simply walk away, and then he remembered himself. He turned and bowed, and then walked briskly from the room.
 
   What a fascinating man! Eve thought, smiling.
 
   Auntie Alice whispered, “What a strange man!”
 
   Mother whispered, “What a dangerous man!”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Two months passed in the way it always did. Eve, Auntie and Mother attended social functions, and when they were not at some party or other, they were at home, in their small homestead on the outskirts of Wells, in Somerset. Father had only left them an income sufficient for one maidservant and so Auntie Alice also “pitched in” with the housework, something she was always bitter about. But being an unmarried and poor sister, she did not have much say in the matter.
 
   Eve felt stifled by the smallness of their lives. Some days she found it difficult to fix her small smile to her face and converse with Auntie and Mother. Her mind was starved for excitement or enjoyment of some kind. She knew some women became used to and accepted their situation over time; and Eve was terrified that she would become one of those women. There was nothing she feared more than being so numbed to the beauty and terror of life that she did not care that she was missing out on it.
 
   It was thus manna from heaven when the letter arrived. It was written in the short, blunt hand of a man used to writing military reports and not poetry and love letters. It was addressed to Mother, but Eve was so curious that she could not stop herself from playing the child and leaning over her whilst she opened it. 
 
   “Evie!” Mother cried, a nickname she only used when Eve was being particularly improper. “I shall never open the letter if you continue this nonsense!”
 
   “I am sorry, Mother,” Eve said. “It is only that we so rarely get letters. I sometimes feel like there is a fairy of some kind that intercepts our post before it gets here, and that is why we get so little.”
 
   “You are a woman now, and not a child,” Auntie Alice said from the corner, looking up for a moment from her knitting, the needles looking tiny in her humongous hands. “You should not talk of faeries and topics of that sort.”
 
   “It was only a fantasy,” Eve said. “I do not actually believe in faeries Auntie.”
 
   “Oh my!” Mother cried, and placed the letter (which she had opened in the interval) upon the table. She looked around the room, and apparently at a loss for words, exclaimed again: “Oh my!”
 
   “What is it, Mother?” Eve said, wanting to pick up the letter but knowing she had to wait until Mother gave her permission. “Oh, Mother, may I read it?”
 
   “Yes, yes,” Mother said, waving her hand. “You better had!”
 
   Eve picked up the letter. By the end of it, the letter was shaking in her hand. 
 
   It read—
 
    
 
   Dear Mrs. Somerset,
 
    
 
   I sincerely hope that I am not presuming upon a relationship not fully developed, and that I cause no distress or any other negative emotion by writing this letter. I confess I have not written a letter of this sort for many years, not since before the war, and even then they came to no real consequence. I am writing in the hopes that you will grant me permission to call upon your daughter, Miss Eve Somerset. I am not a rich man, but I have an adequate income and that I believe is equal to your position. I talk of economics because I understand it is important in matters like this, but do not think I write this letter out of any economic motivation. (I have written three more, and all have ended up in tatters, and so I must continue, if only to save good paper!) I am sorry if this letter is not as well-written as a mother would wish, but I am a military man. I will leave the poetry to Mr. Blake. 
 
    
 
   What I am trying to say, Mrs. Somerset, in the most roundabout and indirect way possible, is that I am very interested in your daughter; and if you would give me leave to call on her, I would be most happy indeed.
 
    
 
   Yours Sincerely,
 
    
 
   Brigadier Charles Appleyard.
 
    
 
   “Oh my!” Mother exclaimed, throwing her head back. “What a letter! What a sort of letter!”
 
   Eve read it through thrice more, each time pausing over the words, poring over them, letting them seep into her. Most happy indeed! Very interested! Eve had not imagined that Brigadier Appleyard was interested in her in any way. She had thought he was bored of her – of the coterie of wallflowers – when he stormed out of His Grace’s castle. She had not imagined that something like this would happen. 
 
   “His face!” Auntie Alice muttered fiercely, laying her needles aside.
 
   At the same time, Mother cried, “Sister!”
 
   “Do not chastise me for saying aloud what you must be thinking!” she snapped. “His face is frightful to look upon. Any handsomeness he once had was robbed by the French! That is what I say!”
 
   “Mother, how dare she!” Eve cried.
 
   “You ought to be glad no one is present to hear you talk like that, sister. It is most unbecoming indeed!”
 
   “Mother,” Eve said, turning her back on Auntie. “Will you let him visit us, please? Will you? I don’t care one bit for his face. It doesn’t bother me at all. He—” he talked to me of war, as though I was a man! “He is a most interesting man,” she went on. “And I believe he is courteous and kind, but he was uncomfortable at the ball because there were so many people there and he is not a social man. He is a soldier. You cannot blame a soldier for not marching correctly into a ballroom!”
 
   “It is a mistake,” Auntie muttered.
 
   “Mother, tell her!”
 
   “I could have settled for dozens of frightful men, but I am all the happier that I didn’t!”
 
   “Oh, sister,” Mother said, shaking her head. “Of course we must let him visit. He is a war hero, he has an income, and he is high-ranking in the military. It is all well and good making snide remarks, but of course we must allow him to visit. I will pen a reply.”
 
   After many edits and torn sheets of paper, Mother wrote:
 
    
 
   Dear Brigadier Appleyard,
 
    
 
   We would happily welcome you into our home. I am gladdened to read of how interested you are in Eve, and I am sure she will be happy to see you.
 
    
 
   Yours Sincerely, Mrs. Somerset
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Mother swiftly received a reply to her letter informing her that Brigadier Appleyard would be arriving in Wells in two weeks for an extended stay, during which time he intended to tour the surrounding area and generally retreat from the society he’d so recently been thrust back into. He wished to take a pause, he said, and he could think of nobody better to do that with that young Miss Somerset. 
 
   Eve was hugely excited by this news, and could barely sit still for the two weeks building up to his visit. The last time they had had a formal suitor had been when Eve was one-and-seven and a boy from London had come down to court her, but Eve had ruined that by not allowing the boy to call her “silly flower”. 
 
   “I am not silly,” Eve had said, to the gasps of Mother and Auntie Alice. “And I am not a flower. I am a woman, a quite intelligent woman.” Mother had not talked to her for almost a week after that.
 
   “You will not embarrass this home again,” Mother said, the night before Brigadier Appleyard was due to arrive. “You will be decorous and proper at all times. You will not make remarks unbecoming of a young lady. You will not behave in a forward or improper manner. You will at all times be a lady, Eve. For the sake of your prospects, listen to your old mother! And remember at all times, he is here to win you, not the other way around. You must never appear overzealous with men. They are an – shall we say – eager sex, my sweet daughter. You know little of the world, and so you will not know of what I speak. But trust me when I say that nobler women than you have been brought lower than maidservants by the eagerness of their speech.”
 
   Eve endured this speech by nodding and smiling, which was how she had learnt to deal with all of Mother’s long speeches. Auntie Alice wouldn’t say anything about the meeting since Mother had scolded her two nights ago. “If you will talk like that about a man who fought for your country, sister,” Mother had said, leaning over her, “then you can get out of my house!”
 
   The only sound to be heard from Auntie Alice now was the click-click-click of her knitting needles. 
 
   Finally, the day arrived. Brigadier Appleyard sent a calling card in the morning asking if he may visit around one o’ clock. Mother responded that that was acceptable and Eve spent the morning in the most intense anticipation. She felt as though she had spent the last month climbing a vast mountain, and now she was so close to the top she could see sunlight cresting it, washing down toward her, over her face. However, despite this thrill of anticipation, a pit had opened in her stomach; she was incredibly nervous. When one has not spoken intimately with the opposite sex for a long time, one ceases to believe one is capable of such discourse. 
 
   But there was not long to be nervous. Presently Eve arose to a knocking at the door. “Sit down!” Mother hissed. “Let Ellie answer it!” (Ellie being the only maidservant they had been able to keep on at reduced wages.) 
 
   There was a shuffling without, and then Ellie led in Brigadier Appleyard. He looked around the room and smiled tightly when he saw Eve, his scar tugging at his upper lip. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Brigadier Appleyard,” Mother said, rising and curtseying. “It is a pleasure to welcome you into our humble home. I hope the journey here was agreeable.”
 
   Brigadier Appleyard appeared lost for a moment. Then his head snapped to Mother and he nodded briskly. 
 
   “Yes, thank you,” he said. “The roads were at peace. It was—a nice change from—from the way things have been—elsewhere.” He flinched as though inflicted by his own words. “Ladies, thank you for allowing me into your home.”
 
   “I believe you have met my daughter, Miss Eve Somerset?”
 
   Eve had already stood. Now she curtseyed low and formally, but looked up for a quick, secret moment and caught Brigadier Appleyard’s eye. She looked down quickly, lest she appear coquettish. 
 
   “And my sister, Miss Alice Wilton,” Mother went on.
 
   Auntie Alice curtseyed clumsily, looking anywhere but into Brigadier Appleyard’s face. 
 
   “Please, Brigadier Appleyard, sit down,” Mother said.
 
   “You may use my Christian name, if you wish,” he said, as he took a seat on the chair that faced the three women. “Or you may simply call me Brigadier.”
 
   Mother inclined her head. “Very well, Brigadier.”
 
   “Charles, isn’t it?” Eve said.
 
   Mother’s head snapped around, and regarded her balefully. “Forgive my daughter,” she said hurriedly.
 
   “It is quite fine,” Charles said. Charles, Charles, Charles! “I gave you permission, and it is of no concern to me. In truth, the last thing a soldier wants – even a Brigadier – when he comes home is to be constantly reminded that he is, in fact, a soldier.”
 
   Soon Ellie entered with tea and cakes. She laid them out upon the table, poured the tea and left quickly, as Mother had instructed her. They had had to dismiss their footman, as they did not host nearly enough and he had cost too much to keep on. They had only been able to keep Ellie, whose responsibility it was now to wait upon visitors. Mother seemed to hold her breath as Ellie served the food and drink. Eve could almost see her thoughts. He sees we don’t have a footman! He will judge us! He will judge us harshly!
 
   But the Brigadier didn’t judge them at all. He simply took his drink and sipped it slowly. “Miss Somerset,” he said, facing Eve. “I must say, and please excuse my brutish way of putting it – I am afraid a soldier is not picked for his manners in times of war—I must say that I was surprised to see a woman of your elegance sitting amongst the wallflowers. A ghastly phrase, I know!” He shook his head. “A ghastly phrase,” he repeated. “But I am no wordsmith, as my letter proved.” He seemed to be tripping upon words. “What I mean to say is it startled me. That is all.”
 
   “As it does me,” Eve said, as smoothly as she could. She folded her gloved hands in her lap. “But one must accept, mustn’t one, that being startled is a main course of life? I, for example, was startled and delighted to read your letter. Despite your protestations, it was most well-written and sincere. One rarely reads a sincere letter these days.”
 
   “I could not agree more,” Charles said. “Yes, I could not agree more. Eloquence, sincerity and grandiosity are perhaps too close for comfort in some souls.”
 
   “And you said you were no word-smith, sir!” Eve exclaimed, forgetting herself for a moment.
 
   Mother shot her an accusatory look. Auntie Alice scoffed under her breath. Eve let out a sigh and forced her face to resume its calm impassivity. But she had seen the smile on his face, too. Just for a moment, they had looked across at each other and smiled, just smiled, as though they were good friends who had known each other for years. Eve felt an affinity with him, and she wished Mother and Auntie Alice would make some excuse and go away somewhere else. But of course that would not happen.
 
   “You are a vivacious young lady, aren’t you, Miss Somerset?” the Brigadier said, with a smile that banished his scar for a moment. “When I was in the war, I used to dream of meeting a woman like—Forgive me, ladies, I have too long been away from society, and my thoughts sometimes turn into sentences without my consultation. This—this tea is wonderful.” He paused, his brow knitting, as though he was trying to devise a particularly complex plan. “Miss Somerset, I would like to know about you. I would like to know about your person, that is. What it is you enjoy doing. What it is that makes you, you.”
 
   Mother nodded approvingly at this, and so Eve felt like she had permission to actually talk. “I adore reading,” Eve said. She quickly glanced at Mother. Nobody knew that Eve had taught herself Latin and Greek in the years of being a wallflower, had sneaked into Father’s old library and pored over the books which Mother refused to sell out of some belated sense of pride; Mother thought Eve read only light novels. She couldn’t expound fully on her reading without informing Mother. 
 
   “And I like to walk among nature,” she went on, and then stopped. Could she tell him that it was the natural arts that also interested her, the terminology and characterization of plant life, and not just the prettiness of this or that flower? Not with Mother present. She couldn’t state her interest in anything approaching intellectual study, a subject most inappropriate to a lady, a head-straining subject, a hysteria-inducing subject. 
 
   “And I enjoy painting,” she said. Here, at least, she needn’t fear Mother and Auntie Alice’s scorn. Painting, if done in a ladylike manner, was permitted. She talked for a time about her love of painting, which was nowhere near as her love of reading or nature, but still quite large, and then she asked the Brigadier, if it were not too forward, about himself. 
 
   “I have an income large enough to sustain a household with right servants and a small patch of land,” Charles said. His fingertips danced across the table, either from nerves or excitement. Auntie Alice looked at them with barely hidden disdain. He is a Brigadier and you are an unmarried spinster, Auntie! How dare you look at him like that! The scorn was a surprise to Eve, and with an effort she forced it back. “But ever since returning from the war I have been adrift and directionless. Most of my old friends died in the war, I am afraid to say, and I am an outcast now. I am an outcast because I am a scarred man, as you can see, and because I have made myself an outcast. Balls and parties and the lumière de la vie of high society no longer interest me terribly. That is why I sat beside you at the ball, Miss Somerset. I sensed, by your countenance and the way you looked upon the ball, that you, too, had become jaded with the whole affair.”
 
   Three seasons of pruning and prancing and smiling and dancing. One does become tired!
 
   The Brigadier seemed to be building up to something. Suddenly he leant forward and looked down at his hands, making him look half-wild, leaning forward like that in a drawing-room. “I confess I did not come here simply to visit with you, Miss Somerset, Mrs. Somerset, Miss Wilton. I confess I had another reason for coming to Wells. As I have said, I have a homestead and servants, a middling income, and a distaste for participating indefinitely in high society. 
 
   “Yes,” he went on. “I had another reason altogether for coming here today. I wish to ask, Miss Somerset, if you would be my wife. And as you are her guardian, Mrs. Somerset, I would ask your permission to make such a request.”
 
   A proposal! Eve thought, her heart hammering within her chest.
 
   Auntie Alice let out a long breath.
 
   Mother started as though struck. “My!” she exclaimed, before regaining her composure. “This is a surprise!”
 
    
 
   *****
 
   Charles left soon after making his proposal to an indefinite answer from Mother. “I would appreciate it if you gave us some time – a week, say – to deliberate upon your proposal. You can of course call on us again in that time if you wish.”
 
   As soon as Charles had left, Eve went to Mother. “Please, say yes, Mother,” Eve said. 
 
   “You wish to marry him?” Mother said. “You have only met him twice.”
 
   “You only met Father once!” Eve cried. “Many women don’t even meet their husband before marrying him! You know that!”
 
   “There is no need to get so excited,” Mother said. “I merely wish to think on the decision. It is no small thing, agreeing to marriage.”
 
   “He has a house and servants and an income, Mother,” Eve said, knowing that she was more likely to get to her in this way. “He has the means to properly care for me. And you do want grandchildren, do you not?”
 
   “Of course I do,” Mother said quietly. “It’s just—I will lose you, my sweet daughter.”
 
   In her excitement, Eve hadn’t considered this aspect of it. Of course Mother was right. If she said yes and Eve married Charles, Mother would be without a daughter. It would just be her and Auntie Alice all alone in this house. For the past few years, Eve had been their project, the purpose to their lives. Now she was under threat of being taken away. And then what will become of them?
 
   “He is a brilliant man, Mother,” Eve persisted, pushing those thoughts aside. She wanted to marry Brigadier Charles Appleyard more than anything. Of that she was sure. “I believe he may be a perfect match for me. I believe we may be happy together.”
 
   “Well, we will see,” Mother muttered. “I must think about this.”
 
   The next day, Charles called again. This time he stood at the door. “I would like to walk the grounds with Miss Somerset, if that is acceptable,” he said. “Of course we will stay in sight of the house.”
 
   Eve almost bit her lip in excitement. He just asked her! He just came out and asked her! “I do not think—” Mother paused, and then nodded. “If you walk no further than to the end of the garden, I suppose it is okay.”
 
   Eve knew Mother only accepted because Auntie Alice was asleep upstairs and unable to throw her judgmental gaze around. The unspoken agreement was that Eve would return before Auntie Alice awoke to avoid any unnecessary complications. Eve stood and walked toward the door where Charles stood. She felt strange, walking without Mother right beside her, but Mother only looked up once and smiled supportively. 
 
   Charles and she left the house and walked down to the end of the garden: a small garden with a few flowers bordering the sides, and weeds growing here and there where a gardener hadn’t been in years. They stood in full view of the window and faced each other. “This is the first time we have been alone,” Charles said slowly, as though it was a great fact of the world. “I do hope your mother says yes,” he went on. “I could barely sleep last night for thinking of it. I need a wife, and I do not believe any lady would suit me more than you. Yes, yes, I know, I am making love to you. I cannot help it. I thought the love had been torn from my heart, but, alas, it has not.”
 
   “Alas?” Eve said. “It saddens you?”
 
   “The love does not sadden me,” Charles said. “The idea of losing it does.” He paused, and then said: “I do not believe I am the most perceptive of men when it comes to social situations, but I did sense a certain restrain in you yesterday when I asked you to illuminate me concerning your person. Am I correct in thinking you held something back?”
 
   Eve struggled to keep her face impassive, impenetrable, unexcitable, as she had been taught. A flicker of a smile touched her lips for barely an instant. “How did you know?” she said. 
 
   “There was a light in your eyes,” Charles said. “It was as though it was trying to break free, but something – Mrs. Somerset and Miss Wilton, I am guessing – was keeping it trapped. Tell me, Eve, about yourself.”
 
   Nobody had ever taken an interest in Eve before; she had never dreamt that anybody would care. She had thought that either she would become another Auntie Alice, or she would marry some cold and disinterested man. But there was fear in this openness, for what if she shared her interests, which were scandalous in the extreme, and Charles fled her? How will you know, if you do not risk it? Quickly, lest she change her mind, she told Charles of her interest in Latin and Greek and the natural arts. She told him of the sketches she had drawn of various plants, with labels and terminology taken from one dusty book on the subject she’d found buried in the library. She told him of the hours of candlelit study. 
 
   “I knew there was something different about you,” he said. “I simply knew it. The other girls, all so keen to converse about this or that until I no longer had the constitution to listen, and here is a young lady who wishes to talk about the war! Ha!” His scar wrinkled when he laughed. It didn’t bother Eve at all. “And the scar, Miss Somerset?” he said, tracing his finger along it. “You have not flinched from me once. Miss Wilton certainly has, no matter how she tries to hide it. And even Mrs. Somerset has some disgust in her eyes, but not you?”
 
   “It does not bother me at all,” Eve said honestly. 
 
   “Eve,” Charles said, and then looked quickly at the window. “May I kiss your hand? It is monstrous of me to ask, I know. But I would—I would like it very much.”
 
   Eve felt her heartbeat speed up as though a jolt of lightening had just coursed through her. She looked anxiously toward the window and saw that nobody was there; nobody was watching. Her hand was gloved. Slowly, her hands trembling, she unpeeled the glove, revealing her small white hand. Charles reached down and touched her hand. “Miss Somerset, are you sure?”
 
   “Yes, Charles,” she said quietly, her heart hammering in her chest now. “I would— I think I would like it if you did.”
 
   He clasped her hand in his. His hand was rough and war-worn, but warm and somehow safe-feeling, as though nothing could harm her as long as he had hold of her hand. He bowed down and laid his lips upon her skin. She shivered as the sensation ran up her body. “Thank you, Miss Somerset,” Charles said, straightening again. “
 
   Eve quickly put her glove back on, and then she looked toward the house, just to make sure— there, in the top window, stood Auntie Alice, her nose pressed against the glass. As soon as she saw Alice, she darted back into the house, the curtains fluttering behind her. “What is it?” Charles said, looking toward the house. But it was too late. Auntie Alice was gone. “What is it, Miss Somerset? Has something bothered you?”
 
   She saw, Eve thought in panic. Auntie Alice saw. Oh, Heavens, I am going to hear it now!
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Kissed your hand, indeed!” Auntie Alice cried, almost the instant Charles was gone. She paced the room with her knitting bundled in her meaty fist. “In my day, that sort of thing never would have happened! What, a revolution abroad breeds a revolution of skirts over here! Is that how it is? Oh, Lord bless me, kissed your hand indeed!”
 
   Eve bowed her head and waited for the scorn that really mattered, the scorn that would come from Mother: come like a beam of fire. Eve waited and waited until finally Auntie Alice exclaimed: “Mary, aren’t you going to say something to your daughter? She runs around with the man like a common slattern! How dare you let her conduct herself in such a way! How dare you—”
 
   “Enough,” Mother said, her voice as cool as ice. “That is enough, Alice. What’s done is done. It has happened and there is naught we can do about it. So, Eve, my sweet daughter, this is your scheme, is it?”
 
   “Scheme, Mother?” Eve said, confused. 
 
   Mother squinted at her, and then nodded. “Perhaps you are naïve after all. You know of course we must accept the Brigadier’s proposal now. We could barely dream of refusing before, for his income and his prestige. Now there is no question of it. He has touched you now, dear; he has claimed you. I will send word immediately.”
 
   “Oh, Mother!” Eve cried, almost clapping her hands together like when she was a girl. “Do you mean it? I can marry him?”
 
   “This is her punishment?” Auntie Alice said, her voice full of disbelief. “This is how you punish your daughter, your flesh-and-blood? You give her what she wants!”
 
   “Sister,” Mother said quietly. “We have both poured our lives into Eve. We have worked for her marriage ever since my dear, confused husband robbed her of a dowry. This is everything we wanted; and we are lucky that she wants it to. A rare thing in this world. Do not be sad, because she is starting her life. Ours is not over just yet.”
 
   The rest was just background noise. Soon Mother wrote the letter and sent it into town. Within an hour, there was a reply saying that Charles would call tomorrow when they would arrange the vicar and the church. Charles wanted to be married as soon as he could, he wrote in the letter, and would see today about getting the license sorted. Eve sat stunned all through this, barely able to take it all in, barely able to comprehend that her life was changing so drastically before her. 
 
   That night, when she laid her head against the pillow, she dreamt that she was afloat in a sea of black water, water that swallowed up whole countries and left land desolate. She was alone in this sea and helpless, arms flailing, legs kicking, all to no use. And then Charles appeared, but he had no scar, and his manner was kindly and boyish. He picked her up and somehow they were on land, kissing, kissing like no man and woman should kiss.
 
   She awoke, breathing heavily, sweat coating her forehead.
 
   Three-and-twenty, and excited like a mere girl!
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “My dear wife,” Charles said, clutching Eve’s hand. “My dear wife. My dear wife. My dear wife. I feel I must keep saying it, if only to make it all seem real. Perhaps if I repeat it enough times, I will convince myself that it is true. You are beautiful. Do you know that? I do not believe I told you. Yes, you are beautiful. I wish I could better describe just how beautiful you are, but words fail me.”
 
   Eve let these words wash over her. The road beneath them was bumpy, but they were safe and comfortable enough in the carriage. Charles clasped her hand tightly, and she clasped his hand back. There was something almost overwhelming about clutching his hand like this, something that Eve had never felt before. She ran her forefinger over his knuckle, and was astounded when he let out a low sigh. 
 
   “It tickled,” he said, sounding younger than his years (which Eve had learnt were five-and-thirty). “I hope you like our home,” he went on, blushing slightly. He absentmindedly scratched at his scar. “It is not the biggest estate a man has ever owned, but it is spacious enough, and you will want for nothing. There is a library, too, and I can use some of my income to purchase books for you, if you will only give me the topics. I am afraid you are more well-read than I.”
 
   “It does not intimidate you, I hope,” Eve said.
 
   “Not even close,” Charles said. “It refreshes me. It is like a splash of cold water on a sweltering day.”
 
   The carriage stopped at around four o’ clock in the afternoon outside an enclosed estate in which a ten-bedroom, stone-built house stood. The garden was not well-tended, but the grass was healthy and bright green in the waning sunlight. Pillars supported the house and wide windows looked out like glassy smiles. Charles helped Eve down from the carriage and she took the place in, which had to be at least three times the size of Mother’s house. “It is absolutely incredible,” Eve said, her voice full of awe. “Scarily so,” she went on. “I will certainly have to rise to the challenge to be worthy of such a magnificent place, shall I not?”
 
   “You will not change one bit!” Charles exclaimed melodramatically. “If I have to, I will tear the place down and change it in your image, but never the other way around! Never!”
 
   Eve laughed – allowed herself to laugh because he was her husband and Mother was not watching – and stood close beside Charles. Slowly, carefully, as though he was afraid she would bolt like a startled squirrel, he reached down for her hand. She opened her fingers and they interlocked hands. They stood like that for a long time, as the sun began to set behind them, and their home became more and more like a formless shape in the dark. 
 
   In the dark, alone, in his bedroom, and the pleasure and the discovery mixed together—running her hand along his face as they embraced in love—moaning in pleasure as they gyrated as one—rolling across the sheets—giggling into his neck—lying beside each other, exhausted and hopelessly in love.
 
   When the marriage was consummated, Charles rose and walked to the other side of the room. He was naked and Eve could see that the scar on his face was not the only scar he possessed. Bluish moonlight filtered through the windows and illumed a crisscross pattern across his leg and back. He turned and faced her, his manhood – all of him – visible. Naked under the sheets, Eve had never felt so free and so scared in her life. 
 
   “Was it everything you hoped?” Charles said, his voice stilted and awkward again after what they had just done.
 
   “It was,” Eve said, blushing fiercely. “I—” She was about to say I want to do it again. But she couldn’t say that! “I enjoyed it greatly,” she breathed.
 
   “Perhaps you are with child,” Charles said, falling upon the bed and looking down at her. He kissed her forehead and held her close. “I know, I have a master plan. If you are with child, and if the child is a girl, how about we call her Alice, after your dear aunt?”
 
   She looked up at him in astonishment, and then his lips curled mischievously, and he fell upon her with tickling, playful hands. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   They called their first child Mary, after Eve’s mother who died a few months after the marriage: just four months before Mary was born. Little Mary grew to be three before Joseph and William were born. Eve did not give birth for five years after that, and thought herself done with children before her little gift, her precious Grace came into the world. Eve was one-and-thirty when she gave birth to Grace, and when she looked back she had to wonder where those years had gone. She looked all around her and saw children and light and happiness and had to tell herself each day that she was a wallflower, the girl at the party nobody wanted to dance with, the ignored girl, the unpopular girl, the lonely girl—and that she had made it. 
 
    Charles, under the guise of purchasing the books for his own use, acquired many books on the natural arts, history, Latin, Greek, and many other academic topics usually barred from women. Eve and Charles would sit up later in the library together, him smoking his pipe and reading the newspaper, or some correspondence on war, or a collection of diary entries from a prominent soldier, and she would delve into the mysterious of Homer and Lychnischalcedonica. Every so often the two of them would look up, into each other’s eyes, and the unspoken message was there:
 
   We have saved each other, you and I. Nobody else wanted us. Nobody else was interested in us. They thought we were freaks, ugly, revolting. They thought nasty things of us and so we thought nasty things about ourselves. We thought we were the rascals they made us out to be. And then we met each other, and we looked within each other, and we became interested and alive to the possibility that perhaps we were not that bad at all. Perhaps we were a little better than they made us out to be. We were different, yes, but perhaps that wasn’t such a bad thing. And so we held onto that, and now if we were to go back – if God were to grant us that gift – we would not change a thing. We would not alter one mocking stare, one scythe-like comment, one dismissive glance, because all that hate led us to the greatest love we have ever known; all that scorn led us to this. Led us to a love greater than anything they, with their pretense and their prancing and their cynical denial of true emotion and true closeness, will ever know. I love you, Eve. I love you, Charles. Before I met you, I was half. 
 
   They would look into each other’s eyes, and smile, and all this would be communicated. But they wouldn’t say a thing. 
 
   They didn’t need to. 
 
    
 
   
  
 

The Duke’s Match
 
   “I hear he is a frightfully cold-hearted man,” Father said, sucking on his pipe and looking deep into the fire. Lord Lloyd Emerson would have caused a scandal if he’d voiced his opinions in public. Luckily they were just in their drawing-room in the deep country of south west England, just north of Cornwall. “His Grace Edison Wells, he fought in France, you know. His Grace fought the French for us! Yes, but that doesn’t change his bearing toward the world! A cold, cold-hearted man.”
 
   “Husband,” Mother said. “You shall cause a disturbance with such talk.” Lady Esther Emerson shook her head. “We have been invited to a ball by the Duke of Waltren, and all you can think about is causing a disturbance. I pity you, my dear husband.”
 
   “Ha!” Father cried, slapping his knee. “These are dark times indeed, when a man is pitied for having an opinion.”
 
   “It is not the opinion that matters, Father,” Lady Rebecca Emerson said, smiling across the fire at him. “It is the way one expresses it. You cannot just come out and say what you think. It is awfully uncouth, not to mention tactically misguided.”
 
   Father grinned. “Daughter of mine, how intelligent you sound!”
 
   “Yes,” Mother muttered. “It is no way for a lady of three-and-twenty to sound. So arrogant, and yet still unmarried! I wonder if the two are not connected in some pernicious way! Young lords aren’t overly fond of arrogant women, dear. You ought to know that by now.”
 
   “Oh, leave the poor girl alone,” Father said. “She is merely cutting to the heart of it, as she always does.”
 
   Auntie Garnet Leverton looked up from her knitting with a furrowed brow. “I am afraid I must agree with my dear sister,” she said. “If I had known thirty years ago what brashness gifted a woman, I would have become quite meek indeed.”
 
   “You are threatening the girl with your own fate,” Father said, with a kind smile to take out the sting. “You will send her to the Colonies if you keep up such talk.”
 
   “The Colonies?” Mother said. “Did you not hear, my love? There has been a Revolution.”
 
   Father waved his hand. “Revolutions, what a phase! What next, pigs that can ascend to the heavens! Oh, the world! The world!”
 
   Rebecca listened to all this with a profound sense of anticipation. She was to attend a ball at His Grace’s castle in Wells. Oh, how many lords and ladies would be there, how much beauty! She had not lost all the novelty of balls and dances, though she had become slightly jaded by it all. This was her fourth season without a husband, after all. And Mother and Auntie were quite keen to use this ball as an opportunity to find her a husband. It was only her beauty and her family’s wealth that had stopped her becoming a wallflower.
 
   “It will be quite the party, I am sure,” Father said. “Yes, yes, quite the party indeed. Perhaps Rebecca, my sweet daughter, will cause another lord to nearly throw up his lemon cake!”
 
   Rebecca hid a smile. “That is quite scandalous, Daddy,” she said. “I did not cause him to do a thing. He was merely surprised by something he had not hitherto known existed: a woman’s wit.”
 
   “It cut him like a saber!”
 
   “Really, daughter, must you…”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The four of them arrived at the ball on a sweltering August day, when the sun burnt down rays of preposterous heat, and Mother and Auntie looked up at the sky as though mortally offended. The footmen escorted them from the carriage and led them through into the chamber, wherein lords and ladies in tight circles talked, and the dancing floor was Quadrille, that new French dance which caused Mother and Auntie to turn their noses in disgust, but which they had to accept because it had made its way into His Grace’s ballroom. 
 
   The lords wore tight britches with long-tailed jackets and knee-high boots. The ladies were dressed much as Rebecca was, with tight ringlets of hair and elaborate dresses. Rebecca’s dress flowed around her as though she was walking upon clouds. Father leaned in and whispered. “What do you make of our chances of coming face to face with His Grace, himself?”
 
   “They have just increased, I should say,” a voice came from behind.
 
   Father almost jumped up in surprise. Mother, Auntie, and Rebecca turned swiftly. A footman circulated, handing out cups of wine; and for a moment the voice was obscured by two of these footmen passing in opposite directions, creating a momentary shield. But then they passed, and His Grace came into view. It was clear that it was His Grace; he was the only man wearing military garb, his jacket studded with medals and commendations. He was a well-built man, with a handsome face and cold, blue eyes. 
 
   “You are the Emersons, I should say?” His Grace said.
 
   Father bowed profusely, and Mother, Auntie, and Rebecca curtseyed so deeply their knees almost touched the ground. There was a general murmur of Your Grace, Your Grace. “Lord Lloyd Emerson,” His Grace said, facing Father. “I was thrilled when I heard you were coming, I must say, but now I am doubly thrilled.” A caustic spark played in His Grace’s eye. “Not only have you partaken of my hospitality, but I have also been the tool to facilitate your witty gossiping. It is rather a bifurcated vindication one feels at present.”
 
   “I meant no disrespect, Your Grace,” Father said in deep tones of apology. “One sometimes forgets one’s surroundings.”
 
   “You must crash into a lot of walls,” His Grace said, but then he allowed a small smile to touch his lips. “I am merely making sport of the encounter,” he went on. “You need not fear that I am genuinely distressed. Once one has faced hordes of bloody men, one does not fear ballroom gossip.”
 
   “I must protest, Your Grace, I really did not mean to gossip—”
 
   “It is irrelevant,” His Grace said. He moved around Father and stood before the women. “You must be Lady Esther Emerson.” Mother curtseyed once more. “And you are Miss Garnet Leverton.” Auntie curtseyed, somewhat awkwardly. “And you are Lady Rebecca Emerson.”
 
   Rebecca curtseyed deeply, and snuck a quick look up into his face. He was smiling down at her as though mightily pleased with something she had done. When she rose, His Grace smiled at her once more. “Bantering aside, I must say I am glad you are here,” His Grace said. “One must extend one’s home to as many people as possible when one has been at war for so long.”
 
   This was not the sort of thing a lord should say to a lady, and if some minor lord had broached the topic of war in the presence of her daughter, Mother would swiftly end it. But this was His Grace, the Duke of Waltren, and different rules applied to him. The Emersons (and the Leverton) stood in a circle and looked at His Grace with anticipation for his next comment, but presently some esteemed guest arrived, and he was forced to go and greet them. “Lady Emerson,” he said, facing Rebecca. For a moment Rebecca felt as though His Grace and she were the only people in the ballroom. “May I take a dance, once I am free?”
 
   “If chance permits it,” Rebecca said, before she could stop herself.
 
   “Daughter!” Mother cried, at her shoulder. 
 
   Even Father looked abashed. 
 
   But His Grace only smiled once more. “Let us hope chance is on our side this day,” he said.
 
   Then he left them and circulated the room.
 
   “That was frightfully silly of you,” Mother said. “He is a Duke, my daughter. You cannot play your bantering games with him. And you,” she went on, turning to Father. “What madness caused you to speak so carelessly when your tongue should have been guarded?”
 
   Father looked at his wife – who was half the size of him in stature – like a chastised boy. “I am sorry, my lady,” he said. “We all know my traitor tongue can say such ghastly things. I do believe that was why you married me.”
 
   Mother shook her head, but a smile touched her lips.
 
   “I do hope he returns for that dance,” Rebecca said. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Rebecca’s hopes were not disappointed. His Grace walked over to them around half an hour later and asked her to dance with him. They held each other at arm’s length, and strutted around the dance floor in practiced, and sometimes graceful, steps. “You would scare a lesser man away, with such a display of brazenness,” His Grace said, barely moving his lips.
 
   Rebecca danced as naturally as before, but her heart was beating like a hammer in her chest. “I do not believe I have been called scary before,” she said. The dancers twirled around and around the floor, and yet Rebecca felt as though she and His Grace barely moved. 
 
   “I can envision may types of men being frightened by you, my lady,” His Grace said, with a wry smile. “Perhaps it is only that my heart has been hardened by years of war that I am able to sustain such punishment from you, my lady.”
 
   “I do not believe even war could prepare you for my concentrated scorn,” Rebecca said. Mother will not be happy. She quickly added: “Your Grace.”
 
   She knew full well that it was within His Grace’s power to ruin her there and then for speaking so out of turn. Her family would be labelled impudent and presumptuous and Mother would never talk to her again and Father would grow more and more distant. She knew all of this, and yet she could not stop herself. There was an excitement in this moment that could not be found in diurnal life. She awaited His Grace’s response with a building sense of dread. 
 
   Finally, His Grace spoke (all the while they were dancing, moving as one, in measured steps around the ballroom). “I do believe you have me stumped, my lady,” His Grace said, his voice suddenly become cold. “I do believe that quite bested me, in fact. And look, the dance has ended.” He dropped her hands and retreated from the floor as though it was a battlefield. 
 
   Rebecca watched him go with a sense of dread. Had she just offended His Grace in some way? Had she just put her family in an awful position?
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “But what happened?” Mother said. “What did you say to His Grace?”
 
   They were in the carriage, the ball was over, and they were going home. After the dance with His Grace, many other lords had danced with Rebecca, but they had found her cold and distant. No matter what they said, her mind had gone back to His Grace, and the conversation they had had; and the possible outrage she had caused. She had thought that they, for a moment, were outside the normal realm of things; that they existed alone. But now she saw how foolish that was.
 
   “Rebecca,” Mother said seriously. “What happened between you and His Grace that caused him to flee like that?”
 
   “He did not flee, Mother,” Rebecca said stiffly. “The dance was over. What did you expect him to do? He could not simply stand there, once the dance was over, could he?”
 
   “Do not be rude, Rebecca,” Mother said. “He left the floor with considerable alacrity. Would you really have me believe that there was not a reason for his swiftness?”
 
   “I do not presume to know the motives of His Grace, Mother,” Rebecca said, struggling to hide her anger—and her shame. “And neither should you.”
 
   “Come, now,” Father said. “Cannot we be friends? An Emerson does not treat an Emerson with such suspicion.”
 
   “And a Leverton does not treat a daughter so,” Auntie muttered.
 
   “Fine,” Mother said, relenting. “I can see you are all against me.” 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Rebecca, no matter how much she tried, could not prevent herself from going over the events of the ball. She kept seeing His Grace in her mind’s eye, the gracefulness of his dance steps, his wry smile and his cold eyes. She could not believe that she had offended a man like that. Indeed, going over the events in her mind cause her great confusion. What, exactly, had she done to offend him? Of course, what she had said was wildly impudent, and one should never talk to His Grace in such terms, but she had sense that there was a robustness to him that other men lacked. Perhaps she was wrong? Perhaps he was like the other men she had met, and feared a lady whose speech was not like a flower, or like the call of a pretty songbird? Perhaps she was wrong and he detested women who did not confirm his thoughts about the world like all men did.
 
   Rebecca spent two long months doing little but going over these events in her mind. There was nothing else to do in the long endless countryside of southern Somerset. Lest she wanted to journey to the nearby village and attend fayres or visit with friends, which of late had become less and less interesting to her, all she could do was walk the grounds and spend time in the library. There were no suitors through August and September, and Mother talked at length about how her time was running out. Rebecca sighed at this speech. She had been reminded of it her whole life.
 
   And then something happened that shattered the monotony. It was like a summer’s breeze in a desert. A letter came, addressed to Father. They were sitting in the drawing-room when he opened it. His eyebrows knitted and he leaned over the letter for a closer inspection. “Hmm,” he said, reading through the letter once more. “Hmm,” he repeated, and read through it again. “This is a surprise!”
 
   “What is it, husband?” Mother said.
 
   “A surprise! A very great surprise!”
 
   “Daddy, what is it?” Rebecca said, curiosity getting the better of her.
 
   “It concerns you, Rebecca.”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “Yes, oh, I suppose you better read it.”
 
   He handed her the letter. Rebecca, having no clue what it might be, read it quickly, hungrily. When she reached the end she had to go back over it, just to confirm what she had read.
 
    
 
   Dear Lord Emerson,
 
    
 
   I am writing in relation to your daughter, Lady Rebecca Emerson. I was greatly interested in her when we danced at the ball, and I humbly ask your permission to visit with you and spend more time with her. I wish to court her; that is the truth of it. Excuse my openness but war does much to assuage a man of courtly practices. 
 
    
 
   Again, I humbly ask your permission. It would so greatly please me. And I cannot stop thinking about her.
 
    
 
   Yours hopefully,
 
    
 
   Brigadier Edison Wells, Duke of Waltren
 
    
 
   “What!” Rebecca exclaimed.
 
   Mother snatched the letter from her hand and read it quickly. “Oh, my!” she cried. “This is a very big surprise indeed!”
 
   “Please say yes, Daddy,” Rebecca said.
 
   It would be wonderful to break up the monotony of provincial like with a visit from His Grace! He wished to court her! She was ecstatic even as she was confused. He had deserted her at the ball in a strange fashion, and had ignored their family for two months, and now he wished to court her. It was curious behavior. “What will you say?” Rebecca went on, when Father did not respond.
 
   “We cannot say no,” Mother said. “We couldn’t dream of it. He is a Duke.”
 
   Father sighed. “Your mother is right,” he said. “I will write to him and agree to his proposition. If he wishes to court you, then court you he shall. But there will be no modern, French business! If he courts you for any length of time, marry you he must!”
 
   Rebecca’s heart skipped. It was not so much the prospect of marriage that excited her, but the knowledge that soon she would meet His Grace again. She told herself that she would be on her best behavior: that she would be the quiet, calm girl Father and Mother so desired. She would be an absolute rose for His Grace. But a mischievous part of her mind knew that the temptation to duel words with His Grace once again would be too great.
 
   Father wrote the letter and then sent it by messenger into town, to be sent further on to Wells, and to His Grace himself. 
 
   Rebecca lay awake all that night, trying to picture His Grace’s expression when he received the reply. Would he be stony-faced, as he so often was? Or would that wry smile played about his lips? Would he nod, as though it had been the only possible outcome? Or would he become boyish and grin in excitement?
 
   So many possibilities, Rebecca thought, smiling into her pillow. Oh, so many possibilities! I wonder what it will be like! I wonder if I will become His Grace’s wife!
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Two weeks later, His Grace arrived in a carriage that dwarfed the Emerson’s. He emerged from the carriage with a cane tucked under his arm, wearing a long-tailed jacket of the finest material, and looking around at the grounds with a critical, detached eye. The Emersons were gathered in front of their estate. Father walked forth. “It is my pleasure to welcome you to our home, Your Grace,” he said.
 
   “It is a pleasure to be welcomed,” His Grace said easily.
 
   Father bowed.
 
   His Grace approached the women. He greeted Mother and Auntie, who curtseyed deeply, and then he bowed down before Rebecca. Rebecca, who had been halfway into a curtsey, stopped in surprise. Then Mother nudged her and she continued the curtsey. “It is a pleasure to see you again, my lady,” he said.
 
   “Thank you, Your Grace,” Rebecca said, her mouth suddenly dry.
 
   Father led them into the drawing-room where the footmen served food and drink. His Grace sat beside Rebecca, their legs almost close enough to touch. Rebecca fancied that she could feel the heat coming from him. His ice-blue eyes regarded her closely, like a wolf regarding its prey. Far from making Rebecca uncomfortable, it thrilled her. He looked at her like she had dreamed of being looked at before. And though men had looked at her with interest, they had always been men whose interest did not interest her that much. His Grace’s interest interested her greatly.
 
   “I am sure you were surprised to receive my letter,” His Grace said boldly, looking around the room. 
 
   Mother faltered—Rebecca cut in. “Absolutely astounded,” she said, smiling up at him.
 
   “I must apologize,” he said easily. “I left you alone at the ball. I feel as though I owe you an explanation.”
 
   “No explanation—” Mother started
 
   “You absolutely do,” Rebecca said, unable to stop herself.
 
   Mother blushed but Rebecca held His Grace’s gaze. His eyes seemed to burn into her. “I was intimidated,” he said, more sincerely that she’d hitherto heard him speak. “I was intimidated by a lady whose wit and cynicism of life was equal to my own. You see, I have developed a frightful regard for the world, and the ladies I meet are always so full of roses and sweet things, and then I meet you, Rebecca, who has every reason to be blinded and yet sees perfectly.”
 
   The room fell silent at that, and Mother made some remark about the tea. Father said something or other about France. And though Rebecca and His Grace appeared to listen and engage, the whole time they were sneaking glances at each other, inventing excuses to talk directly to one another. Right there, in front of Father, Auntie, and Mother, His Grace was making love to her surreptitiously and wordlessly, through stolen glances and innocuous words alone.
 
   “It must have been awful, in the war,” Rebecca said carelessly. 
 
   “Daughter!” Mother cried, setting her teacup down. “I do not think that is appropriate for a lady!”
 
   “It is quite alright,” His Grace said, not even looking at Mother, but keep his eyes locked on Rebecca. “Do you really wish to know, my lady?”
 
   Rebecca nodded.
 
   “It was awful,” he said. “It was in the war that I learnt the only possible response to the world, that of cynicism and humor. One must see and know that the world is a ghastly place but one must not allow oneself to fall in despair. Instead, one must accept and then laugh. Yes, laugh!” He smiled at Rebecca as she smiled back at him. She had often thought similar things about the state of the world, only she had never had anyone with whom she could discuss it; and her knowledge of the world was necessarily limited. “When I saw my friends die – all of them – and then nothing happened, I realized the one truth I had always neglected, that the world and all its bindings cannot be comprehended by man. Only God knows the full extent of the world, and to presume to know it is arrogant. So what else is there for us to do, but laughter and joie de vivre?”
 
   He stared into Rebecca’s eyes for a long while and then turned back to the room. “I must take my leave,” he said. “I do detest people who overstay their welcome. But I believe I can visit again in two days? How about a tour of the grounds? The woods must be wonderful now that the leaves are starting to brown?”
 
   It was hastily agreed that he would return in two days, and they would walk the grounds. And then he was gone, driving by carriage from the estate and into town. Rebecca watched him go from her bedroom window, her face pressed against the glass. A chill ran through the house as he left, and Rebecca could not help but assign his leaving as the reason. The very house grows colder without His Grace’s presence.
 
   She turned at the sound of footsteps. Mother walked into the bedroom and sat upon the chair. “He seems very taken with you, Rebecca,” she said. “He reminds me of your father when we were courting.”
 
   “You really think he likes me?” Rebecca said.
 
   “Oh, yes,” Mother said. “But you must be careful, my sweet daughter.”
 
   “Careful, how?”
 
   “You must not let this…” She reached forward and tapped Rebecca’s chest, her heart. “Overpower this…” She tapped Rebecca’s head. “A woman’s lot in the world is to be admired, revered, or detested. Make one misstep, and you shall be ruined for life. Do not allow your enthusiasm for his attention get the better of you. Do you understand what I am saying?”
 
   Rebecca thought for a moment, and then nodded. “Yes, Mother, I understand,” she said. “I will keep my wits about me.”
 
   Mother nodded. “You always do.”
 
   Mother left Rebecca alone. Rebecca opened a French novel – a particularly scandalous one – and started reading from where she had left off. It was a story concerning a naïve young girl and dashing war hero. The young girl was taken in by the war hero’s talk of marriage and love—but then she was ruined. Mother was wrong to fear that the same thing would happen to Rebecca. She would never allow a man to ruin her. 
 
   No, she thought, as the sunlight waned. I would ruin him first if that’s what it took. Your Grace, I believe you have met your match.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   His Grace arrived two days later, as he had promised, and the Emersons led him on a tour of their grounds, which were comprised of thirty acres of fields and woodland. Father and His Grace discussed hunting for a time, and then His Grace fell back and walked level with Rebecca, who had been walking alone at the rear of the group. “The wind is fierce today,” His Grace said.
 
   “It is,” Rebecca agreed, because she could not think what else to say. Mother and Father were a few meters ahead. Auntie had elected to stay at home because her constitution was not made for walking, she claimed. Although Mother and Father were just ahead, she still felt as though it were just His Grace and she: as though they were alone in the endless field of green and paling yellow. 
 
   “I believe the wind is as fierce as my desire to be with you,” His Grace said.
 
   “Is that so?” Rebecca said. 
 
   “Yes, and what’s more, I believe the wind in conspiring with me. It is positively pushing me toward you.” He acted in a childish way then, a way she would not have expected His Grace to act. Propping his arms at his side, he pretend to lose balance and tip toward Rebecca. A free laugh escaped Rebecca before she covered her mouth. “You see,” His Grace said.
 
   “What a villain the wind is!” Rebecca exclaimed.
 
   His Grace nodded vigorously. “Do not blame me, my lady, for wanting you so! It is this blasted wind!”
 
   Rebecca was about to reply when she noticed that Mother and Father were watching them with bemused expressions on their faces. “Shall we walk in the woods?” Mother said, in an attempt to bring the walk back to social decorum. Mother was in a strange position, for His Grace was the social superior, and if he decided he wanted to behave a little naughtily, there wasn’t much she could do about it. She stood with her back completely erect, a picture of a proper lady, something Rebecca would never be. “Or we can return home for some luncheon?”
 
   “Let us walk in the woods,” His Grace said.
 
   They walked away from the field and came to the small wood Rebecca had played in as a girl. A rabbit darted across from a nearby tree and squirrels bounded over the place. “What a splendid place,” His Grace said, and Mother beamed with pride. “It is lovely to find such a splendid place in England. My lord.” He faced Father. “My lady. May I escort Lady Rebecca a little further into the woods? I would, of course, stay in sight of you both.”
 
   Mother looked to Father; Father returned the gaze, chewing his lip. Rebecca desperately wanted them to say yes, and was very happy when Father asked her: “Rebecca, would you like that?” 
 
   “Yes, Daddy,” she said, trying not to appear too eager. “I think it would be splendid.”
 
   Father nodded. “If it is okay with your mother, it is okay with me.”
 
   Mother nodded swiftly. She rarely disagreed with Father in front of guests. 
 
   His Grace led Rebecca a few hundred yards further into the woods and stopped at a bend, so they were still in sight of Mother and Father, who stood close together and cast looks in their direction every few moments. “That was awfully rude of me,” His Grace said, standing close enough to touch, but trying nothing untoward. “I used my position to force them into a corner. They felt uncomfortable saying no. I am a brute.”
 
   “A useful brute, Your Grace,” Rebecca said, smiling at him.
 
   “A useful brute? Ha!” His Grace clapped his hands together. “My lady, what is it about you? Do you truly see the world as I do? Do you truly understand that, at heart, the world is an icy place?”
 
   Rebecca nodded. “It is an icy place, Your Grace, but I do not believe that one must make a habit of acknowledging it. If one acknowledges the desperation of the world too often one risks alienating one’s family and friends. The last thing Mother wants to here when making lemon cakes is how pointless the whole thing is!”
 
   His Grace nodded. “You care for your family?”
 
   “Of course, Your Grace.”
 
   “You can use my Christian name, my lady.”
 
   “I may?” Rebecca was surprised. 
 
   “When it is just the two of us, and nobody can hear, I do not seem the harm of it. But I do not imagine your Mother would like it.”
 
   “No,” Rebecca agreed. “She is very old-fashioned sometimes.”
 
   “And you are modern?”
 
   “No—not in that sense. I am merely, as a woman, not the same breed as my mother.”
 
   “No interesting women are,” His Grace, Edison, said.
 
   “Edison,” Rebecca said. “It is a lovely name.”
 
   “Thank you.” He inclined his head. “I must admit to something, my lady.”
 
   “Rebecca!”
 
   “Rebecca, I must admit to something. My reasons for asking for this small piece of privacy are not only to converse. I believe you are a lady out of sorts, in a way. It was that first meeting when we danced that proved it to me. Do you remember, when I fled the floor?”
 
   “I remember.”
 
   “I was trying to batter you down with words, to beat you down. It was horribly cold of me, but, alas, horribly cold I can be. I find I can be quite the brute at times – I was not jesting about that – and for sport I was trying to beat you down with words. But you beat me, Rebecca. You beat me like I had never been beaten! I felt then, in that moment, like my soul had found recognition in another. And a great wave of emotion passed over me. Yes, that was what it was—a wave. It was a most overpowering feeling. And so I had to flee. I had not felt so since returning from the war. I feared for my constitution. Yes, you may smile!” He grinned at her. 
 
   “You sound as though you are in a novel, Edison.”
 
   “You mock me!” he cried, but his voice was full of playfulness. 
 
   “Never!” Rebecca laughed. 
 
   Edison bowed his head. “I tell you this because I am going to tell you something else. I wish to hear your opinion on it. I do not have to ask for it, of course, but I wish for it anyway. I mean to ask your Father for your hand in marriage. I am three-and-thirty, have a sizable estate, a solid reputation as a soldier, and Dukedom. I believe your father – and your mother, who has his ear I am sure – will say yes to this proposal. And that is why I am talking to you of it now. Would you wish me to make such a proposal, Rebecca? Would that please you? I could not condemn a woman like you – a free spirit – to a life with a man in whom she has no interest.”
 
   “You wish to marry me?” Rebecca breathed, her heart hammering in her chest.
 
   “I do,” Edison said. “I knew it as soon as we danced, but after these meetings I am sure of it. I believe you are the only person who will be able to cope with my moods, with my indulgence in caprice.”
 
   “I must know more,” Rebecca said, with a calm she did not at all feel. “What form does your caprice take? I believe I must know more, Edison.”
 
   “You see!” Edison grinned widely. “Here I am, a Duke and you a Lady: a good match for you but anybody’s standards. And still you want to know more. It is a wonderful thing.”
 
   “You are not angry?”
 
   “Not in the least, Rebecca. Ask me what you would.”
 
   “What form does your caprice, your moods—what form do they take?”
 
   “I am gripped with nightmares of the war, of watching my friends die. Sometimes I will wake at night in a sweat, and my breath will come with stunning alacrity. I will grip the pillows and wail into the night.”
 
   “Edison!”
 
   “It is the truth!” he cried carelessly. “It is just the two of us, and I am not ashamed to speak the truth here!” He went on in more measured tones: “After one of these nights, I might lock myself in my study for days or even a week and smoke and be among my memories. If a footman or maidservant tries to talk to me – about some business concerning the estate – I am distant and will not utter a single word to them. This you must know before contemplating my proposal.”
 
   “Is there more?” Rebecca said.
 
   “More?” Edison tapped his cane. “Is that not enough?”
 
   “My imagination is a traitor,” Rebecca said. “I imagined a thousand ghastly scenarios, so that yours now seems minor.”
 
   “You diminish me.”
 
   “Yes, perhaps I do. Should I apologize?”
 
   “Absolutely not. It refreshing to be diminished, when I am so often mythologized.”
 
   “I am glad I can refresh you, Edison.”
 
   He paused, and then leaned forward slightly. “So, would such a proposal appeal to you? I would not ask your father if it would not interest you. It would be a prison of sorts, if that were the case, because I am sure he will say yes. It would be simply impossible not to.”
 
   Rebecca knew she was in a unique position. She had never been proposed to before. Men had always been intimidated or frightened of her, much to Mother’s dismay. But if they had proposed to her, she would be married by now. There was no question about it. As close and she and Father were, he would not turn down a good match. And the lord would not have consulted her on the matter. In her hands lay her destiny, her own destiny, to be done with what she wished. She could cast Edison aside, if she wished, cast him aside and wait for—for what? Wait until she slowly became more and more like Miss Garnet Leverton?
 
   “I would say yes,” Rebecca said, and as soon as she said it she knew it was the truth. “If a proposal was made, I would do everything in my power to get Father to agree to it.”
 
   “Okay,” Edison said. “That settles it then. Shall we walk back? Your mother has cast us at least one-hundred glances since we stopped here.”
 
   “I can call you Edison once more before we start back, and Mother cannot here. It feels conspiratorial.”
 
   “You and I and the wind—what a team of conspirators we make!”
 
   Rebecca giggled and together they started back toward the elder Emersons.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Hmm,” Father said, a day later, leaning over the letter. “Hmm, what a letter!”
 
   “What is it, husband?” Mother said.
 
   He handed her the letter. After a minute or so, Mother handed the letter to Rebecca. It read—
 
    
 
   Dear Lord Emerson,
 
    
 
   I have greatly enjoyed visiting with your daughter, sweet Rebecca. It would gladden me greatly if you would grant me her hand in marriage. I promise to do everything in my power to ensure her comfort, safety, and happiness if you accept my proposal.
 
    
 
   Yours faithfully,
 
    
 
   Brigidier Edison Wells, Duke of Waltren
 
    
 
   “Oh my!” Rebecca exclaimed. 
 
   Though she had known it was coming, reading it like this made it all more real. She read through it thrice more and then handed it to Auntie, who had been casting curious glances over the top of her knitting. Father leaned back and sucked on his pipe, and Mother looked to Father and waited.
 
   Eventually, Father said: “What are you feelings on this, daughter?”
 
   “I wish to marry him,” she said without delay. 
 
   “Good,” Father said, and sighed gratefully, “Because we cannot think of refusing.”
 
   “No,” Mother said. “We truly cannot. He is a Duke! Oh, Rebecca, three-and-twenty – and I had lost so much hope – and now you go and get snapped up by a Duke! How did you do it, dear? Perhaps you can tell my sweet sister.”
 
   “Mother!” Rebecca laughed. “I am sure Auntie does not wish to be goaded.”
 
   Mother smiled: a warm, content smile. “Husband, you must write to him immediately. Our daughter is to marry a Duke! Oh, what an honor this is!”
 
   That night Rebecca was lost in reveries of marriage and children and love. Edison may have his faults, she reasoned, but what man did not? Anyway, Rebecca was sure she was more than a match for them. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “No!” Eddy screamed. “No, get away from me!”
 
   Rebecca bolted upright and turned to her side. Her husband was clutching the blanket in a tight ball in his fists, looking wide-eyed into the darkness. Rebecca rose from bed and walked around to his side, kneeling before him. “It is okay, my love,” she said. “It is okay. Calm down. Breathe. That’s it, my love. Just breathe.”
 
   A thin stream of moonlight came in through the window and illumed his muscular shoulders, tensed from the pressure of the nightmare. He rolled onto his back and smiled grimly.
 
   “Was it bad?” Rebecca said. 
 
   “It is better now,” Eddy said. “Much better. Thank you, for not fearing me.”
 
   “Fearing you?” Rebecca said teasingly. “How could I fear such a weak man?” She nudged him playfully. “Brigadier indeed.”
 
   He smiled and then rose up on the bed. He clasped her neck and brought her lips to his. She breathed deeply as they shared the kiss. His tongue danced in her mouth and her hands roamed over him. Six months they had been married, and still he found it hard to control herself when he kissed her like this. Her hands moved down his torso to his manhood. It was rock-hard and huge, making the blanket stand up. 
 
   “Oh, my lady,” he breathed. “My lady.”
 
   “Your Grace,” Rebecca said. “Would you mind terribly if I rubbed you there? Is it awfully scandalous?”
 
   “Quite, my lady,” he said, kissing her neck. His lips were warm and wet. “It is quite scandalous.”
 
   She kept rubbing his manhood, gripping it in her hand, moving up and down, up and down. Then the Duke, her glorious husband, lifted her as though she weighed nothing and placed her in the bed. He laid her on her back and leant over her, his arms by her head, hard and taut with muscle. He reached down and touched her womanhood. Instantly, pleasure moved through her: hot, pervasive, right. Her husband’s touch was the sweetest thing there was.
 
   He rubbed her for a time. She closed her eyes. The pleasure was white-hot within her. She breathed deeply as he rubbed her, his hands on that special spot of pleasure on her womanhood, that hot spot that made everything warm and fuzzy. She closed her eyes tight and focused on that spot, and then the Pleasure came, the big Pleasure, the Pleasure that captivated her for a time, washed through her. She couldn’t help but moan. She knew it was unladylike to moan, but she couldn’t help it. And anyway, she knew Eddy didn’t mind.
 
   After the Pleasure had taken her, she touched his manhood and guided himself inside of her. He pushed deep into her easily. It was nothing like their wedding night had been, when they were both new to this and fumbling and awkward. Now they knew each other’s bodies, knew where to touch, how to touch. His manhood went deep inside of her, deep into the other sweet spot within her womanhood. 
 
   “Oh, my lady,” he moaned. “My lady, my lady, my lady…”
 
   He thrust into her again and again. The Duke of Waltren, Brigadier Edison Wells, made love to her fiercely. She shifted her hips with his movements, pushing her womanhood down upon him, something she’d learnt soon after the wedding night heightened both of their pleasure. She pushed down as he thrust up, and they writhed in complete unison, sharing the pleasure of their bodies.
 
   The Duke gripped her shoulders and thrust into her with animal fierceness now. His breaths were quick and hot on her neck. His moans were loud in her ears. She closed her eyes and all she could see was white and all she could feel was the pleasure of his manhood within her. Another wave of Pleasure came, seizing her and throwing her out of physical reality; for a moment she felt as though she floated above the room, watching the lovemaking below. Then the Pleasure passed, and her breath was becoming less frantic. 
 
   The Duke grunted once more, and then spilled his seed within her. He rolled aside and laughed. “I never dreamed,” he said, “that nightmares could be banished so easily, Rebecca, my love.”
 
   “I am glad to be of service, Your Grace,” Rebecca said, running her fingertips up and down his torso. 
 
   “No, I am the one who is glad,” Eddy said. He touched her lips and wiped sweat from her forehead. “You are quite unlike any woman—anywhere.”
 
   “And you are quite unlike any man. Our marriage, I think, is a largely unusual one.”
 
   “How is that?”
 
   “We’re happy.”
 
   “Yes,” Eddy said, smiling once more. “Yes, we are, aren’t we?”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Edward skipped over to her and pulled at her skirts. “Mother!” he cried. “Mother! Mother! There is a rabbit! Look!”
 
   Rebecca looked to where her son pointed. Sure enough, a rabbit had crept onto lawn and was poking its nose into the grass, its little ears wiggling. “Can I pet it, Mother?”
 
   “If you wish,” Rebecca said. “Just be careful.”
 
   Edward skipped over to the rabbit and carefully extended his hand. Father blew plumes of smoke from his pipe. “This is a lovely place, daughter,” he said. “I wish Mother could have seen it.”
 
   “As do I, Father,” Rebecca said.
 
   Mother had died a year ago, had just dropped one day and never arisen. Father said once that it was because she had succeeded in her life’s work; Rebecca was married and there was nothing left for her to do. Rebecca didn’t believe that for a moment, but it was a nice thought. Auntie Garnet sat on the lawn with them, her hat pulled low, leaning over her knitting.
 
   “She often spoke of you, before the end,” Father said, looking meditatively at his grandson. “She spoke about your fiery wit when dealing with the suitors before your husband. She said she was glad none of them had been able to stomach you. Yes, stomach you! Your mother could be as fiery as you when she wished! Where do you think you got it from! She said she was awfully glad that His Grace had been the one to match you, and nobody else! And I cannot blame her!”
 
   “Father, he has said you may call him Edison.”
 
   “Call a Duke by his Christian name!”
 
   “I insist, Father,” Eddy said, emerging onto the lawn. He looked up at the blue sky and smiled contentedly. He had been smiling like that more and more of late; and the nightmares had come with less frequency too. He looked down from the sky to his son and his smiled grew even deeper. “The two of you,” he often said at night, when it was just the two of them, “are the reason I am at peace, Rebecca. I knew being with you would be the savior of me, but I did not dream that I could banish my demons.”
 
   “Love has saved you?”
 
   “I suppose it has. How novelistic!”
 
   “You are absolutely French.”
 
   “Do not tell the general, my love!”
 
   They often bantered about things they had no business bantering about. Half their conversations had the potential for scandal, and the other half were deep and full of love. The Duke used to lock himself in the library alone. Now, if a mood took him, he brought Rebecca with him, and the two of them would spend days reading novels and old manuscripts. The Duke had been a withdrawn, cold man; and in many ways he still was. But not to Edward or Rebecca or Auntie or Father. It was the outside world to which he showed his cold face now. To them he was simply Edison. 
 
   “I find it difficult to believe you are my son,” Father said, smiling at Edison. “A Duke, my son-in-law!”
 
   “Yes, Father, your disbelief is legendary,” Edison said, sitting beside him. “The very heavens could collapse before you – the clouds could fall from the sky – the stars could land at your feet – and still you would deny that they exist.”
 
   “Daughter! This man is awfully insulting!”
 
   But they were all smiling, and no real harm had been taken or given. They lived apart from the harm that the outside world offered, with its snide remarks and stifling social constructs. They had to live by them when entertaining or attending social functions – they were not rebels – but when alone, in their home, they allowed themselves a dangerous degree of freedom. Even Father tolerated remarks which in days gone by he would have condemned.
 
   “I was thinking of the walk we took after our wedding,” Edison said presently. “Do you remember, Rebecca? It was around your father’s estate, but we were alone. We were husband and wife. Do you remember? I often wish we could take that walk again, as it was, that we could go back and do it all again.”
 
   “I remember,” Rebecca said. “I remember like it was this morn.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Rebecca held the strong arm and walked beside the man, but she found it hard to believe that His Grace, Brigadier Edison Wells, Duke of Waltren, was truly her husband. But he was. They had just been married in town, and now they were walking the grounds of Father and Mother’s estate, unchaperoned. It was the first time she had been really alone with Edison. At first they didn’t say much, only commenting upon the weather (which had cooled) and the ceremony (which had been traditional and private). They walked away from the house into the woods until they came to the pond. 
 
   “I wish to kiss you,” Edison said. 
 
   “Here?” Rebecca said, looking around. 
 
   “You are my wife,” Edison said. “Why should I not kiss you here?”
 
   Rebecca looked boldly up at him. “Kiss me, then,” she said. “Kiss me anywhere you wish.”
 
   Edison took her face in his hands and brought her close to him. He kissed her fully upon the lips and Rebecca kissed him back. It was awkward at first, neither of them knowing precisely what they were doing, but then something deep-rooted took over, and they kissed long and hard. When it was over, they were both red-faced and flustered.
 
   “We will be happy,” Edison declared, turning from her and gazing at the pond. A group of ducks moved lazily across the water, and Edison tracked their movements for a time. “You know,” he started, and then faltered.
 
   “Go on,” Rebecca urged.
 
   “In the war, there were horrors. They were horrors so terrible that after a while one became numbed to them. The first time you see a dead body—will this not frighten you?”
 
   “You could never frighten me.”
 
   Edison nodded. “Very well,” he said. “The first time you see a dead body, you are seized with dread. Your entire world pauses, and you are captured with a sort of hopelessness. And then you see another, and it is a little easier. By the tenth body, you cease to be shocked anymore. You cease to be anything. You are simply there. That is all. I used to lay awake at night, after my friends had died, after I had lost my last shred of optimism, idly wondering if I would ever find somebody who could instill within me a renewed sense of hope. Perhaps out there, there is somebody, I would think, who can penetrate this wall around oneself.
 
   “But then I would dismiss it as foolishness. For what woman could understand, empathize, with something of which she had no experience? This sounds awfully strange, Rebecca, but I feel as though you were in France with me—as though you really understand me. I believe I have found that somebody.”
 
   “You believe you have?” Rebecca said, reaching timidly for his hand. “Then I have you bested, Your Grace, for I know you have.”
 
   They kissed again then, and the ducks quacked into the waning sunlight.
 
    
 
   
  
 

The Brigadier's Mouse
 
   Monica Burrows looked down at her sister and felt for a moment as though she could weep. Marie had just turned nine – she was the last child Father had sired before his death – and she was innocent and naïve and didn’t understand the world at all. “But, sister,” she persisted, “Father wouldn’t have left us in such a bad situation. I know he wouldn’t have. I just know it.”
 
   “But he did,” Monica said. “I am sorry, my love. He did.”
 
   “But why?”
 
   Monica sighed. A little girl didn’t need to hear about Father’s drunken binges, his gambling addiction, his fall into consumption. A little girl didn’t need to hear that the Burrows were now a shunned family because Father had offended more lords than one could count on a single hand. Monica reached down and stroked her sister’s head. “It does not matter, my sweet,” she said. “I am sorry. Life is going to be hard for you as you get older.”
 
   “Not for me!” Marie declared confidently, pushing her upper lip outward. “I’m going to be a knight! I was reading about knights in the library, and that’s what I’m going to be! Yes! I will have a suit of armor and all the lords and ladies will say, There goes Marie Burrows, the bravest knight of the realm!”
 
   “I’m sure they will,” Monica said, still stroking her sister’s head.
 
   Presently Mother and Auntie entered. Ethel Burrows moved with the same languid sense of purposelessness as she had since Father’s death. Every movement seemed to be a massive chore. Strands of gray hair stuck up wildly from her scalp, and her clothes dangled from her bony, lifeless frame. She walked over to an armchair and threw herself down upon it. Clora Goodwin was a huge woman with legs like barrels and arms like thick branches. She stood in the room as though she owned it and looked down at her baby sister as Monica had been looking down at Marie—only with a good deal more superciliousness. 
 
   “You should never have married him,” Auntie said. “I told you from the start. He stole a kiss in Father’s wheat fields! Didn’t I say when he stole that kiss! I said damn the consequences! You can’t marry a man who would dishonor you like that. And did you listen! Ha, no! You fell head over heels for that slimy man, and now look where you are!”
 
   Mother took this abuse quietly, her eyes downcast, a deadened expression on her face. “Auntie,” Monica said, “don’t be such a brute.”
 
   “Oh, the mouse speaks!” Auntie cried, turning on Monica.
 
   “Don’t call me that,” Monica said stiffly.
 
   “A poor girl can’t afford to be mouse-like, my dear, and yet at every party you sit quietly, staring at the ground as though the eyes of Man offend you!”
 
   “You are in a cruel mood today,” Monica said. “I will not stay to speak with you.”
 
   She was leading Marie from the room when Mother spoke. It was such a rare occurrence that Monica found herself turning without thinking. Mother sat up slightly in the chair. With bony, thin-skinned hands, she reached into her pocket and brought out a letter. “Wait,” she muttered, looking up through tired eyes. “This came two days ago,” she went on. “I do not know what to make of it. It is—yes, quite strange. Maybe you can have a look, Monica, dear.”
 
   Monica took the letter from Mother’s hand and brought it to the window, through which June sunlight streamed in incandescent glory. It was a stark contrast: that bright light outside and the dimness of the mood within. The calligraphy was short and sharp.
 
    
 
   Dear Mrs. Burrows,
 
    
 
   I cordially invite you and your family to a ball at Hightower Castle. It would please me if you would attend.
 
    
 
   Yours sincerely,
 
    
 
   Brigadier Roland Dare, Duke of Dinat.
 
    
 
   “Mother!” Monica exclaimed. “Have you read this!”
 
   “Yes, yes,” Mother said tiredly. “It is quite strange, is it not?”
 
   “Strange!” Monica cried, peering at the letter once more. She half-expected the words to skip off the page and out of the window. The Burrows no longer received many invitations to parties of any kind, let alone invitations to Hightower Castle! Even before Father’s scandalous behavior – even before they were shunned by high society – they had never been invited to His Grace’s castle, despite living only eighty miles to the south, on the fringes of Weston-Super-Mare. “What shall we do?” Monica said, after a pause.
 
   “Do?” Auntie boomed. “Do? There is only one thing we can do! We must go! Of course we must go! What else would we do? Sit here like forgotten specters, remembering times long passed when we used to be the life of parties most people cannot even recall. Yes, we must go!”
 
   “It is not your choice, Auntie,” Monica said. “It is Mother’s choice.”
 
   “Ah, nothing worse than a house full of women!” Auntie grumbled but said nothing more as she shuffled to a chair in the corner.
 
   “Mother,” Monica said, moving close to her. Monica, now four-and-twenty, had a wealth of memories of how Mother had been before Father’s death. A smile had always been fixed on her face, and laughter had never been far from her lips. She had hugged frequently and giggled like a girl at the slightest provocation. Now a smile was an alien thing to her, and laughter was naught but an unwanted echo from the past. “Mother,” Monica repeated. “What shall we do?”
 
   Mother squinted up at Monica as though seeing her for the first time. Her body looked deflated. Absentmindedly, she picked the cushion of the chair. It was torn and ragged from this habit. “We will go,” she muttered. “Of course, we must go. One does not refuse a duke. But I fear it will be frightfully tough, being in a room full of people who have shunned us.”
 
   “Let them whisper!” Auntie cried.
 
   “My first ball!” Marie beamed, tugging at Monica’s sleeve.
 
   “As you wish, Mother,” Monica said.
 
   Monica did not feel strongly one way or the other. The objections and desires cancelled each other out. She was frightened of going for the same reason as Mother. There would be people there who remembered well Father’s conduct prior to his death. There would be people there who he had offended gravely, and there would be daughters there with whom Monica had played before the rift had torn friendly relations asunder. But still … the thought of a party, a ball at that, was not an altogether frightful prospect.
 
   “He was in the war, wasn’t he?” Marie whispered in the night.
 
   “Yes,” Monica confirmed. “He was in France.”
 
   “I wonder if he has any scars.”
 
   “Sleep now, sister,” Monica said.
 
   There is a point, though, Monica thought. Does he have any scars?
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   His Grace did have a scar. It trailed down the left side of his face, starting at his temple and zigzagging down to the side of his mouth. It was pale white, and had been there for years. He wore it well and without shame. He did not attempt to cover it, and if he caught somebody surreptitiously looking at it, he stared them straight in the face. Monica found herself admiring his aplomb. She did not think she would be so self-assured with a mark like that.
 
   Mother, Auntie, and Monica took cups of wine from the footmen and found a table in the corner of the hall. Scowers and Sinnets and Wemmicks and Howards and Pattons and Donnells and lords and ladies Monica was not familiar with populated the ballroom. The floor was given to dancing, and Monica waited with her hands upon her lap. She knew from experience that lords would dance with a lady even if they did not mean to court her, and soon enough, a fat lord by the name of Charles Sinnet asked Mother if Monica could dance. Monica was carried to the floor and moved through the routine steps with the man.
 
   The problem was she never felt it. Whatever it was. Mother had felt it with Father. That was why she had married him. Their love had burnt brightly and fiercely, like torchlight in winter, melting snow all around. Their love had been a solitary star on a cloudy night, somehow burning despite the obnoxious blackness of the clouds. Monica had never felt anything even approaching that: had never felt the desire to give herself bodily and mentally and spiritually to a man. She had never even felt a mild stirring. But that was not important, she knew. If she voiced her concerns, Auntie would laugh at her. A lady does not concern herself with love, my niece. She need only concern herself with propriety, money, and position. 
 
   After the dance, Monica returned to the table. Marie had run off somewhere with the other children, and the three women sat together in a quiet circle. Mother looked around with wide, anxious eyes, as though inspecting each lord and lady who came into her vision, trying to remember if Father had offended this one, had insulted that one. After a few minutes, another man came and asked Monica to dance. She accepted placidly and once again moved routinely and numbly through the steps.
 
   The dance was nearing its end when a form moved behind her partner. “May I take this dance?” the form said. The voice was deep and peremptory: a voice that was accustomed to being listened to. Her partner bowed and then skulked away, revealing His Grace. Monica let out a quick breath, and then recovered herself and managed to keep her face impassive.
 
   His Grace moved forward and took Monica’s gloved hand. He began to move with the music, and Monica had no choice but to move with him. Her heart was beating madly in her chest, and she was suddenly glad she was wearing gloves, lest His Grace feel the sweat that had beaded upon her palms. “You seem afraid, my lady,” His Grace said. “Is it the scar?”
 
   “No!” Monica cried, far too eagerly. “No,” she repeated, in a more measured tone. “It does not frighten me at all, Your Grace. Not at all.” She paused. “How did you get it?” she blurted. She knew it was a topic of conversation wholly inappropriate to the current circumstances, and she never would have been so bold, but something about His Grace’s hand covering her hand infused her with confidence. She looked bravely up at his face and saw that he was looking down at her.
 
   “They call you a mouse, my lady,” His Grace said. “They all call you a mouse. They say that you barely speak, and when you do it is only in squeaks or whispers, and here you are asking about my scar.”
 
   “Perhaps I was merely not interested before,” Monica said. What are you doing? Auntie will be furious. Mother will be distraught. This is a duke, Monica! You are being improper and impudent. And yet she couldn’t stop. It was as though something else – an alternant Monica, perhaps – had taken hold of her. “Will you answer my question, Your Grace?”
 
   “You are a brave girl,” His Grace said. His eyes were forest-green and alive with light and interest. His face was square, shaven, and strong. He wore his earth-brown hair short, and he had the overall appearance of a rock: timeless, strong, immovable. Monica felt as though she could throw herself against him for an eternity and he wouldn’t budge an inch. “Yes,” he went on. “A very brave girl indeed.”
 
   “I do not believe I have been called brave before, Your Grace.”
 
   “Oh, but you are,” His Grace said. “Your family is in ruins and you are dancing with a duke. And instead of groveling, you dare to ask a question filled with impudence and impropriety.” She would have thought she was being chastised if His Grace’s voice was not full of a sort of pride. 
 
   The music stopped. His Grace turned swiftly and gestured for another song. The dancers looked around, laughed, and then retook their steps. Some changed partners, but His Grace moved once more toward Monica. “Very well, my lady,” he said, retaking her hand. “I will tell you the story of how I got this scar, and it will be quite a scandal if anyone should overhear us.”
 
   “Good,” Monica said. “Life has been so boring of late.”
 
   “My lady!” His Grace cried, a mischievous smile lifting his lips. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   His Grace and Monica continued their dance, and all the while Monica was wondering where in the Lord’s name she was going, and furthermore, why His Grace was reacting the way he had. She was behaving in a monstrously impudent way, and yet His Grace, far from being offended or aghast, seemed curious. He looked at her as one who looks at something one has never seen before, a mixture of fascination and a hint of fear upon his countenance. “Do you truly wish to know how I acquired this scar, my lady?” he said.
 
   “Yes,” Monica said, her mouth dry.
 
   They kept dancing, and nobody, upon casual observation, would’ve guessed that anything other than proper and mundane words were being exchanged between them. 
 
   “Very well,” His Grace said, as they spun around the floor. “I was in France, as you know, for a horribly long time. I was in France longer than any man should be in a place of death. The days were long and boring until they weren’t. We had just faced off against a rabble of the Frenchmen, and we were tired. We collapsed upon the battlefield, surrounded by corpses. My lady, I fear this is a story entirely improper and unsuited for your delicate ears.”
 
   “My ears are not as delicate as some would believe, Your Grace,” Monica said, and then squeezed his hand. “Please, continue.”
 
   Did you really just squeeze a duke’s hand? Monica, what has possessed you? You are like a changed woman! What if Mother saw? Even worse, what if Auntie saw? You would be an outcast! You would be shunned from high society! Your whole family would, again!
 
   But she didn’t feel guilty or ashamed. She didn’t feel as though she’d made a disastrous mistake. If anything, she felt wild and free. She felt like she had finally been emancipated from a prison in which she’d lived since Father’s death. She knew that this dance would have to end, but for the moment, she was living within a timeless place, wherein all that existed was her and His Grace.
 
   “Anyway,” His Grace went on. “There was one man who was not … as we had thought. I approached him to release him from his suffering when he came up with a blade and gave me this gift. Never before had I realized just how dangerous an injured man could be.”
 
   Monica’s heart was pounding hard in her chest now, as though it would break through her ribs. “Did it hurt, Your Grace?”
 
   “Oh, yes,” His Grace said.
 
   He opened his mouth to say more, but the dance ended. He relinquished his hold on her and retreated into a fray of noblemen and women. Monica watched him go with a profound feeling that she had lost something, that something irreplaceable had been taken away by that meeting. After a moment of thought, she knew what it was. It was her ability to tolerate her infuriatingly mundane existence. Her existence was, after all, a monotonous affair in which nothing much happened: in which all that really existed was day and night, and conversations with Mother, and the blessed relief of spirit which Marie supplied.
 
   Mother looked more alive when Monica retook her seat. 
 
   “That was His Grace,” she whispered. “Wasn’t it, Monica?”
 
   “Yes, Mother,” she said.
 
   “What did you speak of?”
 
   Monica shrugged. “Courtly things, Mother,” she said. “Nothing world-changing.”
 
   But that was a lie, for Monica knew that her world had been immutably changed now. She knew that when they returned to their homestead, she would feel trapped, isolated, stifled. She knew that His Grace had changed her forever. He caught her eyes some time later when he was entertaining a small circle of lords and ladies. He was about to look away when he paused and smiled at her. 
 
   That smile fueled two months of dreams.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   From June to late August, the Burrows existed in a world apart from high society. There was nothing for Monica to do but read French novels and think over her short time with His Grace. Like a snowball rolling down a snowy hill, the event grew in her mind until it was something cataclysmic and magical. No longer was it just a startling event; now it was something akin to an earthquake. She found herself unable to become interested in daily things. Sitting in the drawing room with Mother and Auntie was intensely boring, and even playing with Marie lost some of its charm. Always, in the back of her mind, she saw His Grace.
 
   The dance was outwardly insignificant. She knew this. But she would also say to anybody who claimed she should “get over it” that they didn’t understand. They didn’t understand that her life, for the longest time, had been one of isolation and boredom. They didn’t understand that she had felt trapped in a life that had branded her a mouse. They didn’t understand that a dance and a conversation with His Grace had been more interesting and stimulating than seven years of minor parties and social invisibility.
 
   It was late August, and finally the monotony of diurnal existence was disturbed. Mother walked into the drawing room with much more speed than was the norm this afternoon. August sunlight burst through the window like an overripe plum, splashing light over the chairs and shining in thick shafts upon the paintings. Monica sat near the window with her hands on her lap, trying and failing not to think of His Grace.
 
   “Mother, what is it?” Monica said, her reverie momentarily shattered.“Mother?”
 
   Mother grabbed the back of the armchair as though she would fall without its support. “A letter has come,” she muttered. “A letter has come for us. It is—a strange letter. It is a letter I would not think the Burrows would receive, even before your poor Father’s death. It is a letter that is wholly unlike anything anyone of our standing has received. It is bold and bad and—and I do not quite know how to take it.”
 
   “Let me read it, Mother,” Monica said, moved by her mother’s state. “Come, sit down, and let me read it.”
 
   She rose to her feet and guided Mother to the cushion of the chair upon which she leant. When she was seated, Monica took the letter from her. Her hands, Monica noticed as she took the letter, were shaking slightly. Monica patted Mother on the back of the hand and laid a kiss upon her forehead, which was coated with a thin layer of cool sweat. Monica had not seen Mother this disturbed since Father had told her of the loss of Monica’s dowry. Since then, she had existed in icy distance from the world.
 
   Monica read the letter; when she finished, her hands had begun to shake, too. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Dear Mrs. Burrows,
 
    
 
   The tone of this letter will perhaps upset or distress you, and for that, I apologize. I realize that this is not the way things are done – that my forwardness is not acceptable – and yet at this late hour, I do not care. I write this past midnight, and even the clear sky cannot illume my study. The candle is low, and the smell of wax is strong. My eyes are straining toward the page. I admit I have taken some wine.
 
    
 
   I was in France for seven years. I believe I left for France the same month that your husband died. (You have my condolences.) This is to say that I missed the fallout that resulted from his death. There was, I believe, some scandal. This does not concern me. If, before I went to war, I was a man concerned with social niceties and propriety, I admit I have been thoroughly corrupted. Indeed, one could not endure what I have endured without being corrupted. I make this excuse now, for what I am about to say will disturb your sensibilities, as it would have disturbed mine before the war.
 
    
 
   I am fascinated by your daughter, Mrs. Burrows. Monica (yes, I shall use her Christian name) is an infinitely fascinating creature to me. I cannot account for it. We shared a dance and exchanged words, that is all, and yet months later I cannot banish her from my thoughts. She haunts my dreams. She is constantly there. When I awake in the morning, I imagine she is lying beside me. Yes, I know, dear lady! I know how that sounds! I am writing this letter as a desperate man.
 
    
 
   I wish to see Monica again. I wish to see her again and talk with her. I am coming to Weston-Super-Mare, to stay at the seaside for a time, and I mean to visit with you if you would have me.
 
    
 
   Yours apologetically and sincerely,
 
    
 
   Roland.
 
    
 
   “Roland!” Monica cried.
 
   “Oh, I know,” Mother said. “I know, Monica, dear. How mad is that letter! I feel as though the carpet of the world has just been pulled from under me, and I am falling, falling, and there is nothing to catch me. This situation is quite unprecedented. I have never read a letter so forward and devoid of shame. He just comes right out and says that he is fascinated with you.”
 
   “It is fortunate we are already ruined,” Auntie said from the doorway. Mother and Monica turned in surprise. Auntie shrugged and walked into the room, seeming to take up half of it. “I do not see the reason for panic, sister. His Grace is a rich man. We are a poor family because of that husband of yours. We should be happy that he is interested in Monica.”
 
   “Happy! May as well be happy if the local livestock sprouted wings and flew into the heavens!”
 
   “Sister!” Auntie cried. “Please, do not be melodramatic.”
 
   “Melodramatic,” Mother huffed. “Melodramatic. Did you not read the same letter that I read, dear sister?”
 
   “Yes,” Auntie said. “You must forget the old ways. These men who have been to war … It has changed them. Can you blame a scarred man for forgetting social protocol? Anyway, he is a duke. His Grace is allowed a certain degree of impropriety. He is not like other men.”
 
   “No,” Monica said. “No, you are right, Auntie. He is not like other men at all.”
 
   Mother and Auntie went on and on for about an hour, but Monica tuned them out. All she could think about was His Grace coming here, to her, specifically to meet with her. He was fascinated with her. She felt as though she had discovered a great truth and then had discovered that somebody else knew it, too. It wasn’t just Monica who felt the inexplicable connection. It wasn’t just Monica who was fascinated with His Grace. He felt it too!
 
   Suddenly she wished he was here, and she wished they were alone, and she wished he had the gall to lean in and kiss her. In the mood she was in, she didn’t even know if she would stop him.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   His Grace arrived a week later with surprisingly little pomp and circumstance. He arrived alone in a carriage and dismissed the driver when he reached their door. Mother had spent half of her meager savings to hire a footman. They couldn’t exactly have Lyla, their solitary remaining maid, serving His Grace. Mother was desperate to hold onto some degree of propriety. They were in the drawing room when the footman brought His Grace through.
 
   Marie leapt to her feet when His Grace entered. She ran to him and curtseyed, looking like the tiniest lady in the world. Mother gasped, and Auntie made as though to grab at the girl, but both were too slow for her eagerness. Monica could not help but smile. Her sister would be an impulsive woman, she thought, who would run her husband either into ruin or profound happiness. His Grace looked down at her with a warm smile, the scar on the side of his face creasing. “Well, hello, my lady,” he said. “It is a pleasure to meet you.”
 
   “And you, Your Grace,” Marie said, in her high-pitched voice. 
 
   Then Mother, Auntie, and Monica curtseyed. There was a murmur of “Your Grace” and then His Grace bowed dramatically and greeted each woman in turn. When he came to Monica (who he contrived to greet last, despite her position in the middle of the three), he bowed even deeper, so deeply that his chin seemed to touch the floor, and smiled warmly and stared into her eyes. “My lady,” he said slowly, drawing it out. “It is a pleasure to see you again.” A stream of light beamed through the window and lit His Grace’s face. For a moment, Monica could not define his features, and then the beam dissipated and she saw that his smile had slipped, and something like strife flickered across his countenance.
 
   “I have looked forward to this,” he said. “I am sorry that I waited so long.”
 
   “It is quite alright, Your Grace,” Monica said, not knowing what else to say. “I—I have looked forward to it, too.”
 
   It was strange to stand in a room with a man and know that he wanted Monica. It was a breach of the protocol by which she’d lived her mouse-life. Men had danced with her, and one man had even tried to court her, but never had they looked at her like that. Never had there been such open affection on their faces. And now here was His Grace, who for some reason Monica could not discern, wanted her, and made a show of making it clear.
 
   The moment floated like a snowflake on the wind, and then it fell and Mother lurched forward. “Please, Your Grace, will you sit?”
 
   They were all seated, and Marie was shuffled out of the room into the care of Lyla, who peeked around the door for a quick look at His Grace. She was gone before he saw her. Marie went with little argument, and then it was just Auntie, Mother, and Monica in the room with His Grace. 
 
   He leaned forward and looked at the women in turn. “I have,” he said, looking down at his knuckles, “waited a long time for a woman to whom I could give an affection I thought entirely destroyed in the war.”
 
   Mother almost started at that. Auntie grinned her mannish, wide grin. 
 
   Monica inclined her head. “I admit I have not waited for a silver-tongued man, but now that I have found one, I do find him quite pleasing.”
 
   “Monica!” Mother cried.
 
   His Grace smiled. “I admit I did not search for a barbed-tongued woman, but now that I have found one, I find her quite pleasing. My ladies, the air is beautifully fresh today. Being so close to the sea invigorates one. Perhaps we should walk about the grounds before we eat luncheon?”
 
   “You and Monica go ahead, Your Grace, if you wish,” Auntie said quickly before Mother could say anything. “And me and Ethel will follow.”
 
   Mother jumped to her feet. “There is no need for that,” she said stiffly. She cast a bitter look at Auntie. It was clear what she was trying to do: breach the rules by which they all lived and allow His Grace and Monica to walk unheeded amongst the overgrown shrubbery of their estate. But Mother would not have that. Despite her own passionate and ultimately doomed courtship – or perhaps because of it – she could not permit any wrongdoing under her watch. “No need,” she repeated. “I am quite ready to walk the grounds. Of course, sister, you may stay if you wish.”
 
   “No, no,” Auntie said, heaving her great bulk from the chair. (The chair creaked with relief.) “I shall join you.”
 
   His Grace rose to his feet. “Come then, my ladies,” he said. “Let us see what this August sun can do.”
 
   The four of them hastened out of the door as though it was a race, leaving the footman looking bemused and a little disoriented. His Grace walked briskly, his fine build seeming strong and domineering. Monica found herself tracing the curve of his legs in his tight britches, and a strange sensation came over her. She found herself imagining what it would be like to grab those legs, and then she thought: What if he should grab my legs? How should that feel? It was wildly inappropriate, and yet as they walked, she could not banish the thought.
 
   “Are you with us, my lady?” His Grace said. “You seem adrift in dreams.”
 
   “I am here,” Monica said. She looked bravely into his face. “Yes, Your Grace, I am here.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   There exists in this world quite inexplicable connections, Monica mused. Yes, quite inexplicable. Who can say why this or that man is attracted to this or that lady? I mean the men who court beneath them, as His Grace is surely doing. Why should His Grace be interested in me? Perhaps it is the animal in him that was unleashed in the war. He is clearly half a wild man in his respect for social etiquette. Perhaps the war stripped him of all that. Perhaps my long lonely years stripped me of it, too.
 
   His Grace and Monica walked ahead of Auntie and Mother, out of earshot if they talked quietly but never out of their line of sight. His Grace spoke in hushed whispers and leaned over her so he blocked the sun. “I cannot stop thinking of you, my lady,” he said. “I simply cannot. I close my eyes and see your face. I open my eyes and see your face. You are very beautiful. How you are unwed, how you are called a mouse, is bemusing to me. I know it is wrong of me to say, but I found myself wishing to kiss you.”
 
   Monica knew that she should be appalled by this, that she should see it as brutish behavior, but she did not. His Grace was too attractive to her; that was the truth of it. When she heard those words coming from those lips, she couldn’t stop herself from thinking what it would be like to have those lips on her. How would it feel? How would she feel? She felt a heightened sense of self by being an object of his affection. She discovered that she was carrying herself with more dignity, her head raised a little higher, her face struggling for impassivity during the open and scandalous lovemaking. 
 
   “Imagine it, Monica.” He said her name like word of luck. “Imagine it. Imagine me leaning in and kissing you upon the lips. Imagine my lips on yours and my hands upon you. Imagine our lips battling with each other. And then imagine the pleasure we would both feel. I do believe if we were not being observed, I would kiss you right here.”
 
   “I wish you could,” Monica said, staring boldly into his eyes. “I truly wish you could, Your Grace.”
 
   “You are a dangerous woman,” His Grace said. “How is it you have been dubbed mouse?”
 
   “Perhaps it is because of what I learnt when Father died and stripped me of my prospects.”
 
   “What is that, my lady?”
 
   “I learnt that the world only cares what it can get from you. The world does not care for originality or passion unless originality or passion is profitable. The world does not care for ladies who express their innermost thoughts unless those thoughts are tied to a tidy dowry. Why should I play the part of a smiling lady when lords only dance with me so they can tell their friends that they danced with ‘that Burrows girl’?”
 
   “So why show your true self to me, my lady?”
 
   “Because you are rich and of good position,” Monica said. 
 
   “Is that all?” His Grace said. He was looking at her curiously, as though he had never seen a lady before, or he was reevaluating every encounter he had ever had with a lady through Monica’s eyes. 
 
   She felt she had power over him at this moment, and she decided not to abuse it. She would tell him the truth. “No, that is not all,” she said. “I believe there is an It.”
 
   “An It?” His Grace laughed. “I concede you have stumped me.”
 
   “Yes,” Monica persisted. “I believe there is a feeling between a man and a woman that cannot be described, not even by the term love. I believe this It, whatever it may be, is the defining feature of all truly happy people. One has to look at a potential husband and feel It, and if one does not, then one must accept a decline into spinsterhood. With you, Your Grace, I definitely feel It.”
 
   His Grace suddenly stopped. He nodded behind them. Mother and Auntie were far back. Auntie had contrived to stop at some overgrown roses to distract Mother. Auntie was facilitating scandalous behavior of some sort, most likely because she wanted His Grace to give himself wholly to Monica, and thus elevate them all. Monica distrusted the motive, but with Mother’s eyes and body turned away from them, she felt she was alone with His Grace. But she did not know how long this moment of aloneness would last.
 
   “Kiss me!” she cried.
 
   “My lady!” His Grace exclaimed, but he was moving into her even as he exclaimed his shock. He reached up and grabbed her face with both hands. His hands were rough with war, and when he looked into her eyes she traced her own eyes along the scar. Then she closed her eyes as he leaned in and placed his lips upon hers. They were warm and moist, and Monica parted her lips and allowed her tongue to touch his. Pricks and tingles moved down through her body. His Grace let out a low groan, and Monica sighed with pleasure. Something stirred in her womanhood: an affront to the world her mother’s mother had inhabited; an affront even to the world she inhabited now. 
 
   The kiss stopped – neither knew who stopped it – and the couple turned to Auntie and Mother. Mother was just turning, and when she looked once more upon her daughter and His Grace, they were standing properly apart, and now a negative thing could be said about their conduct. 
 
   His Grace’s face was flushed, and Monica knew from the heat in her cheeks that her face was bright red. 
 
   “Monica,” His Grace whispered. “That was—something.”
 
   “It was,” Monica agreed. “Yes, Your Grace, it was.”
 
   “I should like to do it again when opportunity permits.”
 
   “And you shall,” Monica said. “You can do it as much as you like.”
 
   They looked at each other for a moment, and Monica knew from the look in his eye that it took a momentous effort in self-control not to ravage her right there. Monica, for her part, wished Mother and Auntie would drift away into the clouds for a time, and leave the two of them alone, stranded, together.
 
   Mother walked as quickly as her stick-like legs could carry her, and Auntie rumbled behind like a carriage. Soon His Grace and Monica were joined by the older women, and Mother made a show of assuming the role of the matron. 
 
   “Shall we return to the house, Your Grace?” she said. “I fear walks like these are too bold for a woman of my age.” And I shall not leave you and Monica unattended was the unspoken message.
 
   “Of course,” His Grace said smoothly. “I am so very hungry.”
 
   His eyes met Monica’s. Was she hungry too?
 
   Oh, yes, Your Grace, she thought, the kiss still warm on her lips. I am famished.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Three nights later, Monica sat by her window and gazed out at the stars. The house was silent except for the occasional summer breeze that caused its floorboards to creak, as though ghosts walked amongst them. Monica watched the stars with apathy and a sense of desperation. His Grace had visited with them these last three days, but they not been alone; they had had no chance to carry out their scandalous, unjust desires. They had had no chance to shun the mores by which they were shackled and succumb to their baser desires. Monica watched the stars and wished for a moment that she could become one. Now you are being morbid, she thought. But she could not help it. She did envy the stars – even whilst knowing it was foolish – for they were static and eternal and shined so bright.
 
   She was thinking these thoughts when a stone clattered against the window. She started and leapt backward away from the window. Once calmed, she approached the window tentatively, as though specters lurked beyond it. Another stone clattered against it, and another. They were thrown softly. Curious, she opened the window and looked down. “Is somebody playing a game?” she whispered into the night.
 
   “My lady.” The voice was clear. It was His Grace, Roland Dare. “Monica, it is I,” he said. “I ... Tell me to leave, if this offends you. I just – I could not stay away. I have watched you these past three days, and tonight I found myself overcome with the urge to see you. I realize what this means – what this looks like – and if you command it, I will leave. But I cannot bear this temptation anymore. Have I offended you, my lady?”
 
   Inwardly, Monica saw a version of herself where her soul was more suited to high society, where she would decry this sort of behavior from an alleged suitor. In this imagining, she fled from the room and woke Mother. But this was not the real Monica. The real Monica – the one gazing into the darkness below – was overcome with excitement. Her heart pounded in her chest and for the first time in her life, she felt truly alive, truly un-stifled. 
 
   “Wait for me,” she said. “Wait at the end of the path.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   With that one word, he fled into the deeper dark of the greater night. Monica rose from her chair and walked to the wardrobe. She took out a dress and donned it hastily. Every part of her knew that what she was doing was wrong – that this was absolutely not the sort of thing that Mother or Grandmother or the women in the world should be doing – and yet simultaneously every part of her felt that it was right. The thought of Roland – yes, Roland! – waiting for her out there filled her with heat. Her hands shook as she dressed, but she did not delay.
 
   She walked quietly down the stairs and opened the door so slowly it seemed to take an age. But then she was in the night, and the path was the only sure thing, solid beneath her feet. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   She walked to the end of the path and waited. The moon was dim and clouds had moved across the sky with the express intention of obscuring her illicit tete-a-tete. For a moment, she entertained the possibility that this was all a cruel joke, that His Grace was teasing her, that throngs of lords and ladies would emerge from the bushes cackling with glee. But then His Grace emerged from behind a nearby bush. He could not have looked more of the madman had he tried. His hair had grown longer in the intervening months, and he had neglected to brush it. His fringe fell wildly to just above his eyes. His clothes were of fine cut but looked as though they had been thrown on. This sense of madness was heightened by the darkness, which, though not wholly obscuring his features, almost metamorphosed him into a silhouette of shadow.
 
   “My lady,” he said.
 
   The night was warm, and Monica felt sweat bead upon her body. “Your Grace,” she said.
 
   He walked forward until he was standing opposite her. She looked up at him, and he looked down at her. She felt safe, which was crazy in itself. Here she was in the darkness with an evidently improper man and she felt safe! 
 
   “May I kiss you?”
 
   “Don’t ask,” Monica said. “Just kiss me.”
 
   He grabbed her dress, pulled her to him, and then leaned down and kissed her hard upon the lips. She kissed him in return. Animalistic impulses took over, and she did nothing to fight them. Her body was full of fire. Roland moved his hands over her, from the front of her dress around to the back. He pressed through her dress and grabbed her buttocks. She had never been grabbed there, and she felt a twinge of hot pleasure in her womanhood. He grabbed them harder, so hard it almost hurt, and groaned loudly.
 
   “You feel amazing,” he said in surprise.
 
   “Keep going,” Monica urged. “Just – just keep going.”
 
   He rubbed her buttocks as they kissed. Their tongues danced together, and kinetic energy buzzed between then. Her body was pressed right up against his. She had the feeling of being pushed up against a stone wall, and yet it felt incredible. She was trapped, and she loved it. Her hands seemed to take on a life of their own. They moved down the front of his body to his britches. She grabbed down there and felt for his manhood. She was utterly inexperienced in this, but after some grabbing, she found it. It was hard, and long, and thick, and pressed urgently through his britches.
 
   “Monica,” he moaned into her ear, his breath warm. “Oh, keep doing that.”
 
   “Touch me,” Monica replied.
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Where I am touching you.”
 
   He moved one hand from her buttocks around to her front. He fumbled for a moment and then pressed his hand against her womanhood through the fabric of her dress. She gasped. She had never been touched there. She had only even touched herself there, and that had always been filled with guilt. Ladies didn’t do that. But now she didn’t feel guilty. The pleasure was too intense for that. He pressed his middle finger against her womanhood and rubbed hard, from side to side. She rubbed his manhood just as vigorously. They stayed like that for a time, rubbing one another.
 
   And then Monica began to fumble at his britches. They seemed like silly things when they were captivated by such pleasure. Why should he wear them? She pulled at the lace and then yanked them down so they were around his boots. He bent over and fiddled with them and then they were gone, upon the floor somewhere in the darkness. His manhood, vaguely visible, was a huge hard outline. She reached down and touched it, nothing between it now, just flesh on flesh. He moaned louder as she rubbed it up and down. She was astonished by the size of it. Are all men this huge? a background part of her thought.
 
   “My dress,” Monica said.
 
   “My lady?”
 
   “It is in the way.”
 
   “You wish to—here?”
 
   “Yes,” Monica moaned. She was no longer thinking like that anymore; no longer was she a lady’s lady. No longer was she a mouse. All her thoughts now were aimed toward completing what they had started: in finding It; in removing obstacles that stood between the two sexual creatures in the garden and the almighty Pleasure. “Remove it, Roland.”
 
   He turned her bodily and began unlacing her with a speed the best tailor would have found hard to match. He untied the last of the puzzle and then pulled the dress down. She stepped out of it, and then without hesitation removed her nightclothes. She was naked apart from her stockings. Roland looked up and down and his manhood seemed to pulse in Monica’s hand.
 
   “You are a goddess,” he murmured.
 
   “No,” Monica said, and rubbed his manhood softly. “I am just a woman.”
 
   He reached down and touched her womanhood. It was wet, wetter than it had been her entire life. And it was warm, and ready, and hungry. “I want it,” she said. “But I don’t know how.”
 
   His Grace did not say a thing. He placed his hands under her armpits and lifted her off her feet. He carried her to the grass that bordered the path and laid her upon it. The night was warm, and the grass was like a blanket on her skin. He leaned over her. “Are you sure?”
 
   “Do it.”
 
   He reached down and touched his manhood, and then pushed it inside of her. There was stark, bright pain as he filled her. She did not think he could fit; he was so big. But after a minute or so of slow thrusting, the pain began to subside and in its place was an otherworldly pleasure. Warmth filled her down there and she heard moans escape her lips.
 
   After a few minutes, Roland thrust into her harder, and harder. Monica lifted her legs and moved with his thrusts, wanting all of him, wanting to be filled entirely. There was a spot deep within her that sent pulsating beams of pleasure throughout her each time his manhood touched it. She craved that spot; she needed it seen to. 
 
   He buried his head in her neck and thrust into her harder and harder. Monica bounced up and down on his manhood, feeling only the pleasure from the spot within her, feeling only the heat. And then It came, the Pleasure, the thing she had been searching for. A wave built within her, a wave comprised of heat, and it smashed against a dam that twenty-four years of boredom and oppression had constructed. The Pleasure smashed the dam over and over until it collapsed, and the Pleasure washed through her in an unstoppable tsunami. 
 
   Her womanhood went tight around him, and the Pleasure consumed her. She closed her eyes and saw only heat, felt only pleasure, felt only the moment in which she hung. After around twenty seconds, it passed. She touched Roland’s hand and guided it to her breasts.
 
   “Will you, Your Grace? Will you, Roland?”
 
   He did.
 
   His seed spilled within her and fell from her womanhood into the grass. His manhood wilted, and he rolled to the side. 
 
   They lay breathing, staring up at the stars, for a long time. Monica had never felt so content, and yet she knew that what they had just done was generally agreed to be abhorrent. Not only had they done that, but they had done it whilst unmarried. Worse still, they had enjoyed it. 
 
   After around an hour of simply lying side by side, they rose and began to dress. Roland moved close to her when the symbols of their propriety were donned once more. He put his hands on her shoulders and kissed her neck. “Marry me,” he whispered into her ear. “Marry me, sweet mouse.”
 
   “I should have to ask Mother,” Monica said.
 
   “She will not refuse me,” Roland said. It was true. A poor widow does not refuse a duke. “But I will not ask her without your consent. I want you as my wife. I want to laugh and love with you for the rest of my days. I want to bury myself in you. I want to—damn it, I am not a poet! Marry me, sweet lady. Marry me, dangerous lady. Marry me, mad lady.”
 
   “I do,” Monica said. “And, Your Grace?”
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “Make love to me once more before the morn.”
 
   “My lady!”
 
   She reached forward, grabbing for him.
 
   Pleasure rose around them.
 
   A mouse indeed!
 
    
 
   
  
 

My Lady’s Honor
 
    
 
   It was their first season, and the vibrancy of life was potent in all of them. Lyla Wemmick, Marie Patton, and Monica Burrows: three women for whom life was just commencing. They were walking in the footsteps of their mothers, but they were doing so in considerably more style. The brother of the Duke of Wellcopse, Haywood Sinnet, had unexpectedly come to the ball, and the three of them stood in a tight circle talking about how handsome he was, or perhaps he only seemed handsome because his clothes cost more than some homesteads. 
 
   “You’re awful!” Marie hissed, trying to keep her voice low.
 
   “You are,” Lyla agreed. Monica always said outrageous things, things Lyla and Marie would never say. She had once compared the king to a duck (in private hearing, with nobody around). Lyla and Marie had not known whether to laugh or cry in outrage. 
 
   “What?” Monica said, feigning innocence. “I am simply saying a man like that must be a complete bore to talk to. There is nothing horrible about that.”
 
   “But what if somebody should hear you?” Lyla said, glancing around the ballroom. All over the place, lords and ladies stood conversing. Father and Mother, Lord and Lady Wemmick, stood in a huddle of old men and women, most likely talking about keeping house or some other topic not at all interesting to Lyla.
 
   “Then I should be burnt at the stake,” Monica said, in her lazy drawl. “There is nothing at all wrong with that, is there!”
 
   “Monica!” Marie gasped.
 
   “Shall we walk amongst the gardens?” Monica said, at length. “It is so stuffy in here.”
 
   Marie and Lyla agreed, and together they left the ballroom and went outside. More lords and ladies talked out here, and footmen could be seen everywhere, carrying drinks and food hither and thither. Monica led them to the back of the garden, out of the way, where there was nothing but flowers and a solitary bird that flew into the air when it spotted them.
 
   “Is there some secret back here, Monica?” Marie said. 
 
   “Just the quiet,” Monica said. “I do so hate large gatherings.”
 
   “We should be finding a husband,” Marie said.
 
   “Yes, I suppose we should.”
 
   But finding a husband could wait. They were all one-and-nine, all in the fresh newness of life that promised that the world would kneel before them, that life would warp itself around their preconceptions of what it should be. Monica was the worst for this. Lyla was sure in her dreams she saw herself being taken in by a rich lord who would tolerate her desire to be seen in public playing the violin. Marie was quite bad, too. She wished to become a famous painter and dreamt that she would find a husband who would not only tolerate but facilitate this aim. Lyla’s aims were more realistic: that she be allowed to study Greek and Roman in the privacy of a well-lit library. But Lyla knew that the three of them were outside of the main. Just look at them: huddling in the gardens, out of sight, when they should be striving to tempt a suitable match.
 
   Monica’s mouth was half-open when Lord Haywood Sinnet, brother to the duke, emerged from behind the shrubbery. “Hiding, are we?” he said in a tone of supercilious glee, like a teacher catching their charge doing something illicit. “There are search parties out, you know.”
 
   “There are?” Marie gasped.
 
   “Yes, Miss Patton. Your mother searches. You, too, Miss Burrows. Your father looks absolutely livid. You are safe for now, I believe, Lady Wemmick.”
 
   “We better go!” Marie cried.
 
   Monica yawned and rose lazily from the flowerbed against which she’d been leaning. “Fine, yes, let’s go,” she said.
 
   “Wait a moment,” Lyla said, as the two made to race back toward the estate. “I will come, too.”
 
   “Oh, but wait a moment,” Lord Sinnet said. “I wish to talk with you, Lady Wemmick.”
 
   “I really must go—”
 
   “It will take but a moment.”
 
   Monica and Marie had disappeared. It was like they had vanished into the warm June air. For some reason, Lyla felt uncomfortable around this man. She had met him once before, at another party, and when they had danced, his breath had reeked of something ungodly. His clothes, though fine, were slightly disordered, as though he’d slept in them. And his eyes were shot with lightning bolts of blood. He walked slowly into the garden, blocking her.
 
   “My lady,” he said. “I have not forgotten our dance.”
 
   “Yes, my lord.”
 
   She could think of nothing else to say.
 
   “You are so timid, like a tiny little stick. Yes, an utter stick. I wonder if you would snap. Would you?”
 
   “That is a strange thing to say, my—”
 
   And then the fresh, new hope that had lived in her for the longest time was quashed. After it was all done, she would envision those three laughing girls and call them idiots. What did they know about the world?
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Lord Wemmick,
 
    
 
   I see no other course of action other than that of marriage. Both our families have been shamed by this. I will not talk of love. I fear there is little of that. I only talk of reality. And the reality is that the only way we can save any kind of face is if your daughter and I marry. Please reply forthwith.
 
    
 
   Thornton Sinnet, Duke of Wellcopse.
 
    
 
   Monica sighed and placed the letter in the drawer of her bedroom, where she kept it most of the time, except when she wanted to bring it out and make real what seemed like a disastrous dream.
 
   It had been six months since the ball where it had all gone wrong. Since months since His Grace’s brother had died in the most scandalous way possible. And the whole country thought she was a murderess, that she had gotten away with a crime against God. Marie and Monica no longer wrote even though she was now technically a duchess. Even a title that grand could not completely cleanse her.
 
   Her husband—ha! Never had a title been so ill-fitting! 
 
   He had not spoken to her since the marriage when it had been necessary to be seen speaking to one another, and then he had spoken with a distance that made it seem like she was not even there, that she was simply watching the events transpire. That was how she felt since that afternoon in the garden with that man; as though she was watching everything. 
 
   Christmas had passed two days ago without ceremony, and now there was little for Lyla to do but skulk through Wellcopse Castle to the library, where she spent most of her time. Homer did not judge her. She slumped down in her usual chair and bent over the old tome. His Grace had a momentous library, full of dust and books and low candlelight, and he had permitted her to use it. His actual words had been: “Go where you will.” And then he had turned away from her, as though even the sight of her was an offence to him.
 
   She read for a time and then looked up at the sound of footsteps. Perhaps it was Tammy, the one maidservant who was either oblivious of her past or did not care about it. But it was not Tammy. It was His Grace, her husband. He was a handsome man, with strong features and wide shoulders. His eyes were thankfully not the same colour as his younger brother’s. His were blue, like a summer sky. LordSinnet’s had been brown, like winter mud. 
 
   His Grace walked into the library slowly, as though afraid he might disturb its equilibrium. Lyla had never seen him in here. He normally stayed as far away from her as possible. They ate in different rooms, they slept in different rooms, they did everything in different rooms. The Duke and Duchess Sinnet were simply people who shared a house. No marital bond apart from the official title existed between them. They had not consummated their marriage. Lyla was glad of that. She couldn’t take that, not after — but those thoughts were best left undisturbed.
 
   “My lady,” His Grace said, and walked to the desk, looking down at her. “The hour grows late.”
 
   “Does it?” Lyla said. “I hadn’t noticed. What is the time, Your Grace?”
 
   “It is six o’clock.”
 
   “Hmm.”
 
   The silence hung in the air like an un-crossable breach. Lyla regarded the man who was her husband in name, and her husband regarded her. She tried not to think of his dead brother – the brother she had apparently murdered – but it was difficult. It was not that they looked alike. It was that she knew she was here because of that day. He found a chair, pulled it over to the desk, and sat. 
 
   “My lady,” he said, looking anywhere but into her eyes. “I believe we have existed apart for long enough. I do not know if I was mourning, if I was simply confused, but I realized today that I have made a mistake. I have not even asked for your side of the story. In truth, this whole ordeal has made me miserable. So, I am here to ask you to tell me, please, what happened that afternoon. Why did my brother die?”
 
   Shutters closed in Lyla’s mind. Undisturbed memories formed membranes. Her mind crumpled in upon itself and blocked any of it from emerging. “I do not know,” she said stiffly.
 
   “How can you not know?”
 
   “I do not know!” she cried, rising. “Oh, Your Grace, I cannot speak of it! I do not know! I do not know!”
 
   She walked to the other end of the room and pretended to look up and down a bookcase. His Grace watched her with steady eyes and then sighed. “Do you not think it would be better,” he said, “if you told me? I am the one who saved you from the gallows. Accidental, I said, both publically and privately. Accidental, but how can you explain the state of his dress—and yours? Was there anything—dishonorable happening? You will note I have not touched you.”
 
   Lyla closed her eyes and thought of birds and clouds and grass and leaves and wind and anything that was not him. She thought of a rabbit bouncing across a forest, leaping over a felled tree, and tumbling down a hole. She thought of a moth in a lantern, flowing winged shadows against a stone wall. All of this: to stop the memories, the blasted memories, from surfacing. How could he ask this of her? She felt like she was at the trial all over again.
 
   “It is not what you think,” was all she was able to say.
 
   “I think?” His Grace said. He leaned his forearms upon the desk and sighed. “I do not know what to think. The whole country knows of this escapade. The Sinnets are shamed just as much as the Wemmicks by the whole thing. Do you know what they say? They say my brother and you were having an affair! An affair! I hear your mother can barely eat. And my sister has fled to Wales, where she shuts herself up and won’t talk to anybody. My lady, I implore you, all we ask for is the truth.”
 
   What happens when the truth is worse than your fiction? What happens when the truth will destroy you instead of heal you? What happens if the truth you desperately want to hear is the last thing you should be hearing?
 
   “Did you love your brother, Your Grace?” Lyla said.
 
   His Grace paused, and then shook his head. “No,” he said. His voice was without inflection. “He was a rascal. We never got on as brothers are meant to do. I know that is a dreadful thing to say, but it is the truth. There, I have told you my truth. Now you can tell me yours.”
 
   “I cannot,” Lyla countered. “I – I am a good person, Your Grace.”
 
   The declaration came as though from a great mist. She did not believe it; she did not believe that she was a good person. How could she be, after what had happened to her? Why would such a bad thing happen to a good person? And why would society shun a good person? No, the only way to explain this was that she was wicked, and so a wicked thing had happened to her. But for some reason she herself did not understand, she wanted His Grace to disagree with this opinion of her. She wanted him to think she was a good person. Perhaps then she could regain a piece of herself.
 
   “Are you?” His Grace said. Again, his voice was without emotion. “How am I to know that, my lady, when you will not talk to me? How am I to know a single thing about you?”
 
   It is too painful!
 
   Lyla stayed silent.
 
   How can I speak of demons which haunt me?
 
   His Grace rose.
 
   Just leave me to my fate!
 
   He made for the door.
 
   Yes, just let me suffer alone! Let me try to blot the memories which stab into me each night!
 
   He was about to leave when he stopped and looked at her across the candlelight. “Join me for supper, on the morrow,” he said. “Perhaps it is time we spent a little time together. Perhaps then you will feel comfortable around me.”
 
   I will never feel comfortable again.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   She donned a dinner dress and joined His Grace in the main dining hall for supper. It was the first time she had entered this room. Much of the castle was unknown to her. Her world had turned from one of wide open fields and infinite expectations to three or four rooms in a small piece of the castle. Her heart beat with anxiety as she followed Tammy through the hallways to the dining room. “Many thanks, Y’r Grace,” Tammy was saying, “for not objec’ing overly to the business with the supper last night. I am truly sorry,Y’r Grace, that something like that happened, and I promise it won’t be happenin’ again.”
 
   “It is fine,” Lyla said. She was not really listening to the girl. She was young and fresh and full of life. Life poured from her eyes like streams, and her step was bouncy. She had brought Lyla’s supper ten minutes late. It was no disaster, and Lyla really wished the girl would be quiet. Thankfully, she said nothing more as she opened the dining room doors and stared at the ground. Lyla muttered a thank you and walked on unsteady feet toward the table.
 
   His Grace was already seated at the far end. He did not stand when she entered. He simply gazed at her as one gazes at an exhibition with which one is unfamiliar. She was about to sit at the other end of the long table when the footman proffered her a seat beside His Grace. Clearly, His Grace had ordered that this be her seat. (The footman never would have acted alone.) Lyla walked to and collapsed into the seat. Cups of wine were poured, and in silence, they drank.
 
   “I am glad you came,” His Grace said.
 
   I did not have much of a choice.
 
   Lyla inclined her head. Words seemed tiresome and exhausting things of late. 
 
   “I feared you would not come,” His Grace persisted.
 
   Lyla inclined her head again.
 
   “Is your throat sore? Are you ill?”
 
   “Ill?” Lyla said.
 
   A small smile touched His Grace’s lips. “I was jesting with you,” he said. “Ill, I said, because you were not ... Ah, perhaps I am not as funny as my ballroom compatriots would have me believe with their raucous laughter.”
 
   “So many lies are told in ballrooms,” Lyla muttered. “I fear you may be correct.”
 
   As soon as the words had escaped her lips, she knew they were a mistake. But His Grace did not behave in a shocked or aghast way. He merely tipped his head forward, as though to say: Well said. She nodded, a tiny fragment of forgotten confidence and self-assurance sparking briefly to life within her—before being extinguished by the weight of inescapable memories. They drank some more wine, and Lyla’s head began to feel fuzzy, as though the room were trifold before her. She set the cup down and continued on water instead.
 
   Soon the food was served. It was a simple meal of goose and potato. They ate for what seemed like an awfully long time, and then His Grace withdrew a pipe and began to pack it with tobacco. “Do you mind?” he said.
 
   “Not terribly,” Lyla replied.
 
   Everything was cold. Her words were cold, her gaze was cold, her skin was cold; coldness enveloped her. The memory of that warm June day was iced over. She felt her bones would crack with the coldness of what had happened. And this man was his brother … The thought trailed away into the recesses of a running mind.
 
   His Grace blew puffs of smoke into the air, regarded her, looked away, and then regarded her again. Finally, he leaned forward slightly. “My lady,” he said. “I know you do not want to speak of what happened—”
 
   “You are correct, Your Grace.”
 
   “What I was going to say is that perhaps we could forget about that for a short time. I have a proposal. (Not that kind of proposal; that has been said and is solid and cannot be undone.) No, I have another proposal. Perhaps we should try and see more of one another. I know you have become quite used to your books. I studied much when I was younger. Perhaps I could join you in the library one day?”
 
   “It is your library,” Lyla said. 
 
   “It is,” His Grace said. “But it is your sanctuary.”
 
   “Why are you being kind to me, Your Grace? I am a killer, remember. I am a slattern, remember. I am a fallen one; I am the very antithesis of all that is proper and right. You should have distanced yourself from the Wemmicks; you should have burned us. Indeed, I do not know why you made this proposal. I would have been quite happy soaring away from a clifftop, toward rocks that would end it—”
 
   “Enough!” His Grace roared, his voice obliterating her words. “That is quite enough!”
 
   Lyla laughed. It was a reflexive response with absolutely no mirth behind it. 
 
   His Grace shook his head. “You must not fall into self-pity. Nothing was ever won or achieved that way. I am trying, here, my lady, to make some kind of relationship between us apart from cohabitants. I am trying to fix whatever this breach is that exists between us. My brother – he is the reason we are together. My lovely brother – he is the reason we are distant and do not talk. Well, blast it, I am saying that we should talk. If only for the sake of our sanity. It is not healthy, being married to a stranger. It can destroy a man and drive a woman to madness.”
 
   He fell back into his chair and took a long suck on his pipe. Lyla closed her eyes for a moment and then opened them. Of late, when she closed her eyes, it appeared in her mind. It appeared stark and brutal, and the feelings came rushing into her chest like parasites. She felt used, even as it was happening, like a pair of socks: a dirty pair of socks which nobody cares a fig for. She was a devilish woman. If she weren’t, why did the Devil come for her? She was a bad woman. She was a dishonest woman. That had to be true, or the fabric of the world was bent out of shape, and there was something disastrously wrong with the way things trotted along. Yes, for things to be sane, she had to be insane; she had to be the wrong parted, not the wronged party.
 
   “Let me tell you something, my lady,” His Grace said. “It is a story, but it is true. When we were young, Haywood and I would go into the woods and hunt rabbits. Oh, we thought we were quite the heroes. Only, Haywood was always jealous of me. It is quite uncomely to admit it, but it is the truth, and it is only the two of us here. Yes, he was quite jealous. You see, I was always quicker and steadier than him, and so I would always return first with my catch, to show Father.
 
   “That was what it came to: showing Father. He was a distant man, but when he saw his boys with rabbits they had caught themselves, he would smile and rub us on the head. But only the first one, you understand. The first one to return with a rabbit got a smile and a rub on the head. The second—nothing. Father was no longer interested.”
 
   His Grace chewed on his pipe and looked meditatively at his cup of wine. 
 
   “The first one,” he went on, between puffs of smoke, “and not the second. I was quicker, steadier, and more effective. But Haywood was something else, something that eclipsed my qualities. He was morally oblique. There was a capacity in him to be brutal. One day, after I had slain my rabbit, he produced a rope – I do not know from where he acquired it – waited for me to approach the creature, and then lashed the rope around my body, pinning my arms. He quickly tied me to a nearby tree, and then whisked up the rabbit and sprinted home to show Father. My rabbit!”
 
   His Grace shook his head.
 
   “Why are you telling me this, Your Grace?” Lyla said. For some reason, her hands had started to shake.
 
   “I wanted you to know,” His Grace said, “that I know who Haywood was. And when you are ready to talk about the day at the ball, I will listen. It will push aside doubts in my mind, and may confirm things I secretly think. That is why I have married you, my lady. I suspect that the blame does not lie upon you. But suspect is meaningless without confirmation.”
 
   She knew this was her opportunity, but when she delved into her mind for those memories – for the harsh, stark words that would elucidate those memories – she crunched against an icy wall. Through this icy wall, his eyes gleamed, his tongue pressed against his teeth, his breath plumed. She shivered, though the dining room was warm.
 
   “I cannot,” she stuttered. Her teeth were chattering. “I – cannot. Your Grace, may I be excused?”
 
   “Of course,” His Grace said. “But on the morrow, I shall see you in the library. Do I have your permission?”
 
   “Yes,” Lyla breathed. Suddenly the walls felt close, as though the castle was closing in around her. She needed the warped breathing space of her small bedroom, her dusty library. “Yes,” she repeated, and then stumbled out of the room, wine seeping and sweating out of her pores. 
 
   Tammy joined her in the hallway and supported her arm. “Your Grace,” she said. “You don’t look too well. Let’s get you back to y’r room.”
 
   With the assistance of the girl, Lyla managed to return to her bedroom. She excused the maidservant and lay upon the bed, her head buried in the pillow, wishing the pillow would swallow her—wishing it would absolve her.
 
   But there was a promise of minor reprieve: a promise that perhaps the gloominess of the past five months could be somewhat assuaged. His Grace would join her tomorrow. His Grace had cause to doubt popular opinion. His Grace was giving her honor a chance.
 
   But the ice within her was tough, and cold, and would not crack easily. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Her habit was to arrive at the library at ten o’clock in the morning, just after breakfast, and stay there until five o’clock when she would return to her bedroom and lie upon her bed and try her best to banish the thoughts that threatened to send her tumbling into full-blown insanity. She tried to tire herself out as much as possible when she was in the library, so that when she returned to her bedroom, she would be too exhausted to think of anything. Her Latin was improving steadily, and her Greek was not far behind. There was a certain timelessness in the library. Sometimes she would read over the same passage for what felt like a half-hour only to realize that the entire day had elapsed. She was as happy as she could be when this happened, for it meant less time with her thoughts.
 
   The morning after her supper with His Grace, she went to the library as usual. But she couldn’t focus. The words were naught but hazy black lines upon her vision, and every sentence was read in His Grace’s voice. He had made a profound impression on her. The rabbit story, no matter how prosaic, was like poetry to her mind. It went a long way toward proving everything she thought about him. It went a long way toward vindicating her darkest feelings. The boy with the rope had grown up, physically, but mentally and emotionally and spiritually he had remained the same. But now he is dead, she thought, and he is nothing.
 
   His Grace entered quietly. “My lady,” he said. He sat beside her at the desk. “What are you reading?”
 
   She told him. 
 
   He nodded.
 
   They stared at each other and then down at the table. Lyla found herself fidgeting, her hands fiddling with the fabric of her dress, constantly having to stop herself from touching her face. His Grace’s eyes burnt into her, and she found it difficult not to flinch under his gaze. He was not being aggressive, and yet violence was fresh in her mind. She almost jumped from the chair when he leaned over to turn a page. She almost slapped him when he shifted his chair to be more comfortable. She almost screamed when he rose to open the curtains.
 
   Blue winter sunlight filtered in through the frosted windows, making the room look old and depressing: not at all like the haven it had become to Lyla. His Grace walked over to the shelves and perused them at leisure, and then returned with a large tome. “A translation of The Odyssey,” he said. “Perhaps it will make your job easier.”
 
   “I don’t want it to be easy,” Lyla said. “If it was easy, it would be quick, and I want this study to last as long as possible. If possible, I want it to last forever. I would be quite happy to sit in here forever and – and not think.”
 
   “My lady,” His Grace said. “Walk the grounds with me.”
 
   “No!” Lyla cried.
 
   She rose from her seat and walked to the other end of the room. Walk the grounds. The grounds – where it had all happened. Where the Wemmicks had lost their dignity. Where the Sinnets had lost their pride. Where the fresh life that had been promised since her birth was torn away. Where life had ended. They were not the same grounds – no! Her mind recoiled at the suggestion that she would walk the grounds – any grounds – with a man – any man – even if he was her husband. Her mind screamed at the suggestion, railed against it, cried out in agony. Grounds meant pain; of that she was sure.
 
   His Grace tilted his head at her in bemusement. “My lady?” he said. “Have I said something to offend you?”
 
   “I apologize, Your Grace,” Lyla said, slowly and carefully, lest her fear become evident in her words. “I merely do not wish to walk them just now. It is rather cold, and I fear a chill will make me ill.”
 
   His Grace knew something was amiss. It was clear in the way he looked at her. But thankfully he did not press her, and Lyla resumed her seat and together they looked over the translation. Once, when they both made to turn the same page, their hands brushed. Something between excitement and terror moved through Lyla. She did not pull her hand away. She left it there for a moment, feeling the warmth of his hand, and he did not pull his away, either. Then the moment was shattered as Tammy knocked on the door.
 
   “Luncheon will be ready soon, Your Grace, if it please you, or I can have the cook wait a li’le longer.”
 
   His Grace turned to Lyla expectantly. 
 
   “Lunch will be fine,” she said.
 
   His Grace nodded, and the maidservant left.
 
   They sat in silence, and then His Grace lifted the book and read a Latin phrase. Perhaps he pronounced it incorrectly on purpose, or perhaps he genuinely had forgotten his lessons. In any case, it allowed Lyla to correct him, and His Grace to thank her. The light in the room increased, and His Grace’s smile of gratitude was radiant. 
 
   Lyla wanted to believe that he was different – that he was not like other men – but it was difficult when she had been so ill-treated, when she had– Her mind stamped it down. Could His Grace be different? Could His Grace really be kind? Could His Grace really believe that she was an honest, good woman?
 
   She realized she hadn’t said anything in a long while. His Grace was on his feet. “Shall we?” he said.
 
   “Hmm, yes, of course—Your Grace.”
 
   “You may call me Thornton,” His Grace said, “if I may call you Lyla.”
 
   “Of course!” Lyla cried recklessly, almost jumping to her feet. Her mind was in disarray. Old and new feelings warred. This man was kind; all men were devils. This man was patient; all men pushed. This man was unique; copies proliferated in every sphere of life. “Thornton,” she said, as they left the library, trying the word on her tongue, tasting it. “Thornton, yes, Thornton.”
 
   “And Lyla,” he said, smiling warmly at her. “My wife.”
 
   “Your wife the murderess.”
 
   “That sours the mood.”
 
   “You must remember what I am.”
 
   “I know what you are. You are a lady who can read Latin.”
 
   With that, he led her to the dining room, where they ate a pleasant luncheon, and said nothing to one another. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   A solitary tree stood just shy of the wood at the rear of the Wallcopse grounds. It was this tree by which Lyla judged the time that had elapsed since Thornton and she had first made contact. It had been bare, ugly, misshapen. Branches had stuck out wildly, and it had had the overall appearance of a decrepit old man. And then, as the months passed, it began to sprout tiny leaves, careful leaves which seemed afraid to come fully into the light. Braver and braver these leaves grew until one day the tree was covered in them. The misshapenness became an advantage; it served as a wonderful canvas for these leave-artists. The decrepit old man, in the flowering of spring, and then the early hints at summer had become young again. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   It was mid-May when the Sinnets received a letter from Lyla’s father. He and Mother begged that they be allowed to visit the castle. They had not visited it yet, and had not seen fit to write for a score of different reasons, but now they wished to see their daughter again and meet her husband. Lyla was not overjoyed at the prospect, but it had been almost a year since she had last seen her parents: since they had shipped her off to be married to a man she did not know. 
 
   The morning was fine, and she and Thornton were walking in the garden. This feat had come about slowly, by days and then weeks and then months of coaxing. Thornton had shown an almost superhuman ability for patience with her. Not once had he pushed her to “just get on with it”, as many men would do. Not once had he snapped at her, or lost his temper. He had simply asked her, each day, if she would like to walk with him. When she declined, he didn’t mention it again that day. The next day he would ask, and the cycle would repeat. It became a joke between them; they would smile self-indulgently as they asked and answered.
 
   “Are you nervous?” Thornton said.
 
   “Yes,” Lyla admitted. “I am very nervous. Seeing them again will bring back—things I would rather stay buried.”
 
   Thornton nodded as though he understood completely, but he didn’t. Lyla still hadn’t told him what had happened on that day. She had blocked it out so completely now that she often thought it was a dream. How could something like that happen on the periphery of a ball? How could high society coexist with monstrous acts? These were questions which perplexed her, and often made her think that it had been a dream. No other explanation was possible. But then she reminded herself that she had not received word of any kind from Monica or Marie, and the reality of it slapped her once again.
 
   Mother and Father were to arrive two evenings hence. That meant two nights of broken sleep as old memories resurfaced. Lyla often wished she was a strong woman, that she had in her mind a steel will capable of tolerating these mental demons. But the truth was that she was not a strong woman; she was just a woman. She could only deal with it as thousands of women had. She could only shut it away, lock it, abandon the key. She could only ignore it, pretend it did not happen. 
 
   Which makes it all the more difficult when he insists on talking about it.
 
   “Perhaps it is time,” Thornton had said, about two weeks ago. “It has been a long time, Lyla. A very long time. It has only been almost a year, this is true, but it feels longer. Things have changed drastically. Only my dukedom has stopped us from becoming complete pariahs. But society does suspect us. Some of it probably hates us. But I do not care for that. I only wish to know. What happened, Lyla? What happened that day? We have become friends, have we not? Will you not tell me?”
 
   She had not told him. She could not tell him.
 
   Part of it was that she did not wish to shock him. But there was another part, a deeper part, which was afraid that if she told him, he would not believe her. He had not gotten on especially well with his brother, but that didn’t mean he would believe it all. After all, they were blood. It was hard to break a bond like that, even if it was an uneasy bond. She had collected her book and retired to her bedroom, claiming she had a headache.
 
   There were times, at night, when she was alone and scared and weeping, that she wished Thornton was there with her. She didn’t know when this desire had first cried out within her, but she knew it was a real, true desire. She wanted Thornton there with her to soothe everything, to make it go away.
 
   But that can’t happen if you don’t tell him, and you won’t tell him.
 
   “I am nervous, too,” Thornton said, pulling her from her web of reflection.
 
   “You are nervous?” 
 
   “Of course,” Thornton said. “A man is always nervous when he meets his wife’s parents.”
 
   “Yes, I suppose things like that can still bother us, can’t they? Normal things, I mean. Even if we are decidedly abnormal.”
 
   Thornton did something he had not done in all these months then. He smiled, leaned over, and kissed her upon the forehead. He immediately retreated, as though aware that she might recoil. But the kiss was warm upon her forehead, and for a moment she was just a lady and he was just a man, and he had just kissed her upon the head.
 
   Then the ever-present darkness returned. Still, she did not regret the shadow of his kiss upon her skin.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The dinner with Mother and Father passed without incident. Indeed, it was so boring, mundane, and humdrum, that Lyla had difficulty recalling anything salient afterwards. It seemed as if the whole event had passed with formalities and nothing more. They conversed about the food, about the war, and about society in general, but not once did they even hint at the event that had brought the four of them into each other’s lives. The entire evening was tinged with a sense of the repressed, and Lyla could not help thinking that she was the source of this repression. After all, she was the focal point; these tumultuous times revolved around her, and her alone. The other party was dead.
 
   They stayed the night, and the next day Mother and Lyla walked the grounds, alone. “Does he treat you well?” Mother whispered, as though her voice might carry on the summer wind.
 
   “Quite well, Mother,” Lyla said. She would not mention the first five months of isolation. Mother would only misinterpret. For her, they would be horrid, a punishment; for Lyla they had been a welcome breathing space. 
 
   “Does he love you?” 
 
   “I do not know, Mother,” Lyla said. 
 
   “And do you love him?”
 
   Lyla had never posed this question to herself. It had never entered her thoughts. Their relationship was one of circumstance. She had not considered that a relationship of that sort might have a place for love. She thought on it now. She didn’t know what love was. As an experiment, she tried to imagine her life without Thornton, without seeing him every day. Would her mood change? Her heart told her that it would, that she would once again sink into any abyss of self-blame. For Thornton did not see the killer who had gotten away free. He saw, as he had said, a lady who could read Latin. The words had been offhand, but they were incredibly important to Lyla. If she could define herself by that – and shun their definitions – perhaps she could wake up without a pit in her stomach.
 
   “I love how he makes me feel about myself,” Lyla said. “Yes, I love that very much. And I love to spend time with him. And the idea of not seeing him makes me feel ghastly. I do not know, Mother. You have more experience than me.”
 
   “That sounds like love,” Mother said thoughtfully. “Yes, that sounds like it could not be anything but love. Let me pose you a question, my sweet daughter. It was a question I posed to your brother before he eloped to the Colonies.” Her voice dropped even lower. Father had been furious when Rolland eloped with the actress. 
 
   Lyla’s interest piqued. She had not known that Rolland and Mother talked before he went away. “What did you say?” she urged.
 
   “You mustn’t tell your father,” Mother said.
 
   “I will not.”
 
   “You must promise.”
 
   “I promise.”
 
   “It was just me and him. We were completely alone. I felt that I could speak freely. So I said to him, ‘Son, if this lady of yours were to suffer a catastrophic accident. If all her money, her looks, her everything were to be stripped away, would you stand by her?’ That, I told him, was the true measure of love. You can only count on somebody who, if everything was taken away from you, would not abandon you. That is why, I believe, it is difficult for most people to love. They do not know what it truly means. Their lives are easy.”
 
   It was strange to hear Mother speak like this: Mother, who, for the longest time, had simply been an addition to Father, a thing upon his arm. “Are you asking me the question?” Lyla said.
 
   “Yes, daughter, sweet daughter. If your husband were to lose his title, his castle, his income, his prestige – if he were to lose his handsomeness, and become crippled – would you stay with him? Would you still want to be with him?”
 
   Lyla did not answer hastily. She delved into her mind and considered it seriously. She imagined Thornton without arms or legs, his face burnt, his position taken. She imagined him staying in some boarding house, alone, waiting for her. She was at a road. Left: home to Mother and Father. Right: to her ruined husband. She walked right. Of course, she walked right. She could not leave him alone. 
 
   “I would stay with him,” Lyla said. “Yes, I am quite sure of it.”
 
   “That is love,” Mother said. “That is my definition of love, anyhow.”
 
   They walked further in silence and were presently joined by Thornton and Father, who had been smoking in the drawing room. “By Jove!” Father exclaimed when he reached the women. “I’ve just been fleeced by a duke!”
 
   “Clifford!” Mother cast an anxious look at Thornton.
 
   Father nodded. “Apologies, Your Grace. I spoke out of turn.”
 
   “Fleeced!” Thornton laughed, patting Father on the back. “You were bested.”
 
   “Bested! Ha!”
 
   Mother watched Thornton, saw that the two of them were jesting, and then relaxed.
 
   Father and Mother made a couple, and Lyla and Thornton made another, walking behind them. “It is going well,” Thornton whispered.
 
   “You and Father seem to be fast friends.”
 
   “He is a sporting man,” Thornton agreed. “We played at cards. An awfully bad habit. I must make a small gift for him: a reimbursement of sorts.”
 
   “Yes, but pray do not make it obvious. Father will be offended.”
 
   Thornton nodded. At length, he said: “My lady, may I take your hand? Without the glove?”
 
   Lyla looked down at her gloved hand and tried to push away the dread she was already beginning to feel at the prospect of holding a man’s hand. But the man was her husband, and he was kind, and he trusted her. And yes, yes, she trusted him. She removed the glove and offered her hand. He clasped it with his hands, sheltering them, and smiled deeply at her.
 
   His sky-blue eyes sparked with life, and for the first time in a long time, Lyla felt completely safe.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   They were sitting in the library when Lyla finally told Thornton what had transpired that day. He listened attentively, never interrupted her, and only moved to touch her hand every so often. His face was impassive, and the only movement in the room was a single shard of light that illumed the books, and occasionally disappeared with the passage of a cloud.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “You are so timid, like a tiny little stick. Yes, an utter stick. I wonder if you would snap. Would you?”
 
   “That is a strange thing to say, my—”
 
   He fell upon her like a wolf. Lyla had never been in the presence of such violence, much less the target of it. Pain assailed each part of her body, and she felt utterly trapped. The weight of his body pinned her to the floor. He was breathing heavily. Thick breath engulfed her, invaded her nose and mouth. She coughed, stifled, but the smell would not dissipate. 
 
   Then – it happened.
 
   She left her body when it was happening. It was too painful to remain within. She floated up, up, above the gardens and looked down from above. The man was an animal. He took what he wanted, and when he was done, he didn’t even have the decency to look ashamed. He rolled aside and laughed, and then began dressing himself slowly.
 
   Lyla was shaking. She descended and once again inhabited her body, which felt weak and rickety, as though her bones might collapse. Pain stabbed all over. She looked down at herself. She was a mess. Her dress was torn. She patted it down, moved it around, to cover the area, and then looked across at the man, at him, at the Devil.
 
   “Well,” he said, as he pulled his shirt over his head, “you are no stick after all. You didn’t snap.”
 
   Lyla didn’t say a thing. This was the part all the stories about her got wrong. They thought that she and he were having an affair, and there had been an argument, and she had pushed him into the flowerbed where he cracked his head against the rock. But that was not what happened. The man had ingested some kind of toxin, something to alter his mood, but suddenly it began to alter his body, too.
 
   He keeled over, vomited, and stumbled forward. He looked lost, with his arm extended, pointing at nothing, and then he fell to his side. His head cracked upon the rocks, and blood pooled, and Lyla was left standing there like a child stranded in a crowd of strangers. The cracking of his head must have been loud, for presently the main bulk of the guests were standing as spectators, peering at Lyla in her state of undress. Some were laughing, some were sneering, and then they spied the corpse. Some started screaming.
 
   Monica and Marie were in the crowd. Marie was screaming; Monica was sneering.
 
   Lyla remembered little after that. She must’ve fainted. She awoke at home, her home, with Mother sitting at the end of the bed. She receded into herself. She heard Mother’s words, but nothing else. The word trial was mentioned, over and over, and killer. 
 
   No, Mother, Lyla wanted to say. I am not the Devil. He is.
 
   But the words wouldn’t come.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Thornton sensed that she was tired after this. He helped her to her feet and escorted her to a bedroom. It took Lyla a moment to realize that it was not her bedroom. Her heart began to beat, but then Thornton laid her down and looked into her eyes. “Not that,” he said. “I will sleep on the chair. I only wanted you close. That – what happened – I – there are no – I am so, so sorry, Lyla. So very sorry. Not just that it happened, but for those first months of our marriage, where I shunned you. It was wrong of me. Can you ever forgive me?”
 
   “I already have,” Lyla said sleepily. She felt as though a parasite had just been pulled from her being. Her chest felt lighter. She could breathe easier. And the dark eyes laughing behind the icy wall were no longer so intimidating. She rolled onto her side and closed her eyes. Soon, she was sleeping.
 
   She woke late when the room was pitch-dark. Thornton snored softly from the chair. His chin rested upon his chest. Lyla sat up in bed and rubbed her eyes. It wasn’t there: the darkness. The darkness was leaving. It was almost supernatural. The pain was still there, and the regret, but the darkness was leaving her. The darkness that told her she was wicked, she was in the wrong, was departing. In its place was a conviction that she had been wronged, and she was a victim. He was right about one thing. I will not snap. I will not break.
 
   Softly, she walked across the room to where Thornton slept. She leaned down and kissed him upon the forehead, where he had kissed her. She was about to turn back to bed when he touched her hand. “It is morning?” he said, his lips just barely visible in the moonlit room.
 
   “Not even close,” Lyla said.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   Okay?“I am better,” Lyla said. “Because of you, Thornton, I am better. I am not healed. But I think I can be healed.”
 
   “Good,” Thornton said. “I love you.”
 
   It was said matter-of-factly, as though he said it all the time.
 
   Lyla kissed his forehead again. “I love you, too.”
 
    
 
   
  
 

Her Daring Gambit
 
   Her friend was leaving. This much Roma Burrows was sure of. Rebecca Cronk had never been overly enthusiastic about the bookstore, and now that she had inherited a great deal of money, she would be gone. It would just be Roma, struggling as a lone woman in London to make a dying business breathe. She leaned back at her desk and looked at the ceiling. Even the structure of the building was dying. Floorboards creaked each time a step impressed upon them, and the walls were a dark, damp color that made Roma shiver, even in the height of summer. Dust particles intermingled with the midday light, and Roma couldn’t help blaming the particles on her friend. Rebecca was rich now. Why not stay here and keep the bookstore?
 
   Presently Rebecca entered, a wicked smile on her face. “Roma!” she cried. “Roma! I have just discovered that it’s twice as much as I previously thought. Oh, I will have to behave as though I am upset; an uncle dying is such a sad, sad thing. But thank the heavens that I am the last Cronk alive! I will be able to go anywhere on this, do anything!”
 
   “Excellent,” Roma said, trying to keep her voice light. 
 
   “Oh, Roma,” Rebecca said, striding across the room, “don’t be like that. I’ve said it before, and I will say it again. Come with me. We can travel the world, see everything, do everything. We’ll be like characters from one of your books. Yes, don’t just read about it. Do it!”
 
   They had talked about this a week ago, when Roma first discovered she was about to become inordinately wealthy. Roma would not go. Her heart was in the bookstore. If she fled, she would feel as though she was fleeing herself. The business was waning, but it was not quite dead, yet. Running now would ensure its demise. “I cannot,” Roma said. “I must stay here.”
 
   “You could always ask me for a loan,” Rebecca muttered.
 
   “I would never pay it back,” Roma said. “Except by a miracle.”
 
   “You could always let me give you some money, then, my love.”
 
   “No!” Roma recoiled from the idea. “That is your money. I could not gamble your money. I would feel dreadful should it fail. And make no mistake, buying into a bookstore is the biggest gamble one can make.”
 
   Rebecca sat opposite her and looked down at her hands. “I do not know what to say, then,” she said at length.
 
   “Neither do I,” Roma said.
 
   They spent the afternoon sorting and ordering the books. With few customers, this was mainly what Roma occupied herself with: shuffling here and there, creating arrangements, destroying arrangements. Three customers came in. One bought something. About three hours after their initial conversation, Rebecca touched Roma’s elbow.
 
   “I have an idea,” she said, barely able to contain her excitement. Roma felt something rise within her. Since their late teens, when they had met, Rebecca’s daring nature had always been infectious. One did not end up in the Thames in just one’s nightclothes if one did not have an adventurous nature. One did not kiss men at parties one had no desire of marrying. Yes, Rebecca was a wild child. Roma was not quite so wild, but some of her friend’s wildness was in her now.
 
   “What?” Roma said. “That look makes me scared.”
 
   “How about a little bet?” Rebecca said. 
 
   “A bet?”
 
   “Yes, a bet! Oh, it will be fun!”
 
   “What kind of bet?” Roma said uneasily, as she locked the door and turned the sign to display closed. 
 
   “You know Casper Bates?”
 
   “Vaguely. I think I’ve heard his name here and there. The American?”
 
   “He’s not American,” Rebecca laughed. “He’s planning to go to America. His father recently died, and he’s come into a tidy sum. He’s planning to make it even tidier in America. Investments and blah-blah, you know how these men think. Well, he’s throwing a bash two days hence.”
 
   “Oh, yes,” Roma said. She walked around the desk, opened the draw, and pulled out an invitation. “I’ve been invited. I’d completely forgotten.”
 
   “So have I,” Rebecca said. “So, here’s my bet. You should walk into the party and kiss him, in front of everybody!”
 
   “Rebecca!” Roma cried.
 
   “Wait, wait,” Rebecca said, rushing her words. “I haven’t told you the grandest bit yet. If you do this, I will pay you two-hundred pounds. It is not charity, or a loan, it is a bet.”
 
   “Miss Cronk!” Roma cried, rising from her seat. “You—you are positively a wild woman! You belong in a jungle somewhere, away from civilization! You are the craziest creature who ever lived, I say!”
 
   “Perhaps,” Rebecca said, “but two-hundred pounds is two-hundred pounds, and I so would like to see that. It would be too perfect for words. Imagine their faces! Imagine his face! You are only nine-and-twenty. Do not behave as if you’ve never kissed a man at a party before!”
 
   “But I haven’t!”
 
   “What about Boss Simms? Everybody has kissed Boss Simms. He has a reputation for it.”
 
   “He tried to kiss me once,” Roma said, “but the smell of liquor was so strong, I feared I might vomit upon him.”
 
   Rebecca let out a cackle. “The offer is there, dearie,” Rebecca said. “Two-hundred pounds for a kiss. I do not believe I have ever heard of an easier dare.”
 
   “It would be quite the gambit, would it not?” Roma said, smiling at her friend despite herself. “Much more original than a ‘how-do-you-do’.”
 
   “Ha! Precisely! So you will do it?”
 
   Roma looked around the crumbling bookstore, the shelves dusty, the wood worm-eaten, the chairs old and rickety. It would be nice to walk across the floor and not hear a thousand mice squeaking beneath me. 
 
   “Would it …” She trailed off.
 
   “Hmm?”Rebecca urged.
 
   “I mean to say, would it … Um, would it have to be here?” She touched her lips with her fingertips. “Or could it be a friendly greeting upon the cheek, as children often do?”
 
   “No, no,” Rebecca said. “It would definitely have to be here.” She touched her own lips.
 
   “Oh, blast it,” Roma said, looking once more around the store. “You are a monster.”
 
   “You agree to the bet?”
 
   “I agree to the bet.”
 
   Rebecca giggled like a girl, and after a few minutes, Roma was giggling with her. After all, it would spice things up a bit.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The party seemed to shift time, and before Roma had a chance to acquaint herself with the madness and the consequences of the bet, it had arrived. As she dressed, her heart pounded heavily as though some beast was trying to break her ribcage. She looked at herself in the mirror and smiled. She had not yet lost her youth, and it pleased her. Her eyes were dark brown and supercilious as though the whole world was a joke to her (which it wasn’t, and could result in some awful misunderstandings). Her skin was pale white from spending so much time amid books. Her cheekbones were high, and her face was just shy of being gaunt. Her hair was shoulder-length, wood-brown, and curly. 
 
   “Are you ready?” Rebecca said from the doorway, her voice full of giddiness. “The hansom is here. The hansom is here to take you to a handsome man. Ha! I really should have been a playwright. That Wilde fellow would have had some dangerous competition.”
 
   “Oh, you would have taken the world by storm,” Roma said as she rose to her feet.
 
   They climbed into the hansom, which seemed set on taking them to the party as quickly as possible, as though the driver knew that Roma desired some time to think, to steel herself, to strategize. All too soon, they were at the party. The room was not yet full. Roma saw Bonnie Dukelow and Isabell Pollock and Maye Gordon—all of whom were suffragettes, and half-despised Roma for retreating into her books and not joining the movement. In the corner smoking a pipe was Boss Simms, the profligate kisser. Timothy Duvall, the banker, stood in the opposite corner with Kyle Frith, who had recently left the navy. And in the center of the room, turning at her entrance, was Casper Bates.
 
   He was a fit-looking man, with a fine build, and a beard upon his face. His arms were big and muscular through his shirt, and his eyes were a blue so pale they reminded Roma of snow. His hair was short, making his beard look all the longer. He held a cup of wine in his hand. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Casper turned at the sound of more guests arriving. He had met Rebecca once before, at a party Mr. Simms had thrown, and at which there had been much scandal. He had never met Miss Burrows. But he had heard that she was a smart, erudite woman and quite a beauty. Whilst he could not speak of her intelligence or erudition, looking upon her now he saw that she was beautiful. For some reason, she was staring at him in the strangest way. Her bottom lip was trembling, and her hands fidgeted as though playing an invisible piano.
 
   “My ladies,” Casper said, in his overly-grand way. He found it easier to entertain when he played the patron. “Please, do not stand there. Come in. We’re all friendly. Except for Mr. Simms, of course, who is a scoundrel. Look, that is why I have relegated him to the corner.” There was general laughter at this. The only person who didn’t laugh was Miss Burrows. She looked as though she might scream. “Please,” he said. “Come in, come in.” They had not yet moved from the door. Rebecca had a mischievous expression upon her face. She nudged her friend in the back.
 
   Then Miss Burrows took a deep breath and walked straight to him. Not into the room in general, but straight at him, as though she was an arrow flung from a bow, and he was the target. He stood still and watched her curious behavior. He had been to his fair share of parties since Father died – suddenly everyone was his friend – but he had not seen a woman act as strangely as this.
 
   He blinked, and then she was standing before him. She was a head shorter than he and looked up at him through dark-framed eyes. She looked somehow vulnerable though everything about her indicated otherwise. Her eyes peered at his as though for assistance, and he found himself wanting to assist her, even if he didn’t know what in.
 
   She stood on her tiptoes. Does she mean to whisper something? The entire party was watching. He leaned in to give her his ear. Perhaps there was something important she had to say. He tilted his head, facing his ear to her, but then her face met his, and she leaned in even closer. All of it seemed unreal. He had no clue why this beautiful woman would do this, now, with a man she had never met. 
 
   Their lips touched. Casper had never felt such a stirring within him. His whole body burned with the pressure of the kiss. She seemed about to pull away, but then he began to kiss her back, and she stayed where she was, uncertain of what to do. After a pause, she threw herself back into the kiss. He touched her hair and pulled her face into his. His pulse was soaring. Her hair was so soft and warm, and her lips were so shy, and yet so brave. Their tongues touched. They were close to tipping into animalism. Casper was quite sure that if they had been alone, they would have.
 
   Then she pulled back, breathing heavily. She looked at him with wide, surprised, dissatisfied eyes. “Miss Burrows—”
 
   She turned swiftly around and paced for the door. After a moment, Rebecca followed. The sound of the door closing was clear in the silence. Casper looked around the room. Everyone was looking at him expectantly as though he could explain what had just happened.
 
   “Friends, I am just as confused as you,” he said.
 
   And not a little intrigued, he thought. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The kiss—more than a kiss—unexpected pleasure—euphoria. She had lost herself. Of that much she was sure. She had gone into the party on a dare and had lost herself in Casper’s embrace. She had expected a quick peck, to steal a kiss and then flee two-hundred pounds richer. Instead, there had been a pleasure, utterly unexpected, mad pleasure. Two weeks after the party, Roma was still going over and over that mad afternoon.
 
   Rebecca had left for France. She had paid Roma and the improvements for the bookstore had already begun. She had even paid to have an advert placed in the newspaper, which had resulted in a substantial increase in her customer base. All in all, the bet had been worth it, financially and … and what? She tried to use reason to assign a label to what had happened within her, to search for the meaning of the response her body had yielded up readily and eagerly. It was as though she had been taken over by some alien force, as though a long-dormant part of her had sprung up, ready to be used. 
 
   As absurd as it was, she was angry at Casper. She was angry at him for provoking this reaction within her, for turning what should have been a simple bet into a momentous event. They were a set that lived rapidly, she decided; Queen Victoria would be astounded indeed. 
 
   Two weeks and one day later, she received the card. It was from Casper, and written as though a connection had not formed between them in that intimate and world-shattering quarter-minute. 
 
    
 
   Miss Burrows,
 
    
 
   May I call upon you at the bookstore, or wherever is convenient to you? Any time is fine for me.
 
    
 
   Casper Bates.
 
    
 
   
“That man!” she muttered as she folded up the card.
 
   Twenty-five customers entered the store that day, and over half of them made purchases. It was looking as though she might, for once, turn a profit. She still had one-hundred pounds left after the store underwent its renovations. The workmen had been thorough and quick, and now Roma sat in a transformed palace of knowledge. The wood was fine and strong, the floor untarnished, the windows clean and full of light. The door no longer creaked and the floorboards were silent. Yes, the bet had been quite worth it. She should retreat into her newfound success and forget all about Casper Bates.
 
   But she could not.
 
   The card, which she had placed in her desk, called out to her. She found herself, in the infrequent quiet moments, retrieving, unfolding it, and rereading it. She imagined him at his desk, pen in hand, writing the note. She tried to imagine what he had been feeling. Was he as astonished as her? He must have been, more so even. He had not expected the kiss, let alone the effect the kiss would have.
 
   Or perhaps he wanted to call upon her to chastise her, to call her a slattern, a fast girl, an embarrassment. Perhaps he wanted to shame her. With Rebecca gone – and with her that vital essence of playfulness – Roma could hardly believe that she had gone through with it. She was not, after all, a wild woman. She was simply Roma Burrows: bookish, quiet, supercilious.
 
   But she could not ignore the card. That was clear by the end of the day when she was closing the store. She quickly wrote a reply and paid a lad who ran errands around the neighborhood to deliver it. A half-hour later, the lad returned and told her that Mr. Bates would visit her tomorrow, after the store had closed.
 
   Roma nodded as though a job had been completed, a task. She no longer needed to worry about it. But all that night all she could think of was Casper, and his lips, and the energy that had buzzed between them.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Casper could hardly sleep that night for anxiety. He kept waking and staring at the ceiling, the only sign that time had passed the beams of moonlight that moved slowly across the room. Was this woman a sorceress to captivate him like this? He had only kissed two other women in his life, and both times he had felt dirty and distrustful, and was glad when those women had gone off and married other men. He was now four-and-thirty, and for five years he had steadfastly kept a distance from women. Father had needed him in his ill-health, and now Father was dead, and he was a wealthy man. Off to America he would go, to treble his fortune!
 
   But this woman called to him; he had sighed with relief when the lad brought a reply. On the morrow, he would see her. But the morrow was taking an infuriatingly long time to arrive. 
 
   Finally, after what seemed like years of pacing, smoking, reading, dwelling, the appointed time came. 
 
   He hailed a hansom and rode it to the bookstore, which was at the other side of their suburb, in the smaller marketplaces of lesser London. When he alighted, he was overcome with the desire to flee. What if she laughed at him? He wanted – nay, needed – an explanation. He needed to know why she had kissed him, and he needed to know how it had provoked within him an utterly inexplicable reaction.
 
   He opened the door, the bell rang, and Miss Burrows emerged from behind a small desk. “Mr. Bates,” she said.
 
   “Miss Burrows,” he replied. The pause seemed to stretch; the silence elongated. Casper had never been able to tolerate awkwardness and had learnt early in life to jest and joke and play a fool to soothe it. He donned his arrogant smile. “If you wish to kiss me again,” he said, “I will understand.”
 
   She smiled, and then the smile widened. After a moment, she giggled. “I think I am quite alright.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The man was arrogant, but he also seemed awkward. Roma could not recall seeing the same traits in the same man in the same moment. She could not help giggling. The absurdity of the situation was heightened by his absurd remark. Kiss me again!
 
   “Would you like some tea? I have a room in the back where we can take it.”
 
   “That would suit me fine.”
 
   They retired to the back room which Roma used for bookkeeping and general office work. Papers and pens lay scattered across a small desk in the corner, and pinned to the walls were receipts. “It helps me remember them,” Roma muttered when she saw that he was observing them. “I am afraid a love of literature and an aptitude for business do not always go hand-in-hand.”
 
   “You seem to be excelling,” he said.
 
   Roma inclined her head, brewed the tea, and then sat with him at the other end of the office, near the door. “You wanted to call,” Roma said, sipping her tea.
 
   “I did,” Casper said. “And I am glad it is just the two of us if that does not seem impertinent to say. Your friend has gone to France, I believe?”
 
   “Yes, she has quite abandoned me,” Roma said, only half-joking. “I have a brother—somewhere. Father and Mother are long gone.” She didn’t know why she was telling him this. Why did she want this stranger to know about her life? “My brother is in Australia, last I heard,” she went on, unable to stop herself. “He sends letters every so often. But he has always been wild. And the time we live in has only facilitated it. Just look at me, sitting here, in a store I own, with a man I do not know, unchaperoned. My grandmother would weep.”
 
   “Times have changed,” Casper agreed. “Votes for women soon.”
 
   “That bothers you?” Roma said. 
 
   Here was something she could latch onto. If he did not want women to get the vote – if he thought women unsuited to having a voice – then Roma could distance herself from him. She was not a suffragette, but she thought that every reasonable person should see that half the human populace deserved the same rights as the other half. Perhaps it was living here, alone, which made subjugation seem joke-worthy. Yes, if he despised the idea that women should be able to—
 
   “Women should be able to vote,” Casper said easily. “Of course, they should. It is strange that they cannot vote already. Of course, I mean strange in the selfish sense. Strange to me. In the grand scheme of things, women have been treated rather harshly. If my father heard me talking in this disgustingly progressive way, I would be a poorer man today.”
 
   “He would disinherit you?”
 
   “Oh, yes.” Casper sipped his tea and then leaned forward slightly. The atmosphere in the room shifted. The wall seemed closer. His eyes seemed paler, almost translucent. “Why did you kiss me, Miss Burrows?”
 
   “I fear it will wound your pride,” Roma said. She had no intention of withholding the truth. She saw no reason for it. And it was the only rational way of explaining completely irrational behavior. 
 
   “Wound it, then,” Casper said, with an easy smile.
 
   Roma told him of the bet, keeping her voice as neutral as possible, and not alluding to the startling pleasure she had felt.
 
   When she was done, Casper leaned back in his chair. His beard was growing wild. If it were not well known that he was a wealthy man, some may have called him scruffy. He stretched it and then nodded. “That makes sense,” he said.
 
   “Does it?” Roma said. For some reason, her palms were sweating. She could not help looking over his body as he leaned back. It looked rather powerful, like a lion’s. She found herself wondering what he did for exercise. 
 
   “Yes, now I can see why you did it,” Casper said. “But I wish to ask you something else, something that has captivated me.”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Why, Miss Burrows, did you enjoy the kiss so much?”
 
   Roma coughed. Tea flew across the room in droplets and dribbled down her chin. She jumped to her feet, mortified, and fled into the main part of the shop without a word. She found a handkerchief, wiped her chin and checked her clothes. Luckily, none of the tea had marked her. When she turned, Casper was standing in the doorway. “Are you going to deny that you enjoyed it?” he said. “I will not. No! I enjoyed it a great deal. It was a surprise to me. A huge surprise. It was as though you reached within me and activated a lever.”
 
   Roma backed against the bookshelves and looked at the door. “Mr. Bates,” she said, hating the tremor in her voice. “Would you please excuse me? I am feeling quite faint. Yes, quite faint indeed.” She was feeling faint, but she was not ill. This man was casting some kind of spell upon her. Impure thoughts entered her mind. She was suddenly aware of how alone they were. “Please?”
 
   “Of course,” Casper said. “But may I call upon you again, tomorrow, perhaps?”
 
   “Yes,” Roma said. She would have agreed to anything to get him out of the door. “Yes, yes, fine.”
 
   “Good—”
 
   Roma shut the door on him, quickly locked it, then fled to the other end of the room and threw herself upon the chair. Her legs were shaking, her heart—was beating madly when he left the shop. 
 
   He wanted her, he decided. He could not deny it. He wanted her badly. He wanted her and the realization washed over him in a torrent. What was it about her? Could such mad lust be inspired by a simple kiss?
 
   He knew one thing for certain.
 
   A kiss was not enough.
 
    
 
   *****
 
   Roma had decided, in the dark depths of the night, to cut off all contact with Casper. There was nothing, she decided, that could be gained from a lengthy association with him. It was altogether too dangerous. The feelings within her were like a whirlpool, and she was aware that at any moment she could be pulled completely into them, to be lost somewhere distant and dangerous. What would be become of her if she gave herself wholly to these feelings, she didn’t know, and she wasn’t keen to find out. That was what she thought in the night.
 
   But when the afternoon came, and then the muggy London air turned toward dusk – when Casper walked through her door once again – the conviction she had felt in the night seemed puny. He strutted into the bookstore as though he had visited it a thousand times before, and smiled warmly when he saw Roma as though they were fine friends, and had met more than twice. She rose from the chair and tried to say the words. I no longer want to see you, she said, in her mind. I no longer wish to know you. It is no fault of yours. I simply no longer wish for us to be known to each other. I am sorry if this causes you distress.
 
   But she didn’t say those words. Instead, she stayed silent and watched him.
 
   “How are you today, Miss Burrows?”
 
   “Fine,” she answered. “I had forty customers. The renovations and the advertisement seem to have done some good.”
 
   “It is a profitable business?”
 
   “Yes, for now.”
 
   Casper nodded. “That is good.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I wish to say something,” Casper said, moving closer to her, “but I fear it may offend you.”
 
   “Let me speak first!” Roma exclaimed. The words he would speak – whatever they were – could damn her. “I have something I want to say.”
 
   “Of course,” Casper said.
 
   “I—” she paused and was about to back out of it when something within urged her forth. “I do not think we should see each other again. I think this should be our last meeting. You are going to America, are you not?”
 
   Casper regarded her for a few moments, and then breathed heavily. “You are scared,” he said matter-of-factly. “Yes, you are scared, scared of what you felt when we kissed. You are scared because society would have us believe it is monstrous for a man and a woman to feel that way. But listen, Miss Burrows, I feel that way, too. We are committing no crime.”
 
   “We are unmarried,” Roma whispered, but the words sounded petulant to her own ears. What did that matter in the face of such profound pleasure? 
 
   “We are,” Casper agreed. “And yet that does not stop us feeling this way.”
 
   “It was just a kiss. Just one kiss. It means nothing.” She tried to make her voice hard, cold, and tried to wound him. She narrowed her eyes and made her face impassive. “Are you so pathetic, to dangle upon one kiss like this?”
 
   “You want to scare me away,” he said. He moved closer, and closer until Roma was backed right up against the desk. Casper was so close to her she felt his breath upon her forehead. “You will not scare me away,” he said, with conviction. 
 
   “What will you do?” Roma said, looking up at him. “Will you hurt me?”
 
   “Hurt you?”
 
   “Yes, you are scaring me.”
 
   “Tell me again that I am scaring you – that you want me to leave and never return – that you never want to see me again – that you never want us to kiss again – and I will leave this instant. Upon my honor, I will.”
 
   Roma tried to will the words, tried to force them from her lips, but they wouldn’t come. She could see that he meant it. If she told him to leave, he would. But that’s what you wanted, isn’t it? You wanted this man away from you. Ha! What folly! If she wanted him away from her, every nerve in her body would not be straining closer to him.
 
   She remembered the kiss, remembered the unleashing of pleasure, and now it came alive to her. 
 
   “You won’t say it?” he said, with relief.
 
   “I won’t,” she muttered. “I—I cannot.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Hush,” she said. “Hush, Mr. Bates, and kiss me.”
 
   He did not delay. They were almost kissing anyway. Their lips, somehow, had come within inches of each other. He leaned forward, closing the gap, and their lips touched. Roma breathed in the scent of him, manly and strong, and placed her arms on his shoulders. She felt the muscle through his shirt, felt his powerful body. He kissed her deeply, pushing his tongue into her mouth. Energy buzzed between them once more. Roma’s body lit up with sensations, in her chest, down there in her womanhood, in her buttocks. She wished he had one-hundred hands, so they could all be upon her.
 
   His hand moved down her front, past her breast, down to her womanhood. She should stop him, she knew. This was improper, mad. This was something Rebecca would not even do. Roma was the quiet friend, the sane friend. But she didn’t stop him. She hopped onto the desk and opened her legs slightly, making it easier for him. Still, they kissed, gnashing teeth. She bit his lip. 
 
   His hand pushed her dress aside and moved up her leg toward her womanhood. A man had never touched her there. Her heartbeat was loud in her ears. She broke off the kiss and buried her face in his neck by some primeval instinct. She kissed his skin, over and over. He moaned and moved his hand higher and higher up her leg.
 
   “I want to touch you there,” he said.
 
   “Do it,” she moaned, hardly recognizing herself. “Do it. Yes, do it.”
 
   He pressed his middle finger on the outside of her womanhood, on the hot-spot, the spot that generated otherworldly pleasure. Roma moaned into his neck, burying her face into him lest she scream and the whole of London hear her. He moved his hand softly at first, in circles around her, and then faster and faster. Her whole body gyrated. The new desk creaked slightly; the old desk, Roma was sure, would’ve collapsed. 
 
   He rubbed her harder and harder, and then she was no longer in the bookstore. Everything paused, built up—and then released. She screamed into his neck, screamed loudly and wildly. Pleasure unlike anything she had experienced seeped through her every pore. It was like his hand was on fire. She squeezed her legs around his arm, willing him to keep going, desperately afraid that he might stop. And then it passed, and she was lightheaded, and felt like giggling.
 
   Casper moved back from her, looking her up and down with wide eyes. “Did you …” They both knew of what he spoke. Friends of friends had experienced it. Rapid women had experienced it. But never nice women. Never women like Roma. But she had. Yes, she had. And she had discovered that it was nothing to be feared. 
 
   “I did,” she breathed.
 
   “And?”
 
   “Amazing. Absolutely amazing.”
 
   He nodded as one does when a theory is confirmed. “I can do it again if you like. Or …” He trailed off, laughed at himself, and then went on. “I have heard of a new method. I could use my tongue if you like.”
 
   “Your tongue?”
 
   “Yes.” Casper nodded. “I could use my tongue on you.”
 
   Roma’s breath quickened. She didn’t know how many times one could experience that kind of pleasure. But at the mention of his tongue, down there, her body responded, piqued. “Would you mind?” she said.
 
   “Mind? It would be a pleasure.”
 
   “What should I do?” Roma said.
 
   “Stay as you are. Relax. I will do everything.”
 
   Roma was still aware that what she was doing was wildly illicit. She knew that if this were to escape the confines of the bookstore, she would be branded a hussy. But in this moment, she didn’t care. Her suffragette friends talked of freedom. Did that not too mean sexual freedom? Was she really a lesser creature for desiring this man’s tongue upon her womanhood? Those were the intellectual concerns. Of bodily concerns there were none. She desired it greatly and knew she would regret it if she stopped things here.
 
   “Okay,” Roma said.
 
   In her excitement, Roma had risen from the desk. Casper placed her upon it once more and then knelt before her. He nudged her legs open, and then pulled her stockings down to her boots, and then over them. Her legs were bare, her dress hiked up around her hips. The air of the bookstore touched her womanhood, tickled it. “I want you to have it twice more,” he said. “Can you do that for me? You look so beautiful when you have it? You bite your lip and you look as though you might explode.”
 
   “Twice? I do not know if I can.”
 
   “Don’t worry,” he said. “I will help.”
 
   He brought his mouth close to her womanhood. His breath was hot on her lips. With his fingers, he parted them, baring the pleasurable spot. Then he trailed his tongue slowly up one of the lips, brushing the spot of pleasure, and back down again. Roma squealed and then clamped her hand over her mouth. Casper grabbed her thighs and licked harder, harder, faster.
 
   Roman keeled forward, placing her hands upon his head, pushing him into her. He licked her faster and faster. She did not know how he could move his tongue so fast. It seemed impossible. But he kept going, on and on, and Roma barely had a chance to get used to it before it happened again. Thirty-one years, and I am only feeling it now! Women, I weep for you! This one was quicker, more brutal, and left before she could truly enjoy it. The next one lasted longer, seemed to blossom from the tip of his tongue and spread through her, from her womanhood upward. She clamped her eyes shut and saw only red. 
 
   “You have done it to me twice,” Roma moaned. “Twice! Oh, Casper, twice with your tongue.”
 
   Casper stood and stared down at her. She expected some regret in his eyes, a lowering of her character in his countenance. But there was none. There was only the expression of a man who was pleased that he had pleased a woman. Roma had seen the same expression on the face of customers buying romance novels for their beloveds. Casper, she knew by that look, was happy that she had enjoyed herself. It was as simple as that. For a moment, she could almost sever it from lesser considerations.
 
   But then she was dressing herself, and presently she and Casper stood in the bookstore in proper dress, as though nothing had happened. Roma was at a loss as to what to say, and Casper seemed content in the silence. 
 
   “Kiss me again,” Roma said.
 
   “Even after …”
 
   “Yes. I don’t care.”
 
   They kissed once more, and that alleviated the awkwardness. 
 
   “There is more we could do,” Casper said. “We could do it all.”
 
   “All? But what of honor?”
 
   “Whose honor?Mine or yours?”
 
   “Both.”
 
   “I have learnt something this evening,” Casper said, casually stroking her face. Roma did not recoil; she felt that they were past that. “I have learnt that, in some instances, honor must bow before pleasure.”
 
   “That is a dangerous way to think,” Roma remarked.
 
   “Perhaps,” Casper conceded. “But not for us, I think. Who are we harming? What are we offending? Silly ideals of what we are meant to be? Blast the world, and blast its ideals. I would have you.”
 
   “And if I refuse?”
 
   “Will you?”
 
   Roma considered; she shook her head. She had discovered something she had possessed all her life but never fully understood: her body. She idly wondered how many other women did not know their bodies at all. 
 
   “On the morrow,” Roma said. “Come to me on the morrow.”
 
   “I will,” he promised.
 
   He stole another kiss and then left her with her books.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   In a just over two weeks, Casper’s entire life had been inverted. All his ideals of what a man and a woman should be when conducting intimate relations had been challenged. For what meaning did shy talk have when he had just done something he’d only heard whispers of? He’d never been to a brothel. He’d never – before now – had an illicit love affair. Roma was his first. She had facilitated a complete change in him, and, he hoped, he had done the same in her.
 
   When he returned to his lodgings, he lay upon his head and tried to read a novel, but the words blurred in the electric light. That in itself showed the difference between his father’s generation and his own. Whereas before books were illumed with petty candles, now – let there be light! – there was energy. And what of the energy between him and Roma? Did he feel guilty? Did he feel shameful? Not even a bit. He only felt excited to see her again. He was beginning to see the rules by which he’d been forced to live his entire life as ridiculous. Perhaps he was always going to feel this way eventually, or perhaps Roma had instigated a wholesale rebellion within him. Whatever the case, the idea of humbly going to America and playing the good boy to increase his fortune no longer appealed to him. When he thought of going to America – when he thought of abandoning Roma – his body almost seized up.
 
   She was his temptress. He didn’t think he loved her. He didn’t know her well enough to love her. But that didn’t matter. Love had nothing to do with it. This was something more powerful, something to make their ancestors uncomfortable. This was lust. Perhaps, after all, lust could exist apart and away from love. Perhaps lust and love did not have to co-exist. Perhaps he could admire Roma, think her intelligent and beautiful, and want her, without buying a large house in London and hiring a half-score of servants. Perhaps dirty, illicit, improper lust was just as good.
 
   He would never utter these thoughts in public. If he did, he would become a pariah, and that, he supposed, made him a hypocrite. But it did not change the fact, he reflected as he closed the novel, sat up, and packed his pipe with tobacco, that he would see Roma again—and he would make love to her. 
 
   Amid books and wood and danger, he would make love to her. 
 
   Late at night, a thought entered his mind.
 
   I hope, he thought, I never make love to any other woman but her.
 
   He pondered if that was the beginning of love, but then let it go. It needn’t concern either of them. The moment was all that mattered. The moment was all.
 
    
 
   Roma’s thoughts ran just as Casper’s did. The two of them would have been surprised to learn just how similar their thoughts were. Roma underwent the same transformation of ideals, the same metamorphosis of inherited rules of conduct. She could not help reliving what had happened only a few hours ago. Her body, for the first time in years, felt truly connected to her mind. She had often felt as though she was disconnected, overly bookish, but now she felt like she had been freed. Why must she swoon and act daintily? Why couldn’t she have what she wanted, even if it was a bachelor?
 
   That night, she touched herself. She had only done it twice before. The first time was when she was growing into womanhood, and the urges had been almost overwhelming. She hadn’t done it for ten years after that, overcome with guilt and shame, and since her twenty-second year she hadn’t done it at all. Both times had been guilty activities, and she had felt dirty afterwards. Now, she did not feel dirty at all. 
 
   She felt liberated.
 
   She was a single woman, with no family to speak of, who owned and ran a business. Why should she have all the responsibilities of freedom but none of the pleasures? Whose mad idea had that been?
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Roma knew something cataclysmic was going to happen. It was in the air that day, and evident in every one of her movements. She was impatient to get the day out of the way, so that evening may arrive and bring Casper with it. It was a busy day, which helped. She was able to lose herself in the ebb and flow of serving customers, and soon she was turning that blessed closed sign and waiting for her—her what? Her beloved? He certainly wasn’t that. Her lover? Perhaps a more appropriate title, but still not entirely accurate. She pushed these considerations aside. They were no longer important.
 
   Her body hummed. Her breasts ached to be touched, and her womanhood was alive to the slightest movement. Even the fabric of her dress brushing against her caused her to wish Casper was here. A half-hour passed, and finally, he knocked on the door. She opened it and let him in. He was dressed in a fine shirt and britches. His beard had not been trimmed since they met, and he looked like a jungle man.
 
   “I will not ask you to not discard me,” Roma said. “That is not what this is. I know what this is. I am not some silly girl, being taken advantage of. I am a woman of one-and-three, and I am going to do this because I want to.”
 
   “Okay,” Casper said, surprised by this unexpected declaration. “I never thought otherwise for a moment.”
 
   “I know,” Roma said. “But other men would. Shall we go upstairs? I have a small room above the shop. There is a bed up there. Better than a desk, I should think.”
 
   Casper agreed, and she led him up the stairs. She was remarkably calm. Her heartbeat had steadied. This was the calm—soon, there would be the storm. As they walked up the stairs, Casper reached around and touched her legs. He squeezed them through her dress and caressed her buttocks. They were tight and small, and he squeezed them hard until there was a little pain. But it was welcome. It made her feel alive.
 
   Then they entered the bedroom. Roma barely had a chance to lock the door before Casper was upon her. She turned to him, and their lips met in a hungry clashing. Their teeth clicked and their tongues danced in each other’s mouths. “Get naked,” he urged.
 
   She pulled her dress over her head and tore her underclothes away, leaving them piled upon the floor. As she undressed, Casper did the same, tearing at his shirt and his britches. His manhood was hard, and big, huge, in fact. She had never seen a manhood before. But seeing it there, hard, ready for her, made a thrill of pleasure move through her.
 
   They stood a foot apart, both naked, simply staring at each other. And then he breached the gap and lifted her off her feet. He grabbed her buttocks as he lifted her, and then carried her to the bed. He laid her upon her back, and she looked up at him in the orange light of summer dusk, dim through the drawn curtains. She lifted her legs, and he leaned over her. His muscles stood in his arms, and his shoulders were big with muscle.
 
   He reached down and touched her womanhood. It was extremely wet. Now the storm came, and her breathing quickened, sweat beaded upon her skin, and her womanhood ached. “I’m ready,” she said. “I’m ready, Casper.”
 
   He touched his manhood, maneuvered it, and then pushed.
 
   He was huge; he filled her entirely. There was a pain, and then the pain began to be pushed side. He eased into her slowly, and she opened for him. His manhood burst her maidenhead. He thrust slowly for a few more minutes until she was accustomed to it, and then he began to thrust into her with more fierceness, with more passion.
 
   He pounded into her, his huge manhood hitting a spot deep within her. It was like the pleasure spot on the outside of her womanhood, only it sent deeper, more permanent pleasure through her. She moved with the motions of his thrusts, moving her hips down on his manhood. The pleasure was filling her like a cup until it was overflowing, spilling.
 
   His hands were on her petite breasts, touching the nipples, twisting them lightly. Then it happened again, but it was deeper and more intense. She moaned and bounced harder on his manhood. The Pleasure – the true Pleasure, the Pleasure of womanhood – captured her with its hot hands. She closed her eyes and rode it as he thrust into her, over and over. Her breathing was frantic, as though she was drowning. And she was—she was drowning in the pleasure his body offered.
 
   “Oh, Roma,” he said. “Roma, Roma, Roma.”
 
   He grasped her shoulders, her face, her breasts—and then he thrust into her one final time. He moaned loudly, and then fell to the side, his muscled body slick with sweat. She rolled over and rested her head upon his chest. She could feel his seed spilling out of her. She would worry later; now she was content.
 
   They lay in silence for an hour, and then made love again. This time it was slower, and it happened to Roma five times before he spilled his seed. They made love four times that night, and Roma experienced Pleasure twenty-three times in total. She felt that she was catching up on a lifetime of missing out on it. Why would a woman deny herself this? she wondered. Why would a man deny a woman this?
 
   When she awoke, Casper was at the window, smoking his pipe. He turned with a peculiar look upon his face.
 
    
 
   He had thought long and hard after Roma had fallen asleep. Indeed, his thoughts had been a veritable torrent of consciousness, making sleep impossible. Casper was a practical man, he liked to think. He understood that there was the world, and then – standing apart – there was the world as he wished it to be. He understood this. He did not like it, but he understood it.
 
   But fortune had dealt him a kind hand these past weeks. Lust had tackled him, wrenched him, seized him. Lust had emancipated him—both of them. He had thought long last night.
 
   “And I have decided on something.”
 
   Her brown eyes regarded him coolly. “Yes?” she said.
 
   “I have decided,” he said, “that I would like you to be my wife. I tick all the ‘boxes’ a normal husband must. I have money, I am well thought of in society. I have all that nonsense. But that is not why I wish to marry you. We are alike, you and I. There is no other way to explain what we have done. We must be alike. Look at us. We have behaved in an apparently monstrous way, but you are not weeping, I am glowering in silence. I am not ashamed; neither are you. I cannot say that we are in love, but we are definite soul mates. Of that, I am sure.”
 
   “You are a romantic fellow, aren’t you?” Roma said, rising to her feet. She was naked, but she didn’t seem to care.
 
   “Is that a yes?”
 
   She walked across the room and stood before him, her nipples hard, her body lithe. “Yes, I will be your wife. But do not expect me to be wifely.”
 
   “I would expect nothing of the sort,” Casper said.
 
   “Good.” Roma turned and walked to the bed. “Now come here. I have fifteen minutes before the shop must be opened. Husband.”
 
   Casper extinguished his pipe and joined his fiancé, feeling for all the world like the luckiest man alive. 
 
    
 
   
  
 

The Duke of Hearts
 
   I would like to dispel the myth that I, Sarah Archer, the daughter of what is usually referred to as a “minor family,” am in any way inferior to my peers. This is commonly muttered amongst the lords when they see how I interact with the “common folk.” That I do not spit in their direction is considered a slight against the most privileged of society. That I, in fact, do not flinch at the idea of sharing the same air space is positively scandalous. Perhaps this is why at the age of twenty-three I was not yet married.
 
   I first saw Francis Seymour in London in 1676. To say I was immediately captivated and intrigued and astonished and beguiled by him would of course be unseemly and yet it is the truth. It was not a planned meeting, and, indeed, no words were exchanged between us, I being in town for a meeting with friends, and he being in town for reasons unknown to me.
 
   We passed mere inches of each other on a thoroughfare not far from Westminster. He carried himself differently to the dukes I had seen before. His arms were by his sides, like a fighting man, and his steps were not ladylike in the slightest, but heavy and probably “uncouth.” He wore dress far beneath his economic powers, with only the slightest frill and flare adorning his jacket and breeches and boots.
 
   As soon as we passed, I asked my maidservant who the man was, and, she being a surprisingly well-informed source of information of that kind, she told me that he was Francis Seymour, and had recently come into his dukedom in Somerset. I admit my heart was beating fearfully quickly; I thought it may break out of my bodice. There, I have said two unrespectable things in the space of a few words! This will cause quite a stir if it is even found, I am sure. Perhaps I will arrange for it to be published after my death, but that is morbid and a concern for another time.
 
   Being thus informed about this man, to whom I felt a pull altogether astounding and perplexing to me, I decided without hesitation that I must see him again. This impulsive and unflinching behavior has, on several occasions, caused men to refer to me as “no kind of woman at all.” Several courtships have met swift ends because of it. Hoping that this mysterious man would not be the same, I set in course motions for my arrival at Berry Pomeroy Castle, under the guise of a social visit to coincide with the fayre.
 
   “Are you sure you want to go all that way for a fayre, daughter?” Father asked, in that timid and slightly reproachful way of his.
 
   “Father, I am positively suffocating. My sisters are all off having children or visiting abroad – they are all, in short, engaged in some kind of adventure – and I believe I am entitled to a little adventure of my own. You need not worry. I will keep the breech-wearing and pipe-smoking to a minimum.”
 
   “Sarah!” Father exclaimed, but there was a smile behind his beard, which he grew despite criticism. We were both out of sorts, Father and I.
 
   Charlotte came to my chambers soon later, with a knock on the door. I bid her to enter and she fluttered into the room like a rose petal blown in the wind. “Sarah!” she cried, holding my hands. “He said yes, didn’t he? We’re going to the fayre! Oh, do you think it will be wonderful? I bet it will be wonderful!”
 
   I admit I was taken up with the girl’s enthusiasm, and we talked at length about how wonderful it would be. It was truly an event for her, and it warmed me to see her so moved. My own sisters having long since moved away, and my brother away making his fortune in London, Charlotte was like family to me.
 
   That night I could not sleep for thinking of the fayre, a mere three months away. Guilt broiled within me, warring with the excitement. I was behaving, after all, in a cunning and “unwomanly” way.
 
   But we women are so often the pawns. I thought it was time we played the chess master for once.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Having been acquainted with castles since a young age, I was not befuddled at the sight of Berry Pomeroy, though I had to admit it was grand and beautiful. The three months had passed in much the same way as the three months before; I have often wondered if my obsession with the duke would have been so intense had not those months elapsed since our accidental and secret meeting.
 
   We arrived just when the tents and festivities were being erected outside the castle. Jugglers and mummers milled around the tents, waiting for their chance to shine. That the duke allowed this fayre to be held on his land was another sign to me that he was a man unlike others. To be sure I talked among the mummers and jugglers and common folk for quite some time, with the intention of firstly enjoying their conversation, as they had none of the sickening tightness of lip and sternness of face that is so common among our class, and secondly to see if I could learn aught about the mysterious duke. No man there would hear of his name being spoken of in any by a flattering light. My instincts thus reaffirmed, I prepared for my formal introduction to him.
 
   We were welcomed into the main hall, in which several lords and ladies stood in tight circles, clutching their chalices and talking softly to one another. I was accustomed to being stared at as a member of that dying family Archer, and so it did not overly bother me. Presently Duke Francis Seymour walked through the crowds and stood before me.
 
   “My lady,” he said, bowing before me. His eyes were pale blue like ice and his face was kind and strong. He took my hand in his and, before everybody in the room, brought it to his lips. “It is a pleasure to meet you,” he murmured softly, the warmth of his kiss still upon my hand.
 
   I confess I was at first stunned by this display. I had never met this man and had no thought of his ever showing me any affection. I almost wrapped my tongue upon itself in trying to reply, but then I recovered some of my poise and smiled at him, as charmingly as I was able. “It is a pleasure to meet you,” I replied, withdrawing my hand.
 
   “Meet me later, in the gardens,” he whispered, so only I could hear.
 
   I should have been outraged by such a proposition. It is notsomething that a lady should agree to, and I am sure my peers will think me incredibly dishonorable for entertaining such a sordid idea. But the duke’s voice did not allow for hesitation, and I admit I was beyond curious at this point. I gave him the slightest of nods, at which point he began to talk with other guests, leaving me shocked,excited and leaving me broiling with feeling.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The word “later” being somewhat ambiguous, the first task handed to me was trying to work out what time, exactly, Francis wanted me to arrive at the gardens. There was no way to know for definite, so, wishing not to appear over keen, but also wishing not to miss him entirely, I waited until the sun had reached its noonday peek and began to descend for two hours before casually mentioning to Charlotte that I wished to stroll the gardens. She was taken up with the jollity of the fayre, and I bid her stay and enjoy herself. Thanking me, she freed me and allowed me to walk unescorted to the gardens.
 
   I knew what I was doing was wrong and socially unacceptable, and yet I couldn’t forget this man. It is no way for a woman to behave, it is true, and yet I couldn’t just walk away and pretend that I had never seen him. I felt as though there was an affinity between us; I felt as though his ice-blue eyes saw past whatever element it was that men seemed to find so repugnant in me. Other men, after talking to me for a few minutes, would often make some excuse and flee to some quieter girl. Perhaps this had something to do with my habit of reading “unwomanly” literature, or my penchant for walking alone on the grounds around my father’s home. Whatever it was, I have been called intimidating by men, and now I take that as a compliment.
 
   I did not think it likely, however, that I would intimidate the duke. He had a fine, muscular build, and his jacket and breeches were tight to accentuate his form. His face was strong and kind, with a solidity that was only heightened by his ice-blue eyes. He had the overall appearance of a wind-besieged mountain range, wild and dangerous and strong. I was more than intrigued. I was enthralled.
 
   The main festivities having begun at the fayre, the garden was empty apart from one or two wanderers who presently made their way to the far end and disappeared in a sea of blues and reds and pinks and purples. I sat in a shadowed corner, fanning myself, partly because of the heat, and partly as a mummery to anyone who wished to spy upon me. How could they object to a lady taking a break from the heat? Looking around anxiously, I thought I caught sight of the duke many times only to be disappointed. Flowers that drooped and flowers that stood proud at every disturbance, had me craning my neck to see the duke, who was, I was sure, the man who had caused them to rustle. But there must have been some critters in there, for he was not there.
 
   After ten minutes, I was about to leave. Color had risen in my cheeks and I felt distinctly ill, like someone had just fed me some nasty toxin. Perhaps the duke was toying with me, I thought, and perhaps he had told the partygoers that he has tricked me into waiting for him in the garden. If that is the case, I will be ruined and so will father. There will be no coming back from this. “How could I be so foolish?” I whispered fiercely. “How could I be such a fool? There will be consequences for this! Brutal consequences! All hell will be unleashed! Father will never be able to show his face again! Ah, what have I done?”
 
   I almost began to weep, which further heightened my anxiety. I hate to weep, hate to appear like those heroines in popular fiction who are rendered incapacitated by tears. Somehow, I managed to hold the tears away, to firm myself up, and was about to stand and make a swift exit from the grounds when there was yet another rustling amongst the rainbow-colored flowers. Despite myself, I turned, and saw the duke walking confidently toward me.
 
   My heart gave a skip, leap, and jump within my chest. I forced myself to retake my seat, lest it appear that I was eager to see him, which I was, but which would be silly to show him. He looked around and, upon seeing me, smiled and strolled over to the bench on which I sat.
 
   “My lady,” he said. “May I sit?”
 
   “Of course,” I said.
 
   He sat closer to me than was strictly proper, with his thigh touching mine. I had never been so close to a man, and especially not so close to a man which provoked such feelings within me. He shifted his leg, with the express purpose, I believe, of rubbing my thigh with his. I blushed but I did not move away. The sensation was warm and pleasant, and it was not outwardly ignoble. To any spectator, we were just two people sitting upon a bench.
 
   “I have seen you, in London,” the duke said.
 
   I had to bite my lip to stop from screaming.
 
   He observed me for a moment, and then went on: “It was a while back. I was in town for some boring business or another. You were with your maidservant, the woman who accompanied you today, I believe. I cannot say precisely why I was so taken with you the first moment I saw you, Miss Archer, except that you have a face not at all rose- or doll-like. You have the face of a strong woman who is not at all confined by the archaic ideas of our ancestors. I believe that a countenance can tell much. Furthermore, I believe that yours speaks of a spark of intellect usually quashed in a woman. Am I correct? Do you read, Miss Archer?”
 
   I wished to take a moment to recompose myself, but the idea of fleeing this meeting was unacceptable to me. Here was a man who not only recognized that I was unlike my peers, but seemed to respect it! This was a strange development in my own perception of the human condition, as I long ago had concluded that all men, at heart, would rather see a woman dashed upon the rocks who read any kind of serious book. And yet here was the duke, asking me if I read books, and with a hint of pride in his tone!
 
   “I have taught myself Greek and Latin and read the few classics father has managed to procure for me. I also read the natural arts and history. These are all unwomanly subjects and if you were to tell on me, I would be absolutely ruined.”
 
   “I will not tell on you,” the duke said, and turned to me. He looked down from my face to my neck, and then further down, in the most dishonorable way. His eyes romped over my body, but I did not stop him. Then they returned to my face. “You are a beautiful woman, in both mind and appearance. My lady, I wish to hold your hand.”
 
   “Here?” I said, uneasily. If somebody spied us holding hands, we would be more or less engaged, unless an outrage was to be caused.
 
   “Here,” the duke said carelessly. “I wish to feel your hand in mine.”
 
   He held his hand out. I looked at it for a few moments, heart thundering now in my chest. I knew it was wrong and yet I wanted very badly to have my hand in his. “I will hold your hand,” she said. “But we must be sure to retract them quickly if somebody ventures into the garden.”
 
   He nodded and then took my hand in his, placing both hands upon my thigh. This was the zenith of improper behavior. I was aware of that then and I am aware of it now. Yet I was disinclined to take my hand away because the warmth and the closeness were intoxicating. We said nothing for a few minutes, just sat there and shared each other’s warmth, and then he turned and faced me with ice-blue eyes that seemed to look into me. To say that they looked into my soul would sound melodramatic. However, that is what it felt like at the time.
 
   He smiled, and his strongly made face opened to me. “I have sought this for a long time,” he said.
 
   “What is that, Duke?”
 
   “Somebody with whom I could sit and hold hands and not have it be a cataclysmic event. Somehow I knew when I saw you in London that you were not like other women. It was in the way you carried yourself. You walked through the city, not like a star-struck woman, but almost like a man.” He winced. “That sounds monstrous, doesn’t it? I do not mean to call you manly. I merely mean to say that you, as far as I can tell, have shunned much of the extraneous womanliness that encumbers so many.”
 
   I knew I could take offense if I wished, but I also knew exactly what he meant. Almost involuntarily, I squeezed his hand reassuringly. “I knew what you meant,” I said. “You do not need to worry.”
 
   He smiled at me again. “I want to see you again, after today,” he said. “We must contrive a reason for you to stay. I have guest quarters where you and your maidservant may abide for a time, if you wish.”
 
   This idea was glorious to me. I could stay within his proximity. I could be with him for a longer time. The obstacle was Father. He was under the impression that I could be back on the morrow. “I would have to send word to Father,” I said.
 
   “I could do that,” the duke said. “If I were to contrive some party or gathering. Yes, that is what I will do. I will throw a grand party five days from now. If I write to your father personally, I do not see how he can object. I am, after all, a duke.” He said this with none of the condescension or social pretentiousness which is so common in this sphere. He merely spoke the truth. “I would send the missive by messenger,” he went on. “Your father would learn immediately, and so any social missteps would be alleviated. If he wishes for your return, of course you must go. But I do not think he will. What is your answer, Sarah? Please, say yes!”
 
   He gazed into my eyes imploringly. I nearly reached out to touch his face, but I restrained myself. All around us life was happening, and yet I felt utterly disconnected from it all. Life was not happening out there; it was happening here.
 
   “I will stay,” I said. I hastened to add: “But you must write to Father this instant. Make it clear that it is for the party, and stress the social benefits.”
 
   “I shall,” the duke said, releasing my hand. “I shall write to him this instant. Will you come with me, Sarah? I will go to my study, and there are books there that I think might interest you.”
 
   At the mention of books I stood as though by rote. “I will come,” I said, as naturally and unexcitedly as I was able.
 
   The duke nodded and began to walk. After a moment I followed, not so close as to cause murmur, but not so distant as to be strictly proper.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The main body of the guests still being occupied with the festivities, the library was a private meeting place for the duke and me. He led me into a chamber a Greek philosopher would be happy to stand in for a time. It was not so much the architecture of the room that provoked a profound response within me, but the character of the room. Everywhere one looked, books lay upon the shelves, hundreds and hundreds of them. I have never seen so many books in my life. I felt my mind turning, as though twisting around in a foolish attempt to see all the books at once.
 
   The Duke walked before me, and then turned and smiled. “It is acceptable?” he said.
 
   “It is—” I could not form words that would properly explain the glory of this room. Only a low light filtered in through slatted windows at the top, dusty with the age of books. It was every romantic dream I had ever envisioned in my youth. So rarely do we humble creatures get to really live our dreams.
 
   The duke laughed softly and walked through the library as carelessly as if such grandeur were the norm for him, and I reflected, it must be. After a breathless moment, I followed him to a large, oak desk and chair, upon which he sat and began to write a letter. He wrote it quickly, and then handed it to me to read. It was simple and plain and undeniable. He, a duke, wished to keep the Archer daughter here for a time. It was a great honor. I knew right away that Father would agree. I handed the letter back to him and he nodded and sealed it within an envelope.
 
   “I will send it this very day,” he said. “We will not have a reply until tomorrow, but I am sure you will stay until then?”
 
   “Yes,” I said, far too quickly. I was finding it harder and harder to hide my eagerness.
 
   He rose from the desk and offered me his arm. Looking around to ensure that we were not being observed, I took his arm. He led me around the library, allowing me to look more closely at some of the more interesting tomes. There were the missing volumes of Homer’s Odyssey. Upon seeing my excitement at holding these volumes, he pushed them into my hands. “They are yours,” he said.
 
   “You cannot mean it,” I whispered, staring down at the books.
 
   “I do,” the duke said. “It is worth it to see a woman who gets excited about books. Most women would rather be out there, at the fayre, but I see you are made of different material. I expect that your design has been a hindrance to you for most of your life.”
 
   “It has.”
 
   “That is a great dishonor to Man,” the duke said vehemently. “I would say you are the kind of woman whom a man needs to treasure, but that would be unworthy; I do not think you are any kind at all. I think you are simply Sarah Archer, a beautiful anomaly.”
 
   I had never been flattered so endlessly. The effect it had upon me was jarring. I felt my mouth falling open like a village idiot’s, and yet I was powerless to stop it. I was in awe of this man and his words. I placed the books on the shelf, lest I drop them, and stood still for a few moments. Soon he put his hands on my shoulders, gripping them firmly, and turned me toward him.
 
   “I wish to kiss you, Sarah,” he said.
 
   Men are not as honorable as they would have us believe, and I had had this offer thrust before me many times before, with the full knowledge that it would be my downfall if the man was a rascal. For that reason, and the reason that I had never felt an overwhelming inclination to succumb, I had never kissed a man before.
 
   “You wish…”
 
   “To kiss you,” the Duke said firmly. “Will you allow me?”
 
   I stood on the edge of a cliff, the wind whipping at me. One way there was ecstasy, the other was oblivion. What if I succumbed to this man and he was rascal? What if I was one duped woman in a line of duped women? I looked into his eyes, searching for any sign of duplicity, but all attempts to read him were lost in the solid ice-blue of the deep pools of his irises.
 
   Then I tossed intellect aside, a rare thing for me, and consulted my heart. The consultation did not last long. I wanted this, I realized.
 
   “It must not last long,” I said hurriedly, “lest somebody come in and find us.”
 
   “Yes, my lady,” the duke – Francis – said.
 
   He touched my cheek with his hand, and then leaned forward and placed his lips upon mine. I had been afraid that I would not know what to do, but it felt as natural as walking. Our lips brushed as though they were old companions, and his tongue snaked into my mouth. This was most scandalous, and yet I opened my mouth in return and allowed our tongues to dance.
 
   We kissed for longer than was agreed upon, and would have kissed for longer had there not been the clapping of shoes behind us. We both turned swiftly just in time to see Charlotte enter.
 
   “Miss, I feared something had happened to you!” the poor girl exclaimed.
 
   “The duke was just showing me his books, Charlotte,” I said. “You did not have to worry.”
 
   “Yes, Miss,” Charlotte said. “Would you like to come outside now?”
 
   The duke stepped forward. “We shall all go outside and join in on the fun.”
 
   The girl’s face lit up like a fire at that. Then she clapped out of the room. The duke turned and stared into my eyes. “One more,” he said.
 
   I nodded.
 
   Our lips, our tongues, even our teeth, all of them mashed together in a dance of unearthly pleasure.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   It had been three nights from the date of the fayre. I lay awake around three in the morning, thinking over the previous three days. Apart from a short stroll around the grounds on the second day, upon which event Charlotte was also present, the duke and I had not spent any time together since the first day. This was mainly due to exterior events in London, which I will not bore the reader by delving into now. But late on the evening upon which I lay awake, waiting, the business in London had concluded and the duke’s advisors had left the castle.
 
   And so our romance could resume.
 
   For the sake of our closeness, the duke had arranged for Charlotte to have her own room down the hallway. This was agreeable to me, because it made nights like tonight much easier. The duke was to visit me tonight. We were to spend some time alone together. My nerves were aching with anticipation at this point, and I had already decided that if he didn’t arrive tonight, I would return home. There is only so much a woman can take, exterior factors or not.
 
   I watched the moon make its passage across my bedroom wall, the shadows of trees dancing in the pale blue hue. I had been reading the books the duke had gifted me until early in the morning, but now I was eager to recommence my affections with the duke. It is unwomanly to say so, but if he had walked in right then and kissed me without permission, I would not have objected.
 
   I must make my state of mind clear, as a defense of sorts, because already the men among you are judging me, calling me unwomanly, perhaps even witchy. For the longest time Father had been trying to get me to marry, as was proper, and I do not blame him for it. If I could only attach myself to a prosperous family, I might elevate the Archers out of the rut they had been stuck in for generations. But my father was too soft-hearted to push with too much insistence, and I was allowed, for the most part, to form my own character.
 
   I chose the character of a book-dweller, spending most of my early adulthood among books, neglecting my “social obligations.” And whilst Father did not hinder me, neither did he approve. So at the point of meeting the duke, I was afloat in a sea of unrecognition. I desperately wanted somebody to recognize me for what I was, not for who I was supposed to be.
 
   And then came the duke. His words in the library, his beautiful words which I shall always remember, resounded in me, multiplying each day and increasing in force. The duke, I was sure, recognized me. And there was something else. There was a bodily reaction, also; my body called out for him, and the taste of his lips on mine was still fresh.
 
   I was his, mind and body, from the second we kissed in the library. I believed with my entire soul that I had found my equal in life. But if he left me now, to wait all night… If he did not come—
 
   Then there came a knock at the door, a secret, soft knock.
 
   I rose and crept to the door, being careful that my steps did not made too much noise. Upon opening it, I saw that it was the duke, dressed only in britches and a shirt, without any of the adornments that befit his station. He smiled and nodded to his clothes.
 
   “I do not need to dress ceremoniously for you, my love?”
 
   “Of course not,” I said. In fact, it made me feel closer to him that he felt comfortable appearing before me in this fashion. I opened the door wider. “Please, come in.”
 
   He came into the room, and before long we were in each other’s arms.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   I wish to tell this tale of a poor Archer girl and a duke with the utmost honesty and openness. To that end I will describe the next section in detail that many of you will find scandalous. It thrills me to recount it, but it may not thrill the more prudent among you, the more “stuck in the past” among you. For the duke and I, two unmarried persons, made love this night. We made love and I am not ashamed if the world knows it. If I am strung up for a hussy upon publication of this account, I will still hold my head high with pride. Those that would string me up no nothing of real love, with their pretense and boundaries and guidelines.
 
   The duke and I lay upon the bed, having fallen there in mutual reverie when he entered. His lips were on mine and my hands, as though hungry themselves, roved over his body. There was an oppressive and yet not unpleasant warmth in the room. It was as though the two of us were kissing and touching within a stove. I let out moans of pleasure, throwing myself wholly into the moment, something I rarely did. My hands moved down his body, down to that part of a man’s body I had only heard whispers of, but had never seen, let alone touched.
 
   I moved my hands down, down, down, and grabbed that part of him. It was rock-hard to the touch, and I felt my body respond immediately. So, I thought, this is what is meant by lust between a man and a woman. He let out a low growl when I touched him there, a growl filled with pleasure. I rubbed it up and down, up and down, and was glad to hear his growls intensify. My own privates were very wet and hot now.
 
   He moved his hands down my nightclothes and then touched my private area. It was like small flames danced at the end of his fingertips. I bit my lip to stop myself from screaming the castle down. He rubbed my private area harder and faster, and I became wetter and hotter. Neither of us was overly capable at this sort of thing – neither of us had been with a person before – but instinct led us on. I forgot the judgment that this act caused, and the moment took me up in a rush of euphoria.
 
   Before I knew it, we were tearing at each other’s clothes, ripping them apart like animals unleashed from long captivity. Soon my nightclothes lay in a heap upon the floor, and his shirt and britches presently joined them. The light was low, but I was able to see the contours of his muscular body, the muscles straining hard. A thrill went through me and I placed my hands on his chest.
 
   “I want to make love,” I whispered, unable to stop myself.
 
   Tenderly, he laid me upon my back on the bed. There was some fiddling as we both adopted the right positioning, and then he thrust himself inside of me. There was an aching pain at first, and then he pulled himself out and thrust in again, and again. The pain lessened with each thrust, and after a few minutes, it was totally gone, replaced by pleasure. I grabbed onto his muscular back as he thrust into me, holding my legs up and moving with his motions.
 
   I had what is referred to as an “orgasm” then. It was a shocking, beautiful feeling. He thrust harder and harder, and I was so focused on his moans, and his muscles, and the deep white-hot heat between my legs, that I did not sense it approaching. Suddenly, wave after wave of pricking, hot pleasure washed over me. I was utterly in its control. It pulsated within me, permeating my whole body, burning, tingling. I let out a scream, and he let out a long moan.
 
   Then he rolled to the side. We were done.
 
   We lay together until the sun began to rise, my head on his chest. At intervals we slept, but then we awoke and talked in low whispers, giggling together like children. I know that men would want me to regret what the duke and I had just done. They would call me a whore for enjoying it, but I did enjoy it, and to this day I do not regret it. All the horrible stories I had heard – stories full of feelings of remorse, dishonor, and worthlessness – were proved to be false. I only felt content.
 
   After the sun had risen, but still an hour before the house would be awake, we made love again. This time was slower, as we became more acquainted with each other’s bodies. Afterwards, the Duke had to leave, as to not arouse suspicion amongst his staff.
 
   He bid me to meet him in the gardens later that day, and I readily agreed.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   There was nothing strange about my meeting the duke for a stroll through the gardens, so I did not need to lie to Charlotte. I did, however, tell her that I was strolling the grounds alone, leaving my exact course vague just in case she decided to come and find me. I thought that unlikely anyway, seeing as she was quite taken up with the gossiping and minor politics of the servants of the castle.
 
   It had just passed noon when I walked into the garden, the scent of the flowers heightening my overall feeling on momentousness. I seated myself on a bench in a secluded corner and sat there for a time, looking hither and thither for the duke. Soon enough, he emerged from behind one of the bushes and approached me. “My love,” he said, clasping my hands. He brought them to his lips and kissed them. “I dreamt of you this morning,” he went on, holding her hands tightly and leading her through the flowerbeds. “I was exhausted from out time together, so I collapsed into my bed when I returned to my chambers. I dreamt that you were with me, in my arms, and we were laying in a field looking up at the stars. I know I am no poet. I wish I could capture the beauty of it for you.”
 
   “Do you like to look upon the stars?” I said. I had an interest in this myself, and had often wished for a tutor to help me learn their proper configurations.
 
   “No in any academic sense,” Francis said, perhaps sensing my motivation. “I just find them peaceful.”
 
   “They make me feel small,” I said. “But in a good way. I like to feel small in the presence of the stars. Many people hate it.”
 
   “You are not many people, my lady,” the duke said. “Shall we walk into the woods?”
 
   I agreed, and we set our course for the wooded area that surrounds the castle. I took his arm without it being proffered, and perhaps that is another “black mark” against me. But he did not object, and placed his hand over my arm, as though securing me in.
 
   Soon we were in the woods, and it was a most reassuring experience. It was just the two of us and nature; all around we were surrounded my flowers, shrubbery and wildlife. Once, a squirrel darted across our path and looked up at us quizzically, tilting its little head. The duke made to pick the creature up, but it fled before he had the chance. At length we found an overturned log, and having been walking for almost two hours, we sat upon it to rest.
 
   “I wish we could just sit here forever,” I said, as I was feeling sentimental. “Wouldn’t that be grand? We could just sit here, and the world would pass us by.”
 
   “That would be a gift,” Francis agreed. “Far too often life is wasted in the preparing of it. This, right here...” He took my hands in his, and stared into my eyes. “This right here,” he went on, “is what life should be about. Not the nonsense that most people fill it with. Sarah, I wish I had known you sooner. We have a lot of catching up to do.”
 
   “I agree,” I said. “But we need not rush, my love. We are both young yet.”
 
   He touched my chin with his hand, and turned my face toward his, and then moved forward and touched my lips with his. I breathed in the scent of him, the tingle of his lips on mine even more inductive to a feeling of imbalance and intoxicating than the roses that serenaded our kissing. He moved his hands over my body, and I moved mine over his.
 
   After our brief foray into passion, we resumed our walk. If there is a woman reading this tale, she will no doubt be thinking: “But were you not terrified that he would desert you and leave you ruined? Many a woman has been ruined in very similar circumstances! How could you be so foolish? How could you be so brash?” You are not wrong. I was brash, and perhaps I was foolish in my conduct, but the heart is not some hound to be leashed whenever one pleases. The pleasures of the body are trained pigeons to be called back at a moment’s notice once they have taken flight.
 
   All of us, as persons with humane bodies, are subject to passion,love and closeness. I did not think of being deserted; I only thought of what I had with me now.
 
   We had walked most of the day, and the two of us were tired.
 
   Before we returned to the castle, the duke asked me if I would join him for dinner in his chambers the following night. I agreed – how could I not? – and the date was set.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   I was so excited for the dinner that I could barely sleep the night before. I lay awake all night going over and over the events of the past few days. Though it had only been a few days, I felt sure that more time had elapsed. Perhaps it was because the turn of events was so awesome. In the space of a few days I had found love, shrugged off social propriety, and “dishonored” myself. There was no going back for me now. I didn’t even think Father would understand, were I ever to tell him. I had crossed a definitive and clear line.
 
   Finally, after a few hours of intermittent sleep, the morning came. Mornings are easier than nights to wait through, I find. There are people around with whom you can pretend that everything is not reaching a climax; with whom you can pretend life is chugging along as it always has. Charlotte and I went for a walk in the gardens before breakfast, and then ate a light meal before I wandered in the library by myself, occasionally reading, but mostly just being amongst the books.
 
   I watched the course of the sun with a more avid interest that I normally would, and indeed I was afraid some eye strain may result from it, which forced me to close the curtains in the library and read by candlelight. When substantial time had passed, I returned to my quarters and awaited the duke’s summons. The duke had generously supplied me and Charlotte with clothes, as we only brought enough for a day visit and nothing more. Going through these clothes, I found a floaty, almost ethereal dress woven of blue silk, the same color as the duke’s eyes. I donned this, as well as some earrings I had brought in a small pouch.
 
   Standing before the looking glass, I found myself staring at a handsome woman whose cheeks had reddened with emotion. I looked more vital than I ever had. Love will, I had discovered, make even the most deathly pallor beam with vibrant life, and my pallor had always been on the youthful side of the scale.
 
   Just after I finished dressing, Charlotte came charging into my room. “Sorry, Miss,” she breathed. “It’s just that I walked into the duke by accident, and he has asked to see you. You see, I was with some of the servants who were setting up the dining room. It is beautiful, Miss, and I was wondering who the duke was dining with, and then he asked me to fetch you. Not fetch, Miss. I didn’t mean fetch.”
 
   “Relax,” I said, trying to soothe the girl. “I will go to him at once. That will be all, Charlotte.”
 
   Charlotte left, and I made my way through the castle to the dining room. The chandelier glittered with the light of the torches that burned in sconces along the walls. The curtains were drawn, and the duke sat at the end of the long dining table. He stood upon my entrance, and I walked over to his end of the table. He pulled a seat out for me, and together we sat.
 
   We said nothing to each other until the servants had brought our food, which they did soon after I sat down. When the food and the drink was brought, the duke dismissed the servants so that we could be alone. The wine was a magnificent red; I felt as though Spain was on my tongue. The duke held up his glass, and we clinked them.
 
   “Do you like it?” he said.
 
   “I do,” I replied. “It is beautiful to behold.”
 
   “You are beautiful to behold,” he said impulsively.
 
   I thought about chastising him for his hasty speech, but we had long since passed the point of proper etiquette, and so I took the compliment in stride. The duke was wearing his most elegant and becoming finery, which accentuated his handsomeness. The duke stared down at his hands for a moment, and then looked swiftly into my eyes.
 
   “Do you believe in attachment, Sarah?”
 
   “How do you mean?” I said.
 
   “Do you believe that it is possible to form strong attachments – the kind of attachment that exists between a man and wife, say – without actually having gone through the traditional routes? What I am saying is, do you think it is possible for a man to love a woman without having properly and openly courted her? Many men and not a few women would have us think that it is impossible, that it cannot be done. And yet I sit here and look at you, and I know that I love you. If the word “love” means anything, then it must apply to how I feel about you. I am struck with anxiety oftentimes. My heart beats frantically, and a cold sweat comes upon me, and I never know why. Most times there is nothing to be overly anxious about. But with you I do not feel that way. With you I feel as though a vital part of myself has been restored. I am like an amputee who has had his arm restored after a long absence, or a blind man who has regained the ability to see. Ah!” He slapped his hand down on the table. “If only I could make you feel what I feel, Sarah, so you could know!”
 
   Seeing that dear Francis was in quite a state, I laid my hand upon his arm. He clasped his hand over mine and looked at me gratefully. “Don’t you see, Francis?” I said. “You do not need to make me feel anything. I already feel as you do. I care not that we do not do things the proper way. I have lost all meaning of what “proper” means anymore. All I know is that when you took me into the library, into the gardens, into the woods, when we were together in my bedroom, I was happier and more content than I have been in all my days.” I stopped, breathless. My words were far too forward to be ladylike. Any man would shun me after such openness.
 
   But not Francis.
 
   He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a glistening ring. It winked at me in the torchlight. “I had to estimate your measurements,” he said. “I hope it fits.” He took my hand and slid the ring onto the third finger of my left hand. “There we go,” he beamed happily. “I knew it would fit!”
 
   I stared down at the ring, bemused. “Look how the light catches it,” I muttered. “But Francis, whatever is it for? You do not need to buy me gifts.”
 
   “It is not simply a gift, my love,” the Duke said, his hand upon my shoulder. “It is a symbol. A symbol of my love for you. A symbol of my commitment to you. We are to be married, if you will have me. My family will hate it, but to hell with them! I love you more than I have ever loved a single thing on this earth, and if the sky were to fall now, I would have you, and no other, in my arms. Marry me, Sarah.”
 
   Perhaps a nobler woman would have contemplated the position he was putting himself in. Perhaps a nobler woman would have sincerely thought about declining his proposal, to save the regard others had for him. But I was, and I am, a love-driven woman.
 
   I said yes, and he jumped across the table and brought me into his arms, cradling me like a child.
 
    
 
   Postscript
 
    
 
   It is the night before we tell our families and friends and associates as I write this, tell them of mine and the duke’s love. I have written this account so those who find it – whoever they turn out to be – will know the story of the unusual courtship of Sarah Archer and Francis Seymour, the Duke of Somerset. Undoubtedly there are those among you who would have him discredited. All I can say to that is, why? Why discredit a man who married a woman he loves? Far more deserving of discredit are the men who marry women they despise, and spend the rest of their lives making them miserable.
 
   Only the duke and I know of our marriage; tomorrow that shall all change. He has arranged a meeting. Father is to be there. I wish I could say the meeting gladdens me, but in truth the only gladness I feel is at the thought of Francis visiting me in my rooms tonight. I have worn this quill out completely and I do not think I can write anymore. When I began, the sun was rising; now it is deep in the night.
 
   I would write more, but there is a knocking at my door.
 
   He whispers my name. It is Francis.
 
   I must go.
 
   I must be with my love.
 
    
 
   
  
 

The Devil’s Dance
 
   Bertrand Collins Margrave-Bertie to his friends-looked at his reflection in the full length mirror and was quite pleased with the image that looked back at him. His official title was Lord Haverbrook and he had reluctantly made the unpleasant journey from London to his stately pile in Derbyshire. Bertie preferred life in London by a long chalk and was happy that his elderly aunt resided in the Haverbrook estate. She looked upon it as her own and Bertie was happy to let her believe that as it kept her acid tongue under control. His London town house was elegant and close to everything he loved. Bertie loved theatre, art and most of all everything fashionable and the latest crazes. Aunt Agatha had sent word that she was ill and he needed to come and visit immediately. When Bertie arrived at the large and resplendent residence, it was to find his aunt in robust, good health and she desired him to make changes to the house in accordance to her wishes. Bertrand Collins Margrave was not amused in the least and had gone to bed in a fine, old mood wondering how soon he could return to London.
 
   The next morning he twirled in front of the mirror and took in the elegant riding clothes that he wore-tight fitting trousers and a short jacket with a smooth line across the waist and elegant tails behind. The waistcoat was blue brocade and the white cravat elegantly tied. The narrow riding boots accented his well-muscled legs and he thought to himself that Badger Timkins would not look half as fashionable. “Still be good to see the old boy again,” he thought and smiled as he thought about the surprise on Badger’s face when he rode up to the door. Bertie was, in fact, a handsome, young man and much pursued by the young ladies in London who had their eye on becoming Lady Haverbrook. He was tall for the times and stood at about five feet ten inches with dark, slightly curly hair that was currently cut in the latest style with sideburns and a great deal of hair on the top of his head. He actually didn’t need to make himself look taller but that was what had driven that particular fashion. He had dark, brown eyes that could look meltingly appealing and surprisingly, the man was toned and fit.
 
   Bertie left his manservant to sort out his wardrobe and went to visit his stables. He still kept a fine collection of horseflesh despite being away such a lot of the time. For that matter he kept a fine selection in London as well. He had sent word ahead for his favourite mount to be ready and the stable hand was waiting with reins in hand. Haverbrook slid into the saddle with easy grace and slipped a top hat onto his head. He knew he was riding through the woods and fields but still fashion was fashion and he donned the hat. He then set off at an easy walk until he was clear of the gates and urged the stallion into a gentle jog. Bertie enjoyed riding and settled to enjoy the ride to visit Badger. The way to his friend’s rather beautiful residence was through the land belonging to Lady Tupperham. The old lady had always let Bertie treat the land as if it was his own and he knew the way through her estate well. The track passed through woodland and then came out at some paddocks behind the stables. It was not far until he would enter Badger’s gates but suddenly he saw in the stable yard a young woman. She saw him at the same time and stalked, yes that was the word, stalked to the gate and shouted at him, “I say, who are you, riding through here? This is private land.”
 
   Bertie steered the horse in her direction and stopped in front of the obviously annoyed young woman. “I might ask you the same, young woman. This is the land of Lady Tupperham. You appear to be trespassing.” She put her hands on her hips and observed the newcomer with a look that told him she was not the least impressed by what she saw. “Lady Tupperham was my aunt. This is my estate and you still have not told me your name.” She almost but not quite, stamped her foot. Bertie slid from the horse and found himself face to face with the woman. It was not lost upon him that she was wearing a most up to date riding outfit in light grey. She was about five feet four inches high and did not step back as he stood in front of her. “Did you say ‘was’?” he asked. “Lady Tupperham. Did you say was?” he demanded again and the girl nodded.
 
   “Yes, sadly, my aunt passed away three months ago.”
 
   Bertie was taken aback. “Nobody let me know,” he said almost to himself and then remembered his manners. “I am so sorry to hear that,” he told her. “I am Lord Haverbrook from the next estate. I am on my way to visit the Timkin’s residence. Lady Tupperham always allowed us passage across her land.” The girl was not impressed and said that maybe he should ask permission in the future. Bertie was not used to treatment of this sort and felt a sudden rush of anger which was most unusual.
 
   “I most certainly will not,” he answered. “I will simply go the long way round- Miss?”
 
   “Caroline Carstairs,” she told him and held out a hand. “Aunt Mary left me the estate.” Bertie took the hand to shake and was unprepared for the jolt of lightning that shot up his arm and through his veins. He went on shaking the hand for some seconds and looked quite dreamlike. Caroline smiled for the first time and extricated her hand from his. “I have to go,” she told him and walked away, leaving him still wondering what he had just experienced. At the same time though she rubbed at her own hand as if the same sensation had happened when they touched. Bertie shook himself into activity and mounted his horse. Then he watched the rather elegant riding outfit with the delightful decoration on the rear of the jacket disappear into the stable yard.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The beautiful façade of Badger’s house appeared in front of Bertie and the manicured gardens were as trim and smart as ever. Badger was a traditionalist and liked his place to look well groomed. The two men had been friends since childhood even though they were as unlike each other as it was possible to be. Bertie rode around to the yard at the rear and a man came out at a run to take the horse. Bertie took his tall top hat in his hand and strode around to the garden door where he knew he would find his old friend. The staff looked on in horror as he should have been announced but the man simply pushed open the door and announced himself. Badger looked up from the paper on his desk and took a second to realise who had appeared and then he leaped to his feet and rushed across. The two men threw arms around each other and jigged around the room like a couple of ten year olds. “Oh Bertie. What a delight. I did so need you to cheer me up.”
 
   “Me too, old man. My aunt had me trail up here on a wild goose chase,” Bertie answered and Badger pulled the cord that brought a manservant rushing to see what was required. Relieved that the master was not furious that his guest was unannounced, the servant retreated to find food and drink and the two friends sat down to catch up.
 
   “I must say,” Badger commented, eyeing Bertie’s extremely tight trousers. “Those are not pantaloons. They are very revealing.” Bertie stood up and did a sort of twirl around to display his up to the minute fashion. “You really do have to get up to date, Badge. These are all the rage in town.” Badger was not impressed because he was a fan of country pursuits and tradition. He laughed off his friend’s suggestion and asked if Aunt Agnes was well.
 
   “In rude, good health,” Bertie answered, “and as annoying as ever.” He paused. “But she never told me that Lady Tupperham had passed away. She was a great old girl and I never knew she had gone.” Badger nodded and said that it was sad. “The estate now belongs to her only living relative.”
 
   “I met her this morning. Caroline Carstairs she said her name was and told me I was trespassing” Bertie said with a wave of his hand and his friend laughed out loud. “Indeed the woman can be bold and she is unusual,”he smiled, “but is exceedingly pretty.”
 
   “I never noticed,” Bertie said dismissively and Badger laughed it off.
 
   “That I do not believe and you two should get on well. She is the most fashion conscious and up to date person you will ever meet.” Bertie looked at him incredulously and brushed the assertion aside. “How could she possibly be up to date stuck up here away from everything?”
 
   “Ah, but she has lived in London all of her life up till now. She has made some amazing changes to the house already.” Bertie was sceptical and said so but Badger was not to be changed. “I have been very nice to her but I know she thinks I am old fashioned.” Badger smiled at himself and Bertie said, “Well you are old fashioned. You were old fashioned when you were ten years old.” He clapped his friend on the back and went on to say that as he had come all this way on a wild goose chase, he would make some modernisations to the house. “There are some new items for the kitchens but-And he paused dramatically. “Have you seen the new flush away waste systems?” Badger Timkins gave a grin that threatened to split his face in two. “Well yes, actually, I have.” He was rewarded by the stunned look on the face of Bertie Collins Margrave and he laughed out loud with glee. “You see,” he added with a sort of flourish, “the young lady who has taken over Lady Tupperham’s house has installed not one but two in The Grange.”
 
   “Well I’ll be damned,” Bertie replied and sat down into a nearby chair with a sudden thump. Badger told him that Caroline had made other changes but it had only been three months and some things were taking more time. “She apparently wants the decoration to be like the top houses in London. Her clothes have come down specially and I hear that some of them come from Italy and France.” Bertie could find no suitable reply. Badger was pleased to have the better of his friend for once and told him that Caroline was an excellent horsewoman. “No doubt you noticed that she is also extremely pretty,” he finished and Bertie realised that he had indeed noticed that the dark, blonde hair and blue grey eyes were part of a slender and rather delicious package. He thought to himself but did not say to Badger that he also noticed that the riding clothes were very similar to the choicest apparel worn around the city. It was a lot to take on board and then he reminded himself that she was also arrogant and had ordered him off her land. “Humph,” was all he managed in reply and Badger was delighted. They sat and talked about other things that interested young men of the time and Bertie made an arrangement to go riding the following day. Badger had thought to include friends and make the occasion a bit more of a social occasion. His own sister would have been furious if he had not told her that Bertie was back in the area. Bertrand himself, took his leave and rode back to his stately home by the road. This took considerably more time but he had no notion to be caught trespassing again.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Bertie arrived home and left the horse to be tended. He then threw the top hat on a chair and strode through the house to find his aunt in the sitting room that she used the most because it let out onto the garden. The garden was a source of delight to Agatha and Bertie wisely left her to make all decisions in that regard. He knew she would be there but stopped short in the doorway when he realised she was not alone. Sitting taking tea with his normally grumpy old relative was the new neighbour-Caroline Carstairs.
 
   “Ahh Bertie,” Aunt Agatha said “come and meet out new neighbour.” Bertie walked inside and said that they had already met. His aunt wanted to know how and Caroline stood up to meet Lord Haverbrook. “She held out a hand in greeting and said, “We may have got off on the wrong foot, Lord Haverbrook. It is lovely to meet you.” Bertie knew his manners and came across, took her outstretched hand and raised it to his lips. Once again he felt the jolt of excitement run through his body at the touch of her hand but nothing showed on his face. “Good day, Miss Carstairs. Let us start again.” She rewarded him with a radiant smile that lit up her features like a shaft of summer sunlight and Bertie Collins Margrave was stunned. For once he was lost for words and his aunt saved the day by telling them both to sit and take some tea. “Caroline has two wonderful attributes that you could do well to learn from,” she told him severely and he waited to be instructed with a good grace and kept his eyes on the visitor. His London eye told him that the afternoon dress she was wearing was straight from the capital city and she wore it with confidence and style.
 
   Aunt Agatha held a book and waved it in the air. “See this new printing system is making these books available to all of us and Caroline is introducing me to a whole world of reading.” Caroline joined the conversation and told him that his aunt was enjoying the books but in return was allowing herself access to her gardens and she was taking inspiration to create a garden of her own. Bertie too, enjoyed some of the new literature available and although they liked different types of reading, the three of them found the discussion relaxing and entertaining. Bertie felt comfortable and sat back to enjoy himself. In the end, his aunt directed him to take Miss Carstairs into the garden. “The gardeners will remove anything she might like to choose.” This was amazing in itself because his aunt was normally desperately possessive of her plants. He stood and offered the visitor his arm. “My pleasure, Miss Carstairs,” he said and led the girl out of the doors onto the terrace that overlooked his aunt’s pride and joy.
 
   Caroline Carstairs took the lead in saying that she had heard that he preferred to live in London and he told her that was indeed the case. “But Lord Haverbrook, do you not desire to bring some of the London style and fashion to this part of the world?” Bertie had never given this any thought before and was surprised to discover that he enjoyed talking to someone about the things that could be brought up to Derbyshire. The conversation ranged from the latest books and magazines, clothes and activities to the household equipment that could make life easier for all concerned. The two of them were deep in animated talk and found themselves having walked slowly a long way from the house. “I am sorry. This is a long way for you to walk,” Bertie suddenly realised and was surprised when his companion laughed. “I love to walk, ride and in the garden, I like to actually work with the plants. A little walk will do me good.” She had turned towards him and they were suddenly very close to each other. Bertie took her face between his hands in a spontaneous gesture and kissed her on the lips. After the initial surprise, Caroline returned the kiss with a passion that surprised even herself. There was a sudden and complete connection between them and the kiss deepened and lengthened into something that neither of them expected. It was not that Caroline Carstairs had never been kissed but rather that she had never been kissed in a way that took her to another world. A kiss that sent her head swimming and leaving her knees quite weak. Bertie found his senses first and pulled away. “I am so sorry,” he stuttered. “I don’t know what came over me. Please forgive me for taking advantage.” Caroline looked at his face and the shock that the kiss had inflicted on both of them. She smiled that stunning sunshine smile and pulled his head back towards her. “I am a new woman,” she told him and this time she took the initiative and started the kiss. “I think, Miss Carstairs,” Bertie said in the end, “that we had better walk back to the house.” She laughed and took his arm and they strolled back in that direction, but both of them were still a little bit shaken by the intensity of the connection. Caroline brought herself to her senses and told him that she had a carriage and he found someone to go and ask for the vehicle to be brought to the front of the house. The couple waited in the extensive hallway until the carriage was brought around, and he helped the girl into her rather smart and up to date transport. “I enjoyed the walk and the company,” he said and she leaned forward and told him that she had felt the same. Bertie resisted the urge to take those delightful lips again and he told the driver to start the journey to her home. Then Bertie Collins Margrave stood for quite a long time on the steps of his stately pile remembering the feel of those lips against his own.
 
   He found his aunt happily reading her latest book and she stopped long enough to query if he found the new neighbour pleasant. Bertie knew his aunt of old and gave her a smile. “I know your matchmaking habits, dearest aunt and I am not going to fall into any trap.” She gave a knowing half smile and returned to her reading. He paused at the door and told her he was going riding with Badger the next day.
 
   Late in the morning Bertie set off on his favourite horse to meet up with his old friend Badger but when he arrived, via the road so not to trespass again, he found a gathering of friends. They were all collected in the hallway and reception room of Badger’s beautiful but old fashioned house and Badger’s sister, Arabella, flew towards him with arms outstretched. He grinned at her and held out his arms in response and the two hugged each other and both spoke at the same time. “Oh how wonderful to have you home again,” Arabella told him. “We do miss your company you know.” He set her back on her feet having swung the girl around in the air. These two had been friends since childhood and as Arabella had been as keen on the outdoors pursuits as the boys, she had been included in their growing up. Badger often wished and indeed, had told Bertie that a marriage to his sister would be an excellent idea. Both Bertie and Arabella disregarded this suggestion and continued to be the best of friends. He held her out at arm’s length and told her she looked wonderful. “I know I am more up to date now that Caroline has moved into the Tupperham house.” And to his surprise he saw that she was pulling Caroline towards her. “She tells me all about these wonderful shopping emporiums and we have magazines with the latest styles. “That is obvious,” he said and admired the burgundy coloured riding outfit that Arabella was wearing.
 
   Bertie looked around and said his greetings to the others. Badger had sent messengers to the local people of their own age and sent servants off to the garden pavilion with picnic food. The party had all arrived on horseback and mounted up with excitement for an unexpected visit out. The young ladies all rode side saddle with the skirts of their outfits elegantly spread over the horse’s flanks. They were all accomplished at this seat on their horses and were helped up by footmen and servants. Badger, Bertie and their two male friends climbed aboard easily and with a tinge of dislike, Bertie saw that Arielle Pernicier and her cousin Bernice were along as well. “That will be because Toby Marsden-Smythe would like to be part of her rich and influential family,” Bertie thought to himself, but his innate good manners made him greet them pleasantly enough. Toby was riding beside Arielle and she was ignoring him as she always had. Isabella Germaine was included in the group and Bertie smiled to himself. “Good morning, Isabella,” he said as he rode alongside her. She was a pleasant young woman with a mass of red curls that were usually out of control. Isabella was dressed in a dark blue riding outfit and he had seen it a few times before. Bertie always noticed clothes. He might not notice other things but he had an eye for what people were wearing. He wondered to himself if the family had money problems. Isabella’s parents were aristocratic but not wealthy. He had always liked the girl and hoped things were not too bad. The party shouted to each other as they prepared to enjoy the ride over Badger’s extensive grounds to the garden pavilion. Once there, they dismounted,tethered the horses and spent a very happy afternoon lounging on day beds and eating if they felt like it. The girls talked endlessly about fashion and it seemed that Caroline was the purveyor of the latest information. Bertie felt a bit annoyed at this because in the past he had brought the information from London to the shires. He slipped onto the seat beside Caroline. “What about the fashions in houses?” he joined in. Caroline smiled at him and the talk turned to the latest in artwork, books and theatre. Badger came and sat beside Isabella. “You are saving dances for me at the ball, aren’t you?” he asked her and she nodded and said that of course she was. He turned to Bertie. “The Callander’s Ball,” he said. “They will expect to see you there.” Bertie said he wouldn’t miss it for anything and asked if Caroline was invited. She said that she most certainly was and her second cousin was coming as her escort for the evening. Bertie laughed and said that no doubt his aunt would expect him to be her escort.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The ball was two days later and duly dressed in the latest and best that money could buy in London, Bertie CollinsMargrave, Lord Haverbrook,escorted his aunt to their waiting carriage at the front steps and they rode in stately fashion to the enormous home of The Marquis of Callander. It was ablaze with lights. Servants were everywhere and rushed to help his aunt from the carriage. The Callander mansion was very large and very ornate. The carriages were being ushered away as new ones arrived and Aunt Agatha and Lord Haverbrook alighted at the foot of the carpeted steps that led into the foyer and then the ballroom. An orchestra was already playing at the far end and the room was already full of beautifully attired guests. There were seats for the older folk and Bertie escorted his aunt to meet the hosts. Once greeted, he took her to a seat with a good view of the proceedings and she joined some friends who were obviously set for a jolly good gossip.
 
   He looked around and spotted Badger with a glass in hand and headed in that direction. The house was, in Bertie’s opinion, over the top with decoration. The walls were overdone with plasterwork and marble and there were so many plants in pots that it was difficult to navigate the room. In each corner there was a sort of pavilion effect as if the place was set up to watch a medieval jousting tournament. He fleetingly wondered if the host was going to sit under one like a sort of King Arthur. The two men stood and surveyed the assembly and Bertie thought that Badger had come up to date. “I say, Badge, you are wearing the new tight trousers.” Badger grinned at his friend and told him that his sister had made him read the magazines that Caroline had introduced. “Well I must say, it looks good,” Bertie concluded. He scanned the room and noted that some of the younger ones were clad in fashionable gowns and some were still a little dated. Most of the young ladies were wearing the empire line dress which had been popular for some time and was quite flattering. The material gathered under the bust line and fell away to the floor. Some of them had a small train which could be hooked up for dancing and some of them were very delicately and ornately decorated. The colours were so varied that it almost looked like a collection of butterflies in the garden. The young women held fans that they fluttered and lots of them held up the skirt with the other hand. Most of them had their hair swept up and caught into small curls clustered to the head. The older ladies like his aunt wore bonnets. An old friend who was a military man came over and greeted the two men. The military jackets and very tight trousers always caught the eyes of the opposite sex and William Grey was very aware of the eyes on him as he strode across the floor. “Smart as ever, old boy,” Bertie greeted the man and they talked of what was happening in the military world.
 
   The dancing was underway and those keen to start were out on the floor in formation for the well-known and well-loved quadrille. The fans held by the ladies were on a ribbon around the wrist, long skirts were held up and everyone was very stately and could show off their elegance as they moved from partner to partner. Bertie and Badger stood this one out and saw their friends out on the floor. Arabella managed a smile for the boys as she moved around in the dance and Bertie saw Caroline Carstairs looking wonderful in a dark, burgundy coloured outfit that was not over embellished but stood out as the best that London could produce. His eyes followed her progress around the room and he felt a tingle in his lips as he thought about that kiss in the garden.
 
   The dance ended and the man, whom Bertie learned was Caroline’s second cousin, escorted her from the floor to a seat beside Arabella and Bertie with Badger in tow moved over to join the party. It was a pleasure to meet the man who turned out to be a member of a club to which Bertie already subscribed. They found that they had a few friends in common and the man was a pleasant companion. His eyes were very obviously drawn to Arabella and that young lady was not unaware of the attention. Like his cousin, Marshall Carstairs was dressed in great style and showed an elegant calf in his well-tailored clothes. His hair was cut shorter on the top than Bertie’s and he did not have the sideburns, but he was a very attractive man with a pleasant personality. He asked if he would be allowed to accompany Arabella in the next quadrille and Bertie offered to take Caroline so that Arabella could accept the invitation. The little group were happily enjoying a conversation when along to join them came Arielle and her cousin Bernice. Bertie inwardly groaned. He really did not like Arielle Pernicier. He suspected she was looking to cause trouble but the two girls joined the conversation about the dancing and all seemed innocuous. The next dance began and Bertie offered Caroline his arm. She smiled as she accepted and he walked her into the middle of the floor to join the pattern for another quadrille. It gave him a little thrill of pleasure to feel the touch of her hand and she must have felt the same because she lifted her other hand and patted his arm as she walked. They smiled at each other and took their places in the dance. Arabella and Marshall did the same and Bertie smiled across at his friend’s sister. She knew he understood. The dance was elegant, stately and everyone was able to look their best.
 
   The couples returned to the table and Bertie was sorry to see that Arielle was still there. His training did not allow him to display anything other than good manners and he gave Caroline a hand as she took a seat. The group talked about the dances and Arielle asked if they had seen the new dance that she had heard about in London. “I have heard that a dance called the waltz is being enjoyed. Have any of you seen it?” Bertie, Marshall and Caroline all nodded and told her that they had seen the dance and it was proving very popular. “It uses a lot of energy,” Bertie pointed out. “You are left breathless at the end of it.” Marshall added that it spun around in fast circles and also left you a little dizzy. “It is very fast,” he finished.
 
   “Have you taken part yourselves?” Bernice asked and Marshall gave her a smile and told her that he had indeed tried the new dance. The two girls glanced at each other and Bertie knew for certain that they were planning trouble. Arielle said that she would love to see it and suggested that Caroline and Marshall show them how the dance went. Bertie tried to intervene to warn that the older generation would not appreciate the sight of two people dancing close together but the girls brushed him aside and looked pleadingly at Marshall. Arielle went away and was presumably going to see if the orchestra could play a waltz. Bertie tried again to stop the experiment but the two visitors had no notion of the effect this would have on the spectators. Badger lent his voice as well and even Arabella, but it seemed that the decision was already made and Arielle returned to say that the orchestra was ready and there would be an announcement. Bertie’s heart sank and he appealed directly to Caroline to call off the dance. She smiled and told him that everyone here seemed eager to find out what was happening elsewhere and she stood up to take the arm of her second cousin. The two of them walked out onto the floor as the music began and as Marshall swept his relative into his arms and held her against his chest, there was an audible gasp from the spectators around the room.
 
   The music played the one two three one two three of the waltz that had arrived in the country from Austria and the two people on the dance floor were swept into the excitement of the moment and did not understand the silence that was greeting their performance. They whirled and twirled and smiled at each other because it was a fun thing to do and then the music came to an end and Caroline curtsied to her partner who gave a brief bow and offered his hand to take her back to her seat. It was only at that point that the two of them noticed the absolute silence that greeted their performance. They stopped and looked around. Caroline gave a nervous smile and the couple walked over to the group where Bertie, Badger and Arabella were waiting. The girls were seated and around the room a rustle of conversation broke out but in subdued voices. Someone directed the orchestra to make more music and some sort of normality returned to the room. Bertie took a seat beside Caroline. “I think they are not ready for all of the modern things in Derbyshire.” Then he could not help himself. He said to Badger, “I knew Arielle was up to something. That girl is always trouble.” Arabella shushed him and looked around. Badger was nodding though and taking in the attitude of the guests. It was not pleasant and when Caroline said that she would like a breath of fresh air, Bertie stood and offered his arm. As they passed the people sitting at the side of the ballroom, it was very pointed that each of the ladies turned away. He looked across at his aunt sitting with her friends and even she gave him a pointed stare and turned away. Bertie was furious. He took Caroline out onto the terrace and realised that she was shaking. As they were standing in the shade of a wall he put his arms around her and held her close until she felt able to stand and recover her composure. “It is just not like London,” he told her. “They move very slowly here. I will see to the things I need to do and then I will return to my town house.” Caroline held onto his arm and said “Thank you for bringing me out here. I did not quite know how to respond.”
 
   “Humph,” Lord Haverbrook said, sounding like the aristocrat that he undoubtedly was. “I will make it very plain to everyone concerned that the house of Haverbrook does not condone such bad manners.” That produced a smile from his companion.
 
   “You did try to warn us,” she replied. “Please do not cause any trouble on my behalf. My cousin, like myself, is used to a more liberal society.” Bertie realised he still had an arm around her shoulders and it was very pleasant. This woman had found her way under his skin and he was enjoying the sensation. “It will not be trouble. That Arielle delights in making people look uncomfortable and I will make it quite clear that putting friends of mine in that position is unacceptable.” He paused. “I rather think Badger will say the same and his sister will most certainly be on the side of your second cousin.” They both laughed at this and made their way back to the ballroom. The traditional dances were filling the floor and Caroline asked if he would find her cousin and tell him she would like to go home.
 
   He left her standing beside Arabella and went in search of her cousin. When he returned, Caroline was gone and Arabella was fuming. “These people,” she hissed and named four well known women.
 
   “Came over and deliberately snubbed Miss Carstairs. I will not be coming to any more of these balls, I think. Badger can get the carriage and take me home.”
 
   “I’ll talk with you tomorrow,” he said and went over to his aunt. “I think it is time to take out leave, my dearest aunt.” He held out a hand and Aunt Agatha had no option but to accept it.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   His aunt tried to talk to him about the traditions of these balls and how people should not be offended when they break the rules but he would have none of it and went off to his bed. Sleep was a long time in coming and visions of Caroline were ever in his head. He had never before felt so much for anyone and had never been so annoyed on behalf of someone else and it came to him that if he were to return to London that he would not see the delicious Miss Carstairs again. He drifted into slumber eventually, wondering if he could persuade her to return to the city as well.
 
   After breakfast and a few stern words with his aunt, he set off for Badger’s residence and had only been with his friend for minutes when Arabella ran into the room in a most unladylike fashion. “Arabella, for heaven’s sake, calm yourself,” Badger admonished but his sister shook her head, panted for breath and waved a hand in the air. “She has gone. Caroline. Driven off to London on her own in a carriage.” Both men were instantly at her side and waited for more details. “How did she go?” Badger demanded. “Who is with her?”
 
   “And how long ago?” Bertie added. Arabella caught her breath and said that the servants told her that she had left in her own carriage with just a driver about an hour ago. The two men were horrified and Arabella knew as well that the risks of being held up by robbers was always on the roads. Even when the large stage coaches were guarded, they were still stopped and robbed. Sometimes it was just for the valuables but sometimes the robbers attacked the victims as well. Bertie made a quick decision. In fact, he did not really think about it. It was enough to know that Caroline was in danger. He turned to Badger and was already heading for the door. “My horse is ready. I will chase after them. An hour is not long. Get some help and follow me.” With that and not waiting for agreement Bertrand Collins Margrave ran to the stable yard, flung himself onto the still saddled stallion and galloped off along the main drive which was the quickest route to the road. It was a mad and crazy ride but the horse answered the call and the pair thundered along the road towards London heedless of the looks they were attracting from anyone who was out and about. He was an excellent horseman and a strong young man. Bertie prided himself on his appearance and that included having a trim body. That body was using all of its strength to urge the horse forward. His mind was calculating that an hour in a carriage would not have made a lot of progress and he thought that maybe in half of that time he would catch up to them. He had not thought about what would happen when he found her. “Maybe she will not listen. Maybe she will send me away,” he thought as he travelled, but kept on going.After some time, he saw in the distance a carriage on the track ahead and then his heart sank as he realised it was stationery and there were two men in front of it blocking the way. Bertie did not slow down. As he drew near he saw Caroline hand out a bag from the carriage to the nearest robber who was waving a pistol in the air. The other one was waving another gun at the driver who was still sitting on the seat holding the reins.
 
   Bertie kept on galloping towards the scene and instead of slowing, he sent his mount directly at the man taking the bag. The horse saw the collision coming and slowed involuntarily, but it was still travelling at some speed when it knocked into the robber. Bertie jumped from the horse and let himself fly at the second robber in front of the carriage. The first one was on the ground and trying to get under the vehicle away from the horse’s hooves. Robber number two was taken by surprise and when he was leapt upon by an enraged gentleman,in panic, he fired the gun and Bertie felt a hot pain in his shoulder, but it was not enough to slow him down. Bertie pulled back his arm and punched the robber directly onto the nose which spurted blood everywhere. The gun clattered to the ground. Caroline screamed as she saw the blood and thought it belonged to Bertie. The footman who had been driving had now leapt to Bertie’s aid and between them, they immobilised the second robber. The first one scrambled out from under the carriage and ran off as fast as his legs could carry him. Bertie let him go and found some cord to tie up the one they had caught. The penalty for highway robbery was death and the man was now pleading to be let go, but they took no notice.
 
   “You are not hurt are you?” Bertie asked Caroline anxiously and her reply was to come forward and hold out her arms. “I am fine but you are hurt. Let me see what is wrong.” He took a step forward and collapsed into her arms. The driver rushed to her aid and they propped Lord Haverbrook against the carriage wheel. The driver caught the free horse and Badger and another two servants came galloping post haste down the road to assist. “Oh Mr. Timkins, I am so glad to see you. Bertie is injured.” Badger knelt down on the road beside his friend and pulled away the jacket. Caroline gasped as she saw that blood was spreading across his white shirt and cravat from his shoulder. “I need cloths,” Badger said, looking around. Caroline darted to where her bags were in the carriage, ripped one open and produced a white petticoat. Badger grabbed it and staunched the wound. He looked at Caroline. “Hold that against him and when the bleeding stops, we will get him into the carriage. He sent his two servants off to find someone to take the robber into custody and tied his own horse and Bertie’s to the rear of the carriage. “I think it has stopped now,” Caroline ventured and raised the cloth a little. Badger looked and agreed. He called the driver and together they lifted Bertie into the carriage. Bertie himself was coming round and could help a little as the two men struggled to get him onto the seat. Once there, Badger asked Caroline to come and hold the cloth again. She sat beside him and the driver started to turn the carriage back in the direction of home. Badger saw, with relief that the footmen had brought the law and when he gave details and his own and Bertie’s names and addresses, they took the robber away.
 
   Badger came to sit on the other side of Bertie and the party set back the way they had come. “Oh I am so sorry,” Caroline said after a while. “I have caused all this trouble and poor Lord Haverbrook has been shot- all on my account.”
 
   Badger told her that Bertie had simply chased off at high speed as soon as he knew she had gone off alone. “I have been such a fool,” she said. “Doing the stupid dance and then rushing off when people didn’t like it.” There was a slight moan from Bertie who opened his eyes.
 
   “I can hear you Caroline,” he whispered. “They are stupid, arrogant people.” Badger said he agreed with that. “Just let’s get you home and the wound cleaned up,” he told him. “Lie still. It won’t be long.” Bertie did the opposite. He opened his eyes and looked at Caroline Carstairs. “I could not bear it if anything happened to you.” He paused for breath. “Can I have fallen in love in such a short time?” Caroline gasped and took his hand.
 
   “I went away to save you and your friends embarrassment,” she answered and both Bertie and Badger said that they were not embarrassed at all. Bertie opened his eyes again and looked at the girl holding his hand and still pressing the cloth to his shoulder. “Miss Carstairs, will you do me the honour of becoming my wife please? Please be Lady Haverbrook. Please say yes.” Badger Timkins had no place to go so he looked studiously out of the side of the carriage and grinned quietly to himself. He would never let Bertie forget this one.
 
   There was a pause whilst Caroline took in the enormity of what he had asked. Bertie opened his eyes again and looked worried. “Maybe you do not feel for me like I do for you,” he ventured, but Caroline gave him that marvellous smile that lit up the whole world. “I do love you Bertie Collins Margrave. I loved you from the first moment I saw you trespassing in my stable yard.” He gave a small laugh. “So the answer is yes?” She bent forward and kissed his lips.
 
   “Yes. Yes. Yes. I will marry you and be the happiest woman in the world.” Bertie brought around his good arm and pulled her close. He claimed the kiss that he had been dreaming of and he knew that Badger Timkins was grinning like a madman. He didn’t care. The kiss ended and Caroline checked the wound again. “The bleeding has stopped,” she said.
 
   “You can turn around now, Badger,” Bertie said and realised that he felt stronger than before. “I know you are having a really good laugh but you can prepare yourself to be best man at the forthcoming festivities. “Congratulations to both of you,” Badger said. “I accept the best man invitation.” The carriage turned into the gates of Bertie’s stately pile and the two riders had gone ahead to prepare the servants to receive the wounded warrior. Bertie said he could walk and did go into his house on his own legs but aided by Badger and his butler. Aunt Agatha was fluttering in the background and frowned when she saw Caroline. “This is your fault, you silly girl,” the older woman said, but it stopped Bertie in his tracks. He turned to the whole group of people. “This is the fault of ignorant people who are nasty to others. You included, Aunt Agatha.” He looked around. “Miss Carstairs has agreed to marry me.” There was a gasp and some of the servant girls clapped their hands. “We will wed and pull this place into the modern world.” He held out his hand and Caroline ran to take it. The butler said, “Let me be the first to say congratulations, My Lord.” And Bertie thanked him as the staff gave a little cheer. “Let’s get you to a bed and clean this wound,” the butler finished and took over operations much to Badger’s relief.
 
   It seemed that the bullet had gone straight through the top of the shoulder and although there were two wounds, it was not as bad as the blood would let you think. Warm water and gentle washing revealed a clean wound. Wrapped in clean bandages and a soft jacket pulled into place, Bertie felt human again and held out his hand for Caroline to come and sit beside him.
 
   “Thank you for riding to my rescue,” she said. “You were truly a knight in shining armour.”
 
   “And I claim the hand of the maiden in distress.” He grinned at her. “We will do that waltz at the wedding and nobody will be brave enough to complain.”
 
   “My cousin will be delighted. He will be able to teach Arabella how to waltz as well,” his bride to be added, and he drew her towards him for the kiss that took them both into another realm entirely where time stood still.
 
   “Happy ever after, Caroline, Lady Haverbrook. Happy ever after,” he murmured into her hair. She nestled against him and smiled.
 
    
 
   
  
 

The Duke of Fire, the Lady of Lust
 
    
 
   Up until a week ago, my main concern was the village fare and making sure Mother and I baked the best cake. Now, what has this silly life gone and set upon me now? Lady Katherine Ellsworth looked down at her hands as she sat in the guest room in Highwall Castle, the Castle of the Duke of Highset, and her late cousin’s betrothed. Elizabeth had adored the Duke, for as long as she could tell. And she had been excited about the marriage. But now all that was over, because some madman had decided to murder her. Katherine shivered, as she remembered when the madman had come for her.
 
   She had been walking through the Somerset moors, a fine August breeze caressing her sweat-specked neck, the flowers blooming in stark sunlight, when a dirt-covered, mad-eyed man had emerged from a nearby bush, saber in hand. “Your sister screamed,” he said casually, as he approached her. “Won’t you scream, my lady?”
 
   “Who are you?” Katherine said, facing his square-on. Don’t let this man frighten you, she told herself. These kinds of men thrive on frightening women. “Why do you want to harm me? Why did you harm my cousin, Elizabeth? You are the same man, are you not?”
 
   “I’m the same man, alright,” he grunted. “If you have any last words, you better speak them now.”
 
   Katherine carried the cane Father had given her everywhere she went. She had always been a boyish kind of girl, in the respect that physical exertion excited her greatly; and rolling around in the mud with the village boys was her idea of fun. Cousin Elizabeth had scowled and sat with her pretty head held high whilst Katherine wrestled, being careful never to let Mother see. But when Father discovered? He gave her this cane: a cane that had a dangerous secret; a cane she had practiced with for hours.
 
   “Come closer, then,” Katherine said, voice steady. “Come closer, sir, and finish what you started.”
 
   “You’re a mad wench, aren’t you?” he said.
 
   “Apparently so,” Katherine replied.
 
   The man took a step toward her. Katherine whipped the rapier from the cane and lashed out at him, screaming wildly. “Back!” she cried. “Back, now, I tell you!” She waved the rapier toward him, zigzagging it in the air, spinning and forcing him backwards.
 
   “Ah!” he cried, jumping. His eyes widened in surprise and he skirted around the edge of her. “You’re nothing at all like your cousin,” he went on, almost sounding like he admired that. “But I’ll get you. That little thing isn’t going to stop me. Come on, now. I can make it quick for you. If you keep fighting like this, I might decide to have some fun.”
 
   Katherine pointed the rapier and waited for him to advance. The man tilted his head and leapt forward. Katherine threw herself upon the earth, his sword barely inches from her face. She turned onto her back, but he was already there. He stepped on her wrist. She wailed out in agony: shards of pain shooting up her arm. He leveled the sword at her face.
 
   “Now,” he said. “Let us—”
 
   Four farmers came over the hill, saw them, and charged towards the man.
 
   “Hell,” the man grunted, climbing from her. “This isn’t over, my lady.”
 
   He sprinted into the woods, the farmers in pursuit. They returned half an hour later, having lost him. When Katherine returned home and told Mother what had happened, Mother insisted that they seek shelter. Mother was going to stay with her brother in the north. Katherine decided to seek shelter with her cousin’s betrothed, the Duke. He had made name for himself in France. People called him “the Duke of Fire”. If she was going to be safe with anybody, she reasoned, it was him.
 
   A knock at the door brought her back to the present. “Yes?” she said, rising.
 
   A maidservant walked in, a kind-faced girl of around twenty-one,  if Katherine was any judge. “The Duke will see you now, my lady,” the girl said.
 
   “Thank you,” Katherine said.
 
   She had never met this Duke before, even though Elizabeth was engaged to be married to him. Elizabeth had thought it beneath her to come to the Ellsworth homestead, now that she was a Duke’s betrothed, and Katherine and Mother had never bothered to travel to the Castle. They had been due to go there for the wedding, until the madman wielding steel changed that.
 
   Katherine walked down the hallways of Highwall Castle to the parlor and the Duke of Fire.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Harold Rockfall sat with a rigid back on a sofa, his hands resting upon his knees. He was a muscular man, with his muscles showing even through his military jacket. His britches were tight around his legs and showed marching muscles. His face was strong and square. His shaven jaw showed a strong, firm bone structure. His nose was Roman and predominate, but not ugly or distracting in the least. His hair was cropped close and a brown so light it was almost blonde. His eyes were a blue so pale they were almost clear. He rose when Katherine entered. “My lady,” he said.
 
   Almost immediately, Katherine noted his handsomeness. And almost immediately after that, she chastised herself. This was your cousin’s betrothed. Have some respect, Katherine. You will not dwell on this man’s appearance when he has returned to hunt his fiancé’s killer. “Duke,” Katherine said. “Thank you for having me.”
 
   “It is the least I could do,” the Duke said. “Please, sit.”
 
   They sat facing each other on chairs of purple-dyed cushion. Katherine rested her hands on her legs, and felt that hot tinge in between her legs that she sometimes felt at nighttime whilst touching herself. She tried to stop it, but it became stronger. The Duke really was very attractive.
 
   “I am shocked at what has happened,” the Duke said, his voice filled with rage. “That this scum would not only kill my betrothed, but attack her cousin too… It is disgusting.”
 
   “Yes,” Katherine said. “It was quite a shock.”
 
   “I am told you defended yourself quite well, though?”
 
   “I did my best,” Katherine said. “I have the rudiments of swordplay, but he was still able to beat me. If it were not for the farmers, he would have succeeded in taking my life.”
 
   “I need you to describe the attacker to me,” the Duke said. “I want to hunt him down and see him hang for what he has done.”
 
   Katherine thought back. “He was a vile, dirty man. I believe his eyes were dark brown. His features are hard to recall. They were caked in dirt, you see. His accent was that of a Londoner, I believe, though I am by no means overly acquainted with London. He was an inch or so taller than me.”
 
   “A short man, then,” the Duke muttered. “A short Londoner with dark brown eyes. This narrows it down. Anything else?”
 
   “He wielded a saber of the finest steel,” Katherine said. “I cannot speak to its quality from a professional standpoint – what would I know about weaponry – but I can say it looked strong and sturdy, an incongruous weapon when the man is considered.”
 
   “Perhaps he stole it,” the Duke said. “Anything else, Lady Ellsworth?”
 
   “Please, Duke, call me Katherine.”
 
   “Very well. You may call me Harry.”
 
   Katherine felt her heartbeat quicken at that. This Harry was nothing like the men she had been with before, the trysts with the farmer’s sons and the annual meeting with the blacksmith who visited the village. No, this Harry was a strong, warring man. He had seen real danger. She could see it in his eyes, which swam with past excitements and brutalities. She felt the urge again, and had to remind herself that it was neither the time nor the place for these kinds of feelings.
 
   “I cannot recall anything else,” Katherine said. “But I will think further on it. And if I remember anything I will tell you.”
 
   “Thank you,” Harry said. “You will be safe here. There are guards posted around the grounds. One man will not get in here. If he’s stupid enough to try, we’ll kill him quickly enough.”
 
   He rose and made for the door.
 
   “You are leaving?” Katherine asked. 
 
   “I have letters I must send,” Harry said, “concerning France.”
 
   “I get so bored in that room by myself,” Katherine said. What are you doing? What are you playing at, Katherine, you naughty girl? “Do you think we could take a walk together on the grounds, when your letters are sent?”
 
   Harry looked at her as though he was seeing her for the first time: seeing her forest-green eyes, her slender neck, her thin arms, her perky breasts and her fine legs; seeing the mischievous smile that constantly toyed around her lips. “I don’t see why not,” Harry said. “As long as we stay on the Castle grounds. I will send for you when I am finished.”
 
   “I will await it eagerly, Harry,” Katherine said, rising.
 
   The Duke left the room and Katherine followed, but headed in the other direction toward her bedroom. When she was alone, she sat at the desk and stared down at the novel she had been reading. It was trite, sentimental nonsense but she adored it all the same: lords and ladies meeting secretly in moonlit groves; ladies with impossible beauty dancing in the forest with kings; princes and princesses caught in intrigue and lies.
 
   She lay on her bed and closed her eyes. The Duke appeared in her mind’s eye. She tried to push him away, but he wouldn’t budge. She knew that her thoughts were wrong. She knew it was un-ladylike in the extreme and if anybody were to find out she would be in the middle of quite the scandal. But why should she live in a world of abstinence when men got to do as they pleased, ruining women and then riding off into the sunset? No, Katherine Ellsworth didn’t think that was fair at all.
 
   But she was beginning to see something. Her lovemaking up until this point had been pitiful. The men she had rutted with were not even close to the Duke of Fire. You are a devil! an inner-voice cried, the voice of hundreds of years of oppression and nonsense. You are a devil! You are supposed to be a flower, waiting to be plucked! You are supposed to be a dainty thing, to be blown away in the breeze of love! You are supposed to be honorable above all!
 
   “Yes,” Katherine muttered. “But what would be the fun in that?”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The Duke did not send for her that night. Katherine was starting to think he had either forgotten about their arrangement or had changed his mind when, the next morning, the maidservant knocked on her door. “The Duke would like to know if you would join him for breakfast, my lady.”
 
   “It would be my pleasure,” Katherine said.
 
   She dressed in a gown of red lace with a fur collar, neglecting to put on gloves, and knowing but not caring that when she raised her arms her dress showed her ankles. She joined Harry in the breakfast room and thanked him when he pulled her chair out for her. They sat in silence as the breakfast was served – bread and lemon cakes – and then Harry dismissed the servants.
 
   “I thought you might not send for me,” Katherine said.
 
   “I was busy,” Harry said. “I decided to write to London with a description of this man, to see if anybody there has any clue of who he may be. I also wrote to several village councils, to warn them of this madman.”
 
   “That was very good of you,” Katherine said, looking over the top of her cup at his hulking, muscular shoulders.
 
   “You are different from other ladies, Katherine,” Harry muttered at length.
 
   “Is that so?” Katherine said.
 
   “Yes,” he said firmly. “You are not like your cousin at all. She would still be shaking from her confrontation with the madman. She would not be able to sit here and converse on the subject with complete calm. But you seem barely affected. Was it not frightening?”
 
   “Would you like me to tremble?” Katherine said, with a sly smile. “Would that please you?”
 
   Katherine was satisfied to see him blush. “Of course not,” he said. He murmured under his breath: “Give me a battle, and I am an expert. Show me a woman, and I am a fool.”
 
   “Pardon?” Katherine said, feigning not to hear.
 
   “Nothing,” Harry said. “Did you love your cousin very much?”
 
   “I barely knew her,” Katherine said truthfully. “I met her, I think, four times. She never liked me when we were children. She disliked the way I played with the other children, insisting that I was dishonoring myself. As we grew older, we became more and more different. Elizabeth was not unlike a flower. Father, before he died, often said that. Elizabeth is a rose, Katherine; you are the thorns. He meant it as a compliment, you see. Father is the one who gave me the cane-sword.”
 
   “Quite unlike any woman I have met,” the Duke said. “Katherine, let’s take that walk now.”
 
   “As you wish,” Katherine said, rising.
 
   He led them through the Castle to huge glass doors that opened upon a stretch of green that led to a small wood. In the distance, on the outskirts of the grounds, Katherine could see guards with their backs to the Castle. “Shall we go to the woods?” Katherine said.
 
   “If you like,” Harry said easily.
 
   They walked in silence and made their way deeper and deeper into the woods until they came to an outcropping of rocks. Katherine ran over to them and sat down, breathing with excitement. The Duke followed; a bemused smile upon his lips. “You are a wild woman,” he said, not unkindly. “You are quite at home in the woods, are you not?”
 
   “Very much so,” Katherine said, looking up at him. He was leaning over her, his body blocking the sunlight. “I find my true nature can be free in the woods. When I am in company, Mother is constantly telling me to be more ladylike. But I just tell her that Father did not have a problem with it, and she won’t say anything bad about Father.”
 
   “Katherine — your legs.”
 
   Katherine looked down at her dress. The way she had sat and caused it to hike up to her knees, showing her calves. She was about to pull her dress down when a crazy idea took hold of her: a warm, mad, beautiful idea. She pretended to lean down and adjust it, and then she placed her hands on her calves and squeezed, compressing the flesh. She looked up and saw that Harry’s gaze was fixed upon her, his pale blue eyes wide open and hungry.
 
   “Does this bother you?” Katherine said, rubbing her thighs, palming the flesh. “Does this bother you, Duke?”
 
   “It is inappropriate,” the Duke breathed, but his voice was weak. “I want to touch them,” he went on, as though he was surprised at what he was saying. “I will touch them.”
 
   Then, in a fit of animalistic passion, he fell to his knees and gripped her calves with his strong hands. She let out a small squeal as he pulled her calves toward him, causing her whole body to fall forward. He fell backward, and she kept toppling forward until she was sitting atop him. She could feel his manhood through his britches: huge and hard.
 
   “Katherine…” he breathed.
 
   “We can do it like this,” Katherine said, his manhood pressing hard into her, making her hot and wet. “It is not wrong if we do it like this. You see?” She started to shift her waist, gyrating atop him, moving her womanhood up and down his manhood through his britches. He moaned and she moaned with him.
 
   He looked up at her in astonishment, and then reached up and touched her face, his hands on her cheeks. He began to move with her, underclothes and britches rubbing together, the friction burning into her womanhood, into hot-spot on the outside: the pleasure-spot. He put his finger in her mouth and she suckled it as she gyrated.
 
   Katherine moved faster and faster, the friction becoming hotter and hotter until she could barely handle it. The Duke had two fingers in her mouth, and looked up in astonishment as she suckled them. Her eyes were fixed on his pleasure-filled face. She rubbed her womanhood against him harder and harder. She felt it coming—surprised, as she always was—the unstoppable pleasure. She closed her eyes—and it released.
 
   She moaned loudly, riding the Duke harder and faster as the pleasure surged through her. The Duke pushed his fingers further into her mouth and then he, too, was moaning. She felt his cock pulse and quiver as he spilled his seed in his britches. When it was over, Katherine got to her feet. After a moment, the Duke did the same.
 
   “My lady,” he said, staring into her eyes.
 
   “Yes?” she said, looking up at him sweetly.
 
   “You are not like other women at all, are you?” he breathed.
 
   “No, Duke,” she said. “I am truly not. Shall we walk to the pond, see if the ducks are up to anything amusing?”
 
   A smile touched Harry’s lips. Then he nodded. “Yes,” he said. “That sounds fine. Take my hand.” It wasn’t a question. He grabbed her hand before she had a chance to reply. He squeezed it; she squeezed his in return.
 
   They left the wood and walked toward the pond. All the while Katherine was thinking about what they had done, and about what they could do. Once she had been called the Lady of Lust. It was meant as an insult: something to shame her. But she did not see the shame in it at all.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Two weeks passed where she only saw the Duke at breakfast. Nothing further happened and they did not discuss what had happened in the woods. Katherine sensed that Harry was embarrassed about it, and she saw no reason to push the matter, even though she was not embarrassed one bit. When they met, it was awkward and uncomfortable—on the surface. But beneath the apparent awkwardness there lurked a lust and a pent-up passion. Katherine had to stop herself from trying to make something else happen. And she knew, from the way they Duke looked at her, his eyes dwelling on her lips, on her hands, that he was struggling too. She wanted to make him see that there was nothing wrong in their attraction, but she was not so sure of that either.
 
   She knew that there was nothing wrong with it as far as they were concerned? So what if they wanted each other? But she knew she lived in a world of sentimental and mad novels wherein this sort of thing happened all the time. In reality, there were social constructs to consider. After what they had done, the usual, honorably thing Duke should do is to propose to her. Katherine took it as a good sign that he hadn’t done that. Perhaps he was as different from ordinary men as she was from ordinary women.
 
   Another week passed. Time and time again Duke said at breakfast: “I will be leaving the Castle soon to hunt for this madman. Then I will be returning to France. I have been away long enough already.” But every morning the maidservant came and asked her if she would like to join the Duke for breakfast; and every day he was there, waiting for her.
 
   In the third week the Duke invited her to dine with him. Hitherto she had been dining alone. She took the opportunity to wear the necklace Mother had given her for her birthday last year. It was glittery and drew attention to her half-covered chest. When she entered, Harry almost jumped from his seat. Katherine hid a smile behind her hand and walked forth as calm-faced as she could.
 
   “I am glad you decided to join me,” he said.
 
   “I am glad you decided to invite me,” Katherine replied. “It was a surprise, as I have sensed some distance between us since the day in the woods.”
 
   “Well, yes,” Harry said stiffly. “I suppose there has been. It has been rather awkward, hasn’t it? I have just been thinking about… Thinking about things.”
 
   “What things, may I ask?”
 
   The Duke made to talk, and then waved a hand. “It doesn’t matter.”
 
   Food and wine was served. The Duke gripped his cup and drank eagerly. Katherine drank more slowly. She had only ever been intoxicated twice in her life, and she’d found it a jarring experience both times. She had not been able to think and even her steps had become wobbly. The Duke was on his fourth cup when she had just finished her first.
 
   He looked up into her eyes, his face stern and set. “You are a monstrously beautiful woman,” he said. “I saw you once before, but you will not know it.”
 
   “Really?” Katherine said. She could not remember ever meeting him.
 
   “It was a year ago, when your cousin and I visited your home. You were out when we were there – at the fare, your mother told us – but I saw you when we were leaving, through the curtains of the carriage. You were holding your dress above your knees as you walked across the moors. Ghastly, your cousin said. I said nothing. I was too busy. Too busy watching you.”
 
   “And did you like what you saw, Harry?”
 
   “You see!” he cried. “I do not know how to speak to you! You are so unlike other women! Another woman might think that, but she would never say it! Another woman would pretend to be scandalized; would pretend that she was shocked by what I had said. But you just say exactly what you think!”
 
   Not exactly, she thought. If I said exactly what I thought I would have been cast out long ago. “Is that a problem?” she said, taking a small sip of wine.
 
   “I cannot stop thinking about our time in the woods together,” he said. “Katherine, it was amazing.”
 
   “It was,” she agreed.
 
   “I have a question for you, my lady.”
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   He looked down at his glass, and then back up into her eyes. His hands were trembling slightly, a strange sight as he was the burliest, toughest-looking man she had ever met. Little me can make the Duke of Fire tremble? “Katherine,” he said. “I have been thinking about you all the time. I want to touch you, down there. It is a horrid thing to say – a scandalous thing  – but it is the truth. I want to rub you down there and give you pleasure.”
 
   Katherine felt her heart begin to pound in her chest. Her body seemed more alive, more real. Warmth spread through her legs and up to her chest. “How long have you thought of this, Harry?” Katherine said, her hand creeping under the table. She placed her fingers on her womanhood through her dress, the pleasure dancing on her fingertips. “How long have you thought about touching me?”
 
   “Ever since the woods,” Harry said earnestly. “I cannot stop thinking about it. I want to feel my hands on you.”
 
   “Do it, then,” Katherine said, moving her hand quicker under the table.
 
   The Duke stood up and walked to the doors. He locked one, and then the other. He returned to the table and stood over her. “Stand up,” he said. Without waiting for a response, he gripped her shoulders and lifted her to her feet as though she weighed nothing. “Lift your dress,” he said, in a commanding tone.
 
   Katherine reached down and bunched her dress around her fists and lifted it. The Duke pulled down her under garment, baring her womanhood. She was wet and hot and more excited than she had ever been. He placed his hand on her leg, closing his eyes and sighing with pleasure. Then he moved his hand up. His fingers brushed her sweet spot: the spot she had so often rubbed alone at night, when thinking of the Duke. These past three weeks she had thought of him almost every night. And now here it is happening in real life.
 
   She let out a moan of pleasure. He looked at her in surprise, and then a faint smile touched his lips. “It feels good when I touch you there, my lady?”
 
   “Yes,” she moaned, as his fingers danced across her sweet spot. He pressed his middle finger hard against the spot and rubbed side to side fast. She moaned louder and louder. “Yes, Duke, yes, yes, yes.”
 
   The pleasure was moving through her now, from her womanhood into her body, tingling every inch of her. She moaned louder and louder until she had to clamp her hand over her mouth not to scream. He pressed down ever harder and heat exploded down there. She closed her eyes and saw white-hot eat on her vision, like looking into sunlight with your eyes closed.
 
   She kept rubbing but she could no longer feel the individual movements. All she could feel was the heat, the massive and awesome heat, the heat that pervaded every part of her. She closed her eyes even tighter and then it all released, washing over her in one great wave. “Yes,” she sighed, as her body slumped in released pleasure.
 
   “You are done, my lady?” the Duke said.
 
   “Yes, yes,” Katherine said. “Now let me see to you, my Duke.”
 
   She didn’t give him a chance to protest. Sliding to her knees, she pulled his britches down in one quick movement. His manhood sprang up, huge and hard, bigger than any she had ever seen. She reached up with her hand and grabbed the base. He let out a moan. She looked up, pleased to see the pleasure written upon his expression.
 
   Then she moved her hand up and down, gripping his manhood hard. She opened her mouth and took the tip of his manhood in her mouth. He looked down, astonished. She worked the base of his manhood with her hand and bobbed her mouth up and down on the tip. His body lurched and gyrated as she sucked him. She moved her hand faster and faster.
 
   “You can spill your seed in my mouth,” she said, and then started sucking again.
 
   “Oh, my lady,” he breathed, his hands resting in her hair. “My lady…”
 
   She sucked and rubbed faster and harder, moving her head up and down, up and down, until his body jolted and seized up. His seed spilled out of his manhood into her mouth. Katherine swallowed as it poured into her mouth, swallowing it all down. She stood and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.
 
   Sitting back in her seat, she watched the Duke return to his, pulling his britches up around his waist. “I never knew a man and woman could share so much pleasure,” he whispered. “It was incredible.”
 
   “It was,” Katherine agreed.
 
   “Will you allow me to visit your bedchambers in the night, perhaps tomorrow?”
 
   Katherine thought about it, but not for long. Her body was responsive to his. When she was with him it was like no other man she had ever been with. He is a Duke, after all. She knew what she was going to say before she said it. “Yes. I would like that very much.”
 
   “Very well,” he said. Then he repeated, as though they had just finalized a business agreement: “Very well.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   It was two weeks before the Duke came to her bedchambers, but it was not what she had dreamed of. Instead of sneaking into her bed, his hands roaming over her, he charged in out of breath with his sword in hand. “Oh, thank God,” he said, searching the room. “My lady, you must dress immediately.”
 
   “Why, what is it?” Katherine said, not trying to hide the disappointment in her voice. Dress? That’s the opposite of what we were supposed to be doing. “What has happened?”
 
   “The killer, he is somewhere on the grounds. The guards I posted have been murdered. One managed to escape, but the rascal has fled the grounds in fear of the madman. There was just one man, he told me. There was just one man and he killed five of us! Apparently he emerged from the trees like a phantom, scaring the men into immobility. Damn rascals!” He stamped his foot down. “They leave a Duke and a Lady defenseless! They will be punished for this!”
 
   Katherine dressed as swiftly as she was able, and then followed the Duke into the hallway. “Where will we go?” she said.
 
   “The library,” Harry said. “It has one entrance and no windows. There is small chance of him catching us unaware there. We must hurry. We do not know where he could be hiding. One man, ha!”
 
   Katherine collected her cane-sword, knowing it might come in useful if this man proved to be as dangerous as he sounded. Harry took her hand and pulled her through the Castle, under old landscape paintings and mounted beasts, down twisting hallways and around corners, until they arrived at a room with a dusty wooden door and an old, ornate handle. The Duke pushed the door opened and ushered Katherine inside.
 
   When they were inside, Harry searched amongst the stacks, making sure that the man wasn’t already in the room. When he was sure the man wasn’t in here, the two of them sat with their backs to the wall facing the door. Harry laid his sword across his knees and narrowed his eyes. “He will pay,” he said, his voice as unflinching and self-assured as she had heard it. “He will not get away with this.”
 
   Even now, Katherine found herself thinking about how handsome and courageous the Duke looked. He was still in his undershirt and night-britches. Katherine could see his muscles showing through his shirt, his hard, immovable muscles. She felt sort for the madman that was going to confront him. They sat for a long time, until the sun began to rise, but there was no sight of the madman.
 
   Katherine yawned. “Do you think he has left?”
 
   “I don’t think so,” Harry said. “You learn in war that the enemy wants you to think you’re safe before they strike. That’s when you’re at your most vulnerable.”
 
   “It is not different to lovemaking, then?”
 
   The Duke looked at her in disbelief, and then smiled indulgently. “That it is, my lady.”
 
   She reached over and placed her hand on his shoulder. “You will kill him,” she said calmly. “I know you will.”
 
   “You are so unlike other women, Katherine,” Harry said. “You are not weeping or begging to be rescued. In fact, you do not seem that shaken at all.”
 
   “Either he will kill us or we will kill him,” Katherine said. “Crying and weeping won’t change that at all.”
 
   Harry shook his head and smiled. “Come here,” he said. “I want to kiss you.”
 
   She inched over on the seat and looked up at him. Taking one hand from his sword, he placed it on the back of her neck and pulled her toward him inexorably. Their lips touched, their teeth clicked, their tongues danced. She grabbed his thigh and rubbed her hand up and down, lust taking hold of her. The Duke breathed heavily but then broke off the kiss. “We must deal with this first,” he said. “Or else—”
 
   The door crashed open, almost coming off its hinges with the force. A man entered. He was short and stocky and held the same saber the man who attacked Katherine had held. Katherine unsheathed her rapier from her cane and stood next to Harry, whose had already risen to his feet and had his sword pointed toward the man.
 
   “I want nothing to do with you,” the man said to the Duke. “It’s her I want.”
 
   “Why?” Katherine said reasonably. “What have I done to you?”
 
   “It was your father!” he blurted, in his London accent. “Before he died, we met at an inn and played cards together. I was just back from the war and I bet everything I had on the game. And I won! But did he pay? No, the coward fled the inn, hoping I would never find him! That was years ago, but I didn’t forget! Years later I was in the same inn when some fellow mentioned that some Lord Ellsworth had died. I asked – not knowing, mind you, that this would be the fellow – who he was. The innkeeper told me that it was the man who had played at cards so often in this very inn. So I travelled to this fellow’s house, broke in, and there above the fireplace was a portrait of the very man who had cheated me! I started with the cousin, but you’ll all pay for what that trickster did!”
 
   “You are not a soldier,” Harry said, taking a step forward. “I have met soldiers. They are honorable, tough men. You are just a coward you kills women.”
 
   “And five guards,” the man said smugly. “Plus, honorable men? What bloody war have you been fighting in? I don’t see honorable men. I see scared boys and old men herding them like cattle.”
 
   “Enough talk,” Katherine said, pointing her rapier. “If you want to fight, then fight.”
 
   “My-my,” the man said. “You are nothing at all like your cousin. She was all tears and moaning, begging, saying she would do anything for her life. She couldn’t believe it when I cut her throat.”
 
   “Coward,” Harry grunted. “Fight me!”
 
   Harry lurched forward, his sword a blaze of movement. The man jumped back and parried with his saber, yelling in surprise. Harry moved quicker than any man she had ever seen. His sword seemed to blur the air: to be everywhere at once. At once he seemed to strike and parry, never giving an inch. Katherine watched, captivated, scared to intervene in such a practiced dance of war. Harry pushed the man across the library until he was backed up against the wall. The man grunted, and made to swing—
 
   Harry stepped aside and thrust his sword into the man’s stomach. The man grunted, smiled madly, and then fell forward. Harry stepped back, ripped a piece of cloth from his shirt, and wiped his blade clean. “That’s done, then,” he said.
 
   Katherine walked across to him and threw her arms around his neck. “You were fantastic!” she beamed. “You were unstoppable.”
 
   The Duke hugged her back, pulling her close to him. “I believe I have finally found a lady as mad as me,” he said. “You are not scared, Katherine?”
 
   Should I be scared? Yes, I suppose I should. I suppose I should be crying and wailing, begging for the madness to stop. I suppose I should be bemoaning the awful state of things. I suppose I should be acting the lady and asking to be excused so I can bathe for five hours and watch the filthiness of life from my very soul. But, oh, how very boring! How crudely oppressive! If I want to live, should I not live? If I want to be, should I not be?
 
   “I am not scared, Harry,” Katherine said. “What do we do now?”
 
   “Now I send for someone to clean up this mess. I will send a pigeon into the town.”
 
   “And then?”
 
   “And then,” he said, locking his eyes on her, “I will come to your bedchambers. Go there and wait for me.”
 
   “Yes, my Duke,” she said, turning on her heels and walking past the dead man.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Katherine waited for two hours before the Duke arrived at her room. During the time, sleep was impossible. She kept imagining how he looked during the fight, strong and purposeful, full of life. He had been like an unstoppable machine; the other man had not stood a chance. Katherine propped herself against the headboard and watched the door. When it finally opened, sunlight was beginning to shine in through the window.
 
   “It is all sorted,” the Duke said. “The body has been removed, and the library has been cleaned. That madman will never hurt anybody again. I am glad to see that you are awake, Katherine.”
 
   “Why is that, Harry?” she said.
 
   “I think you know why,” he said, and strode across the bedroom. He stood before her, his hard cock plain to see through his britches. He reached down and grabbed her wrist, and then placed her hand upon his cock. She squeezed, feeling the hardness of it, the hugeness of it. “Rub it,” he said, in his do-not-argue voice. She rubbed it up and down over his britches, faster and harder. “I want to be inside you, my lady.”
 
   “Do it, then,” Katherine said, rubbing his cock even harder. “Do it, Duke. Do it.”
 
   He lifted her from the bed and placed her on her feet. Then he reached around her pulled her dress over her head. Quickly, he took off her under garment so she was standing there naked. He reached up and rubbed her breasts, squeezing them together. Her nipples hardened at his touch. Hot pleasure pulsated. He let go of her breasts and undressed quickly, until he was naked as well. They stared at each other for a moment. His body was as muscular as his clothes had suggested. Here and there, scars dotted his body, faded and pink and white. She ran her had along them, wondering what battle he’d caught them in.
 
   “You make me so hard, my lady,” he breathed, tracing his hand down her stomach to her womanhood. He pressed her clit with his finger. “Get on the bed.”
 
   She climbed onto the bed and opened her legs, looking up at him. He leaned over her and maneuvered so their bodies were close. Then he reached down and rubbed his manhood, pushing it toward her womanhood. She was wet, and eager, and ready, and he slid into her easily.
 
   She had never felt such a manhood. It was huge and reached into the sweet spot inside of her like none of the other men ever could. He thrust deep inside of her, slowly at first, and then quicker and quicker. Soon he was pounding into her, his cock spreading her lips and pushing pleasure through her.
 
   “Yes, Duke, yes,” she breathed into his neck. “Yes, yes, yes.”
 
   “My lady!” he cried, as he thrust into her even quicker. “Oh, my lady.”
 
   She bounced up and down with the motion of his thrusts, pushing her womanhood down upon him, feeling his cock, huge and dominating within her. Pleasure built with each thrust, until she was lost to the world and utterly enthralled in the act. She focused on the heat his cock created in the sweet spot inside of her, the deep, pervasive heat. She focused on it until nothing else was real. And then the pleasure released, and her womanhood tightened around him as it all washed over her.
 
   “My lady,” he grunted. He reached down and grabbed her breasts, tweaking her nipples.
 
   “Spill it inside of me!” she cried wildly. She had never done this before. She had always finished the man with her hands. But this was a Duke. This was the most powerful man she had ever been with. She wanted him. She wanted all of him.
 
   He grabbed her breasts, compressing the flesh, and then he thrust into her one final time and grunted. “Ahhhhh!” he moaned, rolling onto his side.
 
   Katherine wiped sweat from her forehead and rolled onto her side, so her head rested upon his chest. Her eyes were already closing. She had already been exhausted from the night. Now she was even more tired. The Duke cradled her head and stroked his hands through her hair.
 
   “You are a dangerous woman,” he said. “You are a very dangerous woman.”
 
   “You are a dangerous man,” she replied. “You are the most dangerous man I have ever met.”
 
   “It seems we make quite the couple.”
 
   “Yes,” Katherine agreed. “It seems it does.”
 
   When she was nearly asleep – in that half-awake state that often provokes the most lucid thoughts – a thought came to Katherine which she had not expected at all. I will never sleep with another man again, she thought. It was a startling thought, one she had never even considered before. But once it came she knew it was the truth. She knew no other man could compare to the Duke, to what they had just done. She knew that it was the best lovemaking that existed. And she wanted to do it again and again and again; and never would another man be able to stop that urge from her. It wasn’t that she wanted to give herself to him. She wanted them both to take something from each other.
 
   “Is this love?” she whispered when she woke, thinking the Duke was still asleep.
 
   But he wasn’t. “I think it may be, my lady,” he said, and kissed the top of her head. “I think it may be. If love is finding your counterpoint in another, I cannot imagine another woman so suited to me as you are. If love is discovering that you know nothing about that which you assumed you knew everything, then this is love. If love never want to leave this bed, my lady, then I confess I am in love with you.”
 
   She kissed his hard-muscled chest.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Three weeks passed as though in a dream. Mother heard that the man had been killed, and had written to Katherine to ask her to come home, but Katherine couldn’t think of anything worse than leaving the Duke right now. Harry often talked about returning to France, but Katherine could tell that he had no desire to leave her. Anyway, he had served for years. He had more than proved himself.
 
   One night, after their lovemaking, Harry pulled her to her feet. “Get dressed, Katherine,” he said. “I have ordered a dinner to be prepared for us.”
 
   Katherine jumped up and dressed herself in her finest gown. She looked at herself in the mirror: still the same dark, dangerous countenance. But was there a hint of love behind it all, a spark of something more humane? Once she was dressed, she went to the dining room to join the Duke.
 
   He was dressed in his finest military garb, something she had not seen since first coming here. He stood and kissed her on the cheek, not caring that a servant may see. Katherine returned his kiss and they sat opposite each other at the table. “These weeks have been mad,” he said. “They have been truly mad. When you came here – when my betrothed’s cousin came here – I never imagined that I would — that this would happen. I never for a moment imagined that events would take this turn. I thought you would merely be an acquaintance, and that is all. I never dreamt of this.”
 
   “And yet here we are,” Katherine said, sipping wine.
 
   “And yet here we are,” the Duke echoed. “I must admit, and perhaps it is an awful thing to say, that I chose the wrong cousin. You are, Katherine, the most dangerous, mad, unconventional woman I have ever met. I love you, and I do not want you to leave the Castle. I know your mother is asking for your return. But I believe I have a strategy that will stop all that. Lady Katherine Ellsworth, my lady, I wish you to be my wife.”
 
   “Truly?” Katherine said, unable to hide her surprise. She had given some thought to this in the first week after the madman had been killed, but nothing had come of it so she had discarded it from her mind. He wants me to be his wife. The Duke wants me to be his wife! But it wasn’t in Katherine’s nature to get giddy, so she said calmly: “I accept.”
 
   She hesitated, and then pushed forth: “It is for the best, Duke,” she said. “I have been meaning to tell you…” Just say it! “I have been meaning to tell you that I am with child. I am pregnant with your child.”
 
   Harry jumped across the table and pulled her into his arms. Katherine squealed and allowed herself to be carried around the dining-room. The maidservant came in, looked around, and then tactically retreated. Harry set her down and beamed at her. “I am so happy,” he said. “War, death, heartache, and now I am happy!”
 
   “I am happy, too,” Katherine said. She was happy. She was as happy as it was possible for her to be. The future no longer looked dreary and boring. How could it be, when she was going to be the Duke’s wife? “Shall we retire for the evening?”
 
   “Are you not hungry?”
 
   “Oh, I’m hungry,” Katherine said, stroking the front of his britches. “That is why I wish to retire.”
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
   Christopher ran around the garden, chasing butterflies and screaming like the maddest little boy in the world. Elizabeth (named after her deceased relative) bounced over to Katherine. “Mother,” she said, “I was talking to Christopher and he said you and Father met when a crazy man tried to hurt you. Is that true? Father told him that a crazy man was on the hunt for you and Grandmother! But that can’t be true, can it? That is like something out of a novel!”
 
   Katherine laughed aloud at her daughter’s perceptiveness. Had she herself not thought the same exact thing when it was all happening, all those years ago when she and Harry had fallen in love in the strangest circumstances, when all the social mores and constructs had fallen away and they had become two animals hungry for each other? “Listen here, dear,” Katherine said, leaning forward. “Your father and I met in the most normal circumstances you can imagine. We walked in rose gardens and he talked to me of flowers and—and, why are you laughing?”
 
   “You’re lying, Mother!” Elizabeth squealed, her cheeks red. “Isn’t she, Father?”
 
   Harry emerged onto the porch. Katherine turned to him as he kissed her on the cheek and squeezed her shoulder. Even now, after all these years, she was looking forward to bedtime. “Oh, no,” Harry said. “You see, it was the most normal and romantic circumstances one can imagine. I wrote her poetry. Yes, Elizabeth, I did! Don’t look at me like that!”
 
   Elizabeth giggled.
 
   “I did!” Harry went on. “And I knitted for her! Yes! I was quite the craftsman!”
 
   Harry had lost none of his handsomeness in the intervening years. Katherine looked at him with a deep love that would have shocked her years ago, before she met him. It was the kind of love she had never thought to feel.
 
   “Liar! Liar!” Elizabeth cried.
 
   Katherine let her head fall back and a smile touched her lips. She closed her eyes. Sunlight glowed red on her eyelids, and the sounds of her husband and her children came to her ears like birds tweeting. Perhaps one day he would tell the children the story of how they had met, perhaps one day when they were older and knew more of the world.
 
   But for now, she thought, let them have their dreams of roses and poems.
 
   Let them think it is all a fairytale.
 
   
  
 

As Bad as You
 
   The wind blew through the open window, fluttering the thin, flowy curtains and chilling the cozy bedroom. The room itself was small but well decorated, with a big family painting above the small wooden fire place.
 
   With a huff, Emily rose from the king sized bed, gathering up her skirts and marching over to the open window. Long blonde hair fell in her eyes as she stood on her toes to shut it, pale hands stretching upward.
 
   As the window slid closed, Emily spotted something from the corner of her eyes. Not something - someone. Specifically, a young man she had seen before. Eugene Partridge. He climbed out of an elegant, expensive horse-drawn carriage, brushing down his black trousers. Even from such a distance, his shock of pale blonde hair was evident.
 
   Not a moment later, Emily’s mother shouted from the stairs, “Emily sweetheart! The lovely Eugene Partridge is here!”
 
   Emily grimaced. He was intent on marrying her, despite Emily’s clear disinterest in such an agreement. She had told her mother time and time again she knew exactly who to marry - and it wasn’t him. Still, she had to be civil to the man, and at least pretend she was interested, to keep the peace. So she gathered up her energy and drifted downstairs, biting on her lip so hard she thought it might bleed.
 
   Eugene sat on one of the overstuffed sofas in the living room, back straight and head high. He looked impassive - bored, even - but he smiled brightly when his dark green eyes landed on Emily. “Hello, Emily dear,” he greeted fondly.
 
   “Eugene.” His Christian name sounded odd on her tongue. She didn’t think she would ever get used to calling him so informally.
 
   “I had thought we could go out together today - there’s a lovely little place in town, and I think it would give us a wonderful chance to get to know each other.” Eugene simply beamed, gesturing for Emily to sit across from him.
 
   “I would love to, but you see I’m so busy today,” she replied, wincing at how false she sounded. Lying had never been a talent of hers. “I’m very sorry.”
 
   “You mean to say you cannot spare me a few hours? I’m sure-”
 
   Emily’s mother - Adele - laughed loudly as she opened the front door with a flourish. Even though the living room door was between them, Emily could hear her clearly. That in itself wasn’t unusual - she was a loud woman - but the sound of a man’s voice was odd indeed.
 
   Emily would have recognized that voice anywhere. Roland Everard. A smile graced her features as she leaned forward unconsciously, eager to hear his voice.
 
   A moment later a dark haired, bearded man burst through the door, grinning wildly. “Emily, I-” he paused, taking in the sight. His face dropped as he saw the other man, and he backed out. “Terribly sorry, I didn’t realize you weren’t alone.” He disappeared a moment later, smiling sheepishly as he closed the door.
 
   “Who was that scoundrel?” Eugene demanded, blue eyes narrowed. “Bursting in here like that! How rude.”
 
   Emily gently patted his hand, before adjusting her skirts and standing up. “I’m so sorry Mister Par- Eugene. Excuse me for a moment.” She gave him what she hoped was an apologetic look as she followed Roland into the hall.
 
   “What is he doing here?” Roland demanded in a hushed whisper. “Your mother isn’t still trying to marry you off, is she?”
 
   Emily nodded. “Of course she is. To him or the Duke of St. Albans. She doesn’t care as long as money is involved. Eugene might not be an Earl like this father - especially now he’s disinherited - but he’s as good as.” She huffed, running a hand down her face. “Besides, Eugene Partridge really does claim he loves me - whether or not that’s true, I don’t know.”
 
   “Well, is there nothing you can do to convince him otherwise? You can marry whoever you wish. You could marry me, if that was what you wanted.” He gave her a grin, one she was used to seeing. He wanted her too, though not for love.
 
   It wasn’t that easy though, was it? Her mother was too determined, and when Adele Brooke wanted something, she usually got it.
 
   “Emily? Do come back, would you? I didn’t come all this way just to sit in your living room alone.”
 
   Emily winced. “I suppose I should go back. Sorry, Roland.” With a quiet sigh she turned back and went back to the living room.
 
   He regarded her for a long moment, eyes lit. “So what have you been doing this week?”
 
   Not bothering for subtlety, Emily answered simply, “I had a visit from the Duke of St. Albans on Monday.” Brushing a loose strand of hair behind her ear, she watching him for a moment.
 
   His reaction was small, but nevertheless there. He stiffened slightly, eyes widening ever so slightly. “Oh, really?”
 
   “Yes. I suppose he wants to marry me too. So does that lovely man who just came in - you don’t know him, but he is nice.” A while back she would never have dared speak to a man of such power like that - now though, she was only focused on making him leave her be.
 
   “I’ll have to fight for your attention then.” The grin he gave her – cheeky, yet slightly reserved - sent a shiver of shock down her spine. “After all, Emily, I love you more than they do.”
 
   “You love me most? Are you sure?” she challenged, peeking at him through strawberry blonde hair.
 
   “I do indeed.”
 
    
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
    
 
   The second visit that week was from the Duke of St. Albans - Miles Horlock. He was a tall, slender man who possessed a somewhat intimidating air.
 
   Emily was already in the cramped living room waiting for him to arrive when she heard the horse-drawn carriage clatter up to the front door. Her mother answered it eagerly before Emily could even stand up - proof that Adele was much more interested in these men than she was.
 
   He appeared in her view a moment later, dressed in an expensive suit, blonde hair perfectly styled to show off his narrow, depthless dark eyes. She had to admit, he was quite attractive.
 
   “Hello, Duke Horlock,” Emily spoke politely.
 
   “Hello, Emily.” He lowered himself onto the chair across from her, regarding her with those impossibly dark eyes.
 
   She was used to talking to men by now, with three in her life that seemed intent on marrying her. The son of an Earl who claimed he loved her, a Duke who she had met only a handful of times, and a man whose feelings were purely lustful. She really did have poor luck, didn’t she?
 
   “I am holding a ball next week,” Horlock stated with a calm smile, “I hope you will attend?”
 
   Emily blinked, surprised. “Oh, of course.” Her reply was automatic. She had no interest in spending a night dancing with him. Then a thought occurred to her. “Who else will be attending?”
 
   “Oh, people from all over. The Duke of Rutland, Earl Christopher Partridge - perhaps even that son of his will attend, though I doubt the Earl will have it. They’re entire family is a disaster waiting to happen, isn’t it Emily?”
 
   She simply nodded, holding her tongue. If Eugene was also attending, perhaps she could use that to her advantage. She wasn’t going to allow herself to be married off to some random man - if she could get the two of them together, well, she could do things her own way.
 
   “People from town will be attending too, of course. We have to give the poor ones a chance to enjoy life, don’t we?”
 
   Emily winced at the words, feeling her blood begin to boil. How dare he say something like that? Just because he was rich did not mean he could talk as if everyone else was miserable. She said nothing, though, as she knew angering this man would not end in her favour.
 
   The conversation continued, Emily hardly paying attention as she allowed Horlock to continue his idle chatter. Her mind was elsewhere, lingering on the ball. She had never been to one before, and it sounded exciting. It was also the perfect chance for mischief.
 
    
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
    
 
   Emily grunted as one of the many pins holding up her dark blonde hair fell to the ground, where it joined a growing collection by her feet. Why was it so difficult to keep her hair nice?
 
   “Hurry up, Emily, or you’ll be late!” Her mother called from downstairs.
 
   “Two minutes!” she called back, wincing as a hair pin scraped against her skull. In the end, she left it with strands hanging in her face. It wasn’t worth the effort.
 
   Almost the second she was downstairs, her mother was shooing her out the door. As Emily hit the cold air, she gasped. Who holds a ball in winter? Ridiculous!
 
   “Now remember, Duke Horlock of St. Albans might be a respectable man, but he is a man nonetheless. Be careful.”
 
   Emily rolled her eyes as she climbed inside her carriage, ignoring her mother’s insistent babying. She was a grown woman, for goodness sake, not an infant.
 
   As she sat down and waved goodbye, the carriage jerked forward. Thus began her journey to her very first ball.
 
   By the time the carriage stopped, Emily was almost asleep. She yawned as she stepped out, feet hitting cold pebbles. She glanced up, hand over her mouth as her heart stuttered. The house was beautiful - like nothing she had seen before. It seemed to stretch on in either direction forever, a never ending tower of brick and huge glass windows.
 
   People were already there, stepping out of their own carriages and chatting excitedly. It seemed Emily was the only one who had come alone. Following the crowd, she tried to blend in. Rich people held themselves in a certain way she couldn’t quite place - but it was clear who in the crowd had power, and who was lower class.
 
   Duke Horlock was inside the immense lobby when she stepped inside. She saw him immediately, though it took a moment for him to see her. When he did, he smiled broadly and strode over.
 
   A group of women giggled as he walked past them, but their faces fell when he barely gave them a glance, eyes focused entirely on Emily. For a moment she felt sympathy for the poor women - but they should have been glad he paid them no mind. Emily’s situation was not one to be pleased about.
 
   “Emily, how wonderful to see you! I hope you’ve had a comfortable ride?”
 
   She nodded. “Yes, thank you.”
 
   Horlock seemed to forget about his other guests as he grasped her hand in his, leading her to the ballroom. The room was larger than her entire street, filled with beautiful, glittering chandeliers and a ceiling so high she could barely make out the intricate, handmade painting adorning it.
 
   “Impressive, isn’t it?”
 
   She could only nod. “It’s amazing.”
 
   “Shall we dance?” Horlock questioned, gesturing to where dozens of people danced to the slow music.
 
   Together they walked across, Emily finding it hard to maneuver in her thick blue dress. She simply wasn’t used to wearing something so elegant, so lovely. Even the sleeves annoyed her, too puffy for her to move properly.
 
   Horlock took her hand in his, spinning her around to face him. He was so tall, at eye level she was faced with his chest. He led her in the dance, so regal and elegant compared to her fumbling. To anyone watching, they must have looked like an odd pair.
 
   Emily spent much of the dance searching for Eugene. There were no guarantees he was even there, or that she would see him - but no, there he was, standing talking to another young man at a table of food.
 
   The song dwindled, and Horlock released her from his vice-like grip. “Shall I get us a drink?” he questioned.
 
   Emily shook her head. “I will, if you like. I’d love the chance to see more of this lovely room.”
 
   “Of course. Do be quick.”
 
   Emily hurried off, gathering up her skirts so she could move more easily.  The man Eugene was speaking to left, giving her the perfect opportunity to say hello. She came to a stop beside him, smiling brightly. It felt false, but he didn’t seem to notice. “Hello Mis- Eugene.” She mentally cursed herself for doing it again. “I didn’t know you would be here.”
 
   “I did not think you would be, either - though I’m glad you are.” He was positively beaming.
 
   She inched closer to him, resting a hand on his. She glanced behind her, seeking out Horlock. There he was, glancing around impatiently for her to return. “I’m terribly sorry for how I acted the other day,” she told him, “Roland should not have barged in like that, and I shouldn’t have left you to speak to him.”
 
   Eugene’s eyes widened, though his hand remained in hers. “Please, do not worry about it. You cannot control that rakehell - I doubt anyone could. Emily, would you like a dance?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   They made their way to the dance floor. They had barely begun when Duke Horlock strode over, eyes dark. “What are you doing?” he demanded, eyes snapping from Emily to Eugene.
 
   “He wanted to dance. I could hardly say no.”
 
   Eugene’s eyes narrowed and he let go of Emily to turn to Horlock. “I should have known you would interrupt us. This is your home, and I hate to disrespect you - but I love Emily, and I would appreciate it if you would refrain from interfering.”
 
   Emily took a step back, fighting a smile. Good, this was what she wanted! Let them argue, realize she wasn’t worth fighting over. She wasn’t going to marry either of them, and they better realize it soon.
 
   They continued to shout, voices rising by the second. They seemed to have forgotten Emily was even there - too busy arguing over her to pay attention as she sneaked off into the crowd.
 
   A few people turned to look at the two men, pausing mid dance to stare. A tall man in blue stepped forward as if to break them apart, but seemed to think better of it and led his group of friends away.
 
   “You will not win her hand, Mister Partridge. She is mine.”
 
   With a satisfied smirk, Emily marched off, only to collide with someone’s shoulder. She spun around, an apology already forming before she realized who it was. Roland Everard. “Oh, hello Roland. Sorry.” She smiled. She had gotten rid of two men, but he still remained. Strangely, she wasn’t all too concerned about him.
 
   “Emily? What are you doing here?”
 
   “The Duke invited me,” she replied simply.
 
   “Oh.” He sounded disappointed. Well, it was well known that the Duke was one of the men in line for her hand. “Have you decided yet which one of them you’re going to marry? They’re rich, but they won’t treat you like I will.” He cupped her face in one strong hand. “You don’t need money to enjoy yourself.”
 
   With a grimace, Emily stepped away. I don’t doubt it, but it really isn’t your business. Besides, I’m not marrying anyone.” She had known Roland for years, and knew how he was with women. Then, with a smile, she kissed his cheek. “You’re a good man, Roland, but I like you no more than I like Eugene Partridge or Miles Horlock.” Even as she said it, she realized that wasn’t quite true.
 
   Suddenly someone was behind her. She could feel the looming presence inches from the back of her messily pinned hair.
 
   “What is this rakehell doing, Emily? How many men are intent on ruining this day for us?”
 
   She turned around, looking straight into the eyes of Horlock. She deftly moved to the side, allowing Roland and Horlock perfect views of each other. That was when she noticed Eugene behind him, fuming silently. Whatever went on between them, it was quite the argument.
 
   “I’m afraid I must use the bathroom. Please don’t hurt each other while I’m away.” Her gaze lingered on each man for a moment before she sidled past them.
 
   “Emily! You cannot leave me with these two,” Roland called after her, but she ignored them as she made her way toward the lobby. “Emily!”
 
   She just heard Eugene call Roland something rather rude before the chatter of the guests around her drowned them out.
 
    
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
    
 
   Emily heard nothing from any of the three men for at least a week. Perhaps they had argued themselves to breaking point and decided to leave her alone? She hoped so. That week without Eugene confessing his love, without Roland trying poorly to flirt, and without Horlock trying to impress her with his money was blissful.
 
   Of course, nothing good ever lasts long.
 
   It was early morning, and Emily was hardly out of bed when she heard someone knock hard on the door. She hurried to throw her dress on, not bothering to brush out the creases as she careened downstairs to see who it was. When she opened the door, the pale haired Eugene Partridge beamed at her.
 
   Her heart fell, and she had to force herself to keep smiling. “Hello. Please, come inside.”
 
   Before she could even offer him a drink or lead him to the living room, he spoke. “I’m sorry I haven’t contacted you in so long, but after the ball I needed time to think. The Duke of St. Albans wants your hand in marriage. He was very adamant about that - but it has only made me want you more. So,” he knelt down in front of her, holding out a hand for her to take. “Will you marry me, Emily Brooke?”
 
   Emily sputtered, hands clenching by her side. No, no this was the opposite of what she wanted! He was supposed to lose interest, not love her more! Oh, what has she gotten herself into? With a shaky voice, she said, “I’m sorry, Eugene, but I cannot say yes.”
 
   “Why not?” he questioned, eyebrows knitting together in a deep frown, “Is it my father? I may be disinherited, but I hope that doesn’t change how you think of me.”
 
   “It isn’t that,” she said, “Eugene, I simply do not love you. I know many people do not marry for love, but I will.”
 
   “If we marry, it will give you time to learn to love me.”
 
   She shook her head. “No, Eugene. Accept my refusal and move on. Find someone who does want to marry you.”
 
   He pulled himself to his feet, brushing down his trousers and looking at her levelly. “No. I will win your hand, Emily. Somehow, I will.” He bent to kiss her hand, and Emily allowed him to. “I’m sure I can prove to you I am worth marrying.” Then he left, leaving Emily alone in the hallway.
 
   Almost immediately her mother was there, gripping her arms painfully tight. “He proposed!” she exclaimed, “he proposed, and you said no? Girl, what possessed you?”
 
   Emily squirmed out of Adele’s grasp, folding her arms defiantly. “I don’t love him, mother. I will not marry for money. Besides, he is unbearable. Too sickly-sweet and far too desperate.”
 
   Her mother scoffed, waving a hand in the air. “Oh, so what? He has money, and he’ll treat you well.”
 
   Grimacing, Emily turned around to go upstairs. “Maybe you’re right, maybe you aren’t. Either way, it’s not enough for me to want to marry him.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter what you want!” her mother sighed, “do you know how many people are lucky enough to marry for love? Hardly any. Stop acting like a child and admit the fact that Eugene Partridge or the Duke are your best options. Even marrying Roland Everard is better than waiting for love. Many women would die for the chance of getting to marry someone like them.”
 
   Blowing out a breath, Emily simply waved a hand dismissively, not unlike Adele had moments ago. “I won’t say it again mother - I will not marry any of those men. Please, just respect my choices.” She turned around to gave her mother one last stern look before stomping upstairs, refusing to say any more on the matter.
 
   Adele was the one being childish, not her. Forcing her to marry a man she didn’t like - never mind love - was horrendous.
 
    
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
    
 
   It seemed, much like Eugene, that the incident at the ball had only made Duke Horlock more determined to keep Emily.
 
   She sat across from him, her dark blonde hair done in a perfectly neat bun for once. After the argument with Adele, she had promised to make more of an effort. It was the only way to make Adele leave her alone.
 
   “Emily,” he started, leaning over to cover her tiny hand in his much larger one, “I simply cannot apologize enough for what happened at the ball.” He showed an unusual gentleness in the way he looked at her, eyes soft and sincere. This was not the brash Duke of St. Albans that she knew. “Eugene Partridge and I should not have argued like that, least of all in front of you.”
 
   “It’s fine,” Emily replied, wincing. This was not how things were supposed to go! They were supposed to leave her alone after that night, not pursue her even more! “It was my fault, anyway.”
 
   “Of course it wasn’t! How could you think such a thing?”
 
   She might as well have some fun. If he was going to pursue her, she was going to show him how terrible an idea that was. “Well you see, I wanted to dance with him. I knew it would make you jealous - having men fight over me, it’s exciting.”
 
   Horlock didn’t seem to know what to make of that. He drew back, thick eyebrows furrowed in confusion. “Really? I thought you hated it? That Eugene Partridge is far too possessive of you.”
 
   So was he, but Emily didn’t say so aloud. “He is, but there’s something attractive about it. Both of you are so desperate for me - I love it.” She smiled coyly, hoping this was working. She might not want to marry him, but since he wasn’t leaving her alone she could use that to her advantage. Enjoy herself, play with him. Why not?
 
   “You like that we fight for your affection?” The surprise in his voice was clear. “And who of us will you chose?”
 
   “I don’t know. Whichever of you is most loyal I suppose.” She smirked, leaning forward so their foreheads almost touched. “I might not choose either of you. It all depends.” She leaned back, but Horlock followed her, almost entranced.
 
   He stared at her for a long time. Silence filled the room, thick and almost tangible. Eventually, he said, “You’re a strange woman Emily - I like it. I suppose I can play your game - I can prove I love you the most.”
 
   She had to force herself not to grin. The tables had turned now - making them fight had not made them lose interest, so perhaps if she made them fight for her affection, she could crush them even more when she turned them down. After all, Eugene had been incredibly upset when she refused his proposal - but she knew that would not be the last she saw of him.
 
   There was a heavy knock on the door, urgent and quick. From outside, Eugene called to be let in.
 
   “Oh, him again?” Emily muttered. If nothing else, this would give her the chance she needed to put them to the test. “I suppose I should answer,” Emily told Horlock, batting her eyelashes, “please excuse me.”
 
   When she opened the door, she let in a flood of cold air that made her shudder even underneath her thick dress.
 
   Eugene stood on the other side, pale skin pink from the chill. “Hello Emily.” He looked at her a moment before letting himself in. “I know we didn’t leave on good terms yesterday, but I feel I still have a chance of winning you over. Please, let me try.”
 
   “You cannot, Mister Partridge. I have already promised to do the same.”
 
   Eugene grimaced as he turned to face the door to the living room. “Duke Horlock is here? Oh, this is worse than I thought. Do you love him, and not me?”
 
   Emily resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “I do not love either of you, nor do I wish to marry you. As I told the Duke; I will marry whomever I chose, and I will chose whoever I feel is most deserving and loyal to me.”
 
   His eyes brightened, and all of a sudden he looked like a delighted puppy. “It is a fact, Emily dear, that I love you most. I shall prove it.”
 
   Oh, she had them wrapped around her little finger. Why were men so easy to deceive? With a smile, she nodded, standing on her toes to press a light kiss to Eugene’s forehead, a hand against his muscular chest. She cringed as her lips touched his icy skin. “I look forward to it. Now, I think it’s best you leave - we wouldn’t want the Duke to become jealous, would we?” Her hands lingered on his chest a moment too long before she broke away.
 
   “Of course, Emily,” he stuttered, grinning so wide his face might break, “goodbye for now.”
 
   With him gone, Emily went back to Horlock. Eugene had been easy to seduce in only a few minutes. Now she had to work on the Duke.
 
   She sat down, brushing stray blonde locks from her eyes. “Duke Horlock,” she spoke with a sickly sweet smile, “it seems Eugene is determined to win me over. How will you retaliate? You could prove your love to me now. Intercourse before marriage is a sin of course, but that does not mean we can’t do... other things.” Intercourse was too much even for her - but she could keep up the game, keep him wanting more.
 
   “That will prove my love for you? Then yes, of course.” He placed a soft kiss on her lips, leaning into her.
 
   In response, Emily kissed him just beneath the jaw, pulling him closer. He was a good kisser, she gave him that. Not good enough for her to marry him, but enough that this wasn’t so much of a trial.
 
   His hands gripped her by the hips, and he swung a leg over the sofa so he straddled her. “You’re eager, aren’t you?” he laughed.
 
   Emily continued trailing kisses down his jaw, reaching the top of his collarbone. She deftly unbuttoned the top of his shirt, her small hands working quickly. She was even starting to enjoy herself, believe it or not.
 
    
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
    
 
   It was two days before Emily saw any of the three men again. She had just came home, and the door was barely closed before her mother was there, grinning widely.
 
   “Eugene is here,” she said joyfully, “I told him I didn't know when you would be home, but he insisted on staying. He's a keeper, he is.”
 
   Emily simply rolled her eyes, nodding absently. “Yes, mum.”
 
   Once her coat and shoes were off, Emily entered the living room to see Eugene sitting there, looking very prim and proper in the tiny room. “Hello Eugene,” she said, forcing a smile, “it's good to see you.”
 
   “And you,” he replied, his smile much more genuine. “I've missed you.”
 
   It had only been a few days! Still, perhaps his eagerness to see her would work in her favour. “I’ve missed you too. It seems we don’t spend nearly enough time together.”
 
   He smiled, showing his neat white teeth. “I agree. That Duke Horlock spends far too much time with you - he isn’t deserving. And that Roland fellow, who does he think he is?”
 
   Emily’s heart skipped at the mention of Roland’s name, but she ignored it. Why was she annoyed at the way Eugene spoke about him? Roland meant no more to her than him or Horlock.
 
   “They both are rather demanding,” she agreed, sidling over to him with a grin, “but then, so am I. I suppose you will just have to fight even harder for my affection, right?”
 
   He shifted closer, brushing a strand away from Emily’s slender face. “I suppose I will. You are worth it, Emily dear.”
 
   She smiled coyly, putting on a light laugh despite the way she wanted to cringe at his soppy words. It was no wonder his father had disinherited him - he was no man; too soft for his own good. It made him easy to lure in, though.
 
   Emily was all but sitting on his lap, one leg thrown over his knee, the other curled underneath her. She leaned forward, placing a chaste kiss to his lips. She would have to be careful with him, less flirtatious and more innocent. He was not like Horlock.
 
   His lips met hers again, light and hesitant. Then he ran a hand through her hair, caressing her thick curls. “I love you,” he told her.
 
   “I know,” was her only response. She couldn’t make herself say those words - for if she did, surely he would catch her lie and realize her plan. “I know you would do anything for me.”
 
   “I would.”
 
   Which was exactly what she wanted. How far could she take this game?
 
   Her mother knocked on the living room door and the two jumped apart as if struck by lightning. Adele might have wanted to marry off her daughter, but being caught all but on top of each other would not work in her favour.
 
   “I haven’t interrupted you two, have I?” she asked, clueless. She glanced between them both, as if trying to read their minds.
 
   Emily looked at Eugene, putting on her best flirty smile. “Of course not, mother,” she replied, trying to sound like someone embarrassed at nearly being caught. Apparently her acting was good, as Eugene did not seem to notice anything odd about her. Or perhaps he was too head over heels to care if she acted a little funny – that was the most likely reason.
 
   “Well good. I just came in to grab my book. Don’t mind me.” Adele strode over to pick up a small paperback, then left without another word.
 
   Once she was gone, Emily turned back to Eugene, tracing a hand down his arm. “So, how far are you willing to go to prove your love for me?” she questioned.
 
   “As far as I have to,” his voice was eager, genuine. He really would do anything for her – pathetic, really. How could someone really bare so much of their soul to another, risk everything just to make them happy? Emily had never met anyone that could make her want to do that.
 
   The name Roland drifted through her mind, but she forced it back. Of course Roland wasn't that person; he was just a friend. Besides, he had a terrible reputation with women – every woman for miles had either courted him, or knew to stay away for fear of being played.
 
   “Good.” Emily placed another kiss on his lips, trailing down his neck. “That’s exactly what I wanted to hear. Already you seem more promising than Duke Horlock and Roland combined.”
 
   His smile was blinding. He looked like a small puppy who had just been offered extra treats. This time when he kissed her, it was more forceful, more passionate. Their lips met, fast and eager.
 
   Emily pulled away, face flushed. “Well,” she said, “you certainly are intent on winning me over, aren’t you?” Her voice was smooth, calm - but her gut rolled with disgust. “I’m glad, Eugene, but why don’t we tone it down? We don’t want mother coming back in and finding us like this, do we?
 
    
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
    
 
   Emily pulled her hat further down as she wrestled through the thick layer of snow with her basket from the grocer’s. Heavy boots tapped against the ground, scuffing up the snow.
 
   She threw open the door to the house, edging her way into the cramped hall and dumping the basket of food onto the little side table by the door. She turned around, cardigan half way off her shoulders - and slammed right into somebody.
 
   “Oh! Sorry mother,” Emily apologised, only to realise Adele was nowhere to be seen. Instead, Roland stared at her, lip curled. “Oh, hello.” Her heart skipped as she noticed his dark hair was damp with snow. She just wanted to wrap him up and put him by the fire.
 
   Wait, why did she care?
 
   He smirked, moving away from her to lean against the wall. “Hello Emily. I stopped by to see you - your mother said you would be back soon. And here you are.”
 
   Emily pursed her lips, turning her head to the side. “Talk to me about what?” He was always turning up unannounced - why did this sound so serious?
 
   “The ball. You know what I’m talking about - bringing me into your squabble with the Duke and Eugene Partridge.”
 
   Emily frowned. She hadn’t brought him into anything - well, not intentionally. So what if Horlock was a little annoyed with him? Now he knew how all of his women felt - he messed them around constantly, courting a new woman every week and dropping them when another man was involved.
 
   “I think it’s best if our friendship comes to an end. I don’t want anything to do with a woman who thinks she can do what she likes with a man.”
 
   Emily’s heart stopped. He was leaving her? Over something as small as that? Ridiculous! “Roland, please, I didn’t mean anything by it. I simply don’t want to marry them, and they wouldn’t leave me alone so I-” she cut herself off, a revelation suddenly skipping through her mind. She didn’t want to marry them - she wanted to marry Roland. Oh.
 
   “I do not want to hear it, Emily.”
 
   She frowned, feeling her eyes begin to sting. What was this? She was crying? “Roland, listen. I’m playing with them, not you. What does it matter how Eugene and Horlock fare?” She took a step forward, hand out as if to take his.
 
   “This game has gone too far. Once, I had thought you were a kind woman, one who I could enjoy myself with. I had wanted to court you once too.” He paused, shaking his head. Damp hair fell in his eyes. “I now see it was stupid. You’re a cruel woman.”
 
   She opened her mouth to respond, but there was nothing to say. She pursed her lips, small hands clasping tightly around the fabric of her cardigan. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to hurt you I - I love you. Seeing you with all those women, it made me jealous. I suppose I felt just how Eugene and Horlock must feel now.” She bit down on her lip, feeling a hot tear dripping down her cheek.
 
   “Trying to win me over with pity? I hope you find happiness with Eugene, or Duke Horlock or whoever you chose. It certainly won’t be me.” Roland regarded her for a long moment, hands clenched into fists. “I don’t know why I came here, it hasn’t helped. I suppose now you’re out of my life I can stop pining over you and make do with another girl.”
 
   So his way of fixing things was to abandon her and carry on his rakehell ways? Childish - but then, she was being childish too. She had treated her two suitors so badly, and he had opened her eyes to that.
 
   “Roland-”
 
   He was out the door before the name had even left her lips. It slammed closed behind him with a definite thud.
 
    
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
    
 
   For the next week, Emily refused to anyone - not a single soul. Horlock stopped by, demanding to see her - but she ignored him, even when Adele came to her room and demanded she came downstairs.
 
   She spent most of the time in her bedroom, under a tower of sheets and pillows. Most of that time was spent sleeping or reading - though her mind refused to focus on the words.
 
   “Emily!” Adele shouted from just outside her room, “this has gone on for too long. You can’t spend your whole life crying - apologize to Roland, and call off this childish game you are playing with the Duke and Mister Partridge.”
 
   She ignored Adele, sinking lower into her bed. “Go away mother,” she stated, voice muffled by the layers of sheets.
 
   “No.”
 
   She groaned, pushing herself into a sitting position. Her hair was a tangled mess, though she made no attempt to smooth it down. “Mother, please. I’m not interested in anything you have to say. Leave me alone.”
 
   “Why should I? I brought you up better than this, Emily. Did I teach you to act like a sulking child; to hide away from your mistakes in the hope of them disappearing? I think not. Now own up to your mistakes and do something about them.”
 
   “I’ll do as I wish, and that happens to be staying here, in my room,” Emily shot back, biting her lip to keep from shouting profanities.
 
   Her mother snorted, and without another word disappeared back downstairs, boots clapping against the wood. She paused, as if considering going back to have another word, but carried on down regardless.
 
   Even though she was alone - just as she had wanted - Emily found that it only made her feel worse. Roland had left her, and even Eugene was losing interest now as she was refusing to see her. It was only a matter of time before Horlock left her too. She wanted them to stop pursuing her - but not like this.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
    
 
   Another two days and Emily was finally convinced to come downstairs. She still looked and felt like the recently deceased, but what did she care? There was no one to see her.
 
   She sat in the kitchen with a measly bowl of soup - she had no appetite, but still she knew eating was important. The very act of eating distracted her, at least for a while.
 
   Someone knocked impatiently at the door - three quick raps and then silence.
 
   Then Eugene appeared in the hallway, his usually perfect hair mused with the wind. Horlock was there too, face creased with concern.
 
   “Emily? We need to speak with you,” Eugene called, voice a little more hesitant than usual.
 
   “Now.” Horlock was much more impatient, more demanding.
 
   Emily peeked her head around the door frame, eyes wide. What were they doing here? More importantly - why were they here together? This was very odd indeed.
 
   “Fine,” she stated, ushering them into the living room. She didn’t bother with formalities or small talk. Get right to the point - let them state their business. Then, perhaps, she should apologize for being so cruel to them. Her actions might have been directly because of them, but that did not mean they deserved such cruelty. Ruining Horlock’s night had been bad enough - putting them through so much emotional stress was another thing all together.
 
   “Emily,” Eugene began, voice soft and tinged with worry, “we haven’t seen you in over a week, and it has given us time to think.” He took her hand, but she deftly slid it away. “Roland told us of your intentions. You never intended to marry either of us.”
 
   “A cruel joke - and it came at your own expense, I see,” Horlock interjected. His smile was almost mocking as he looked at Emily, taking in her pale skin and chaotic hair.
 
   She knew she looked a mess, but she was too tired and resigned to care. If she looked at all how she felt, Emily was a nasty sight indeed - but in the end, it didn’t matter.
 
   Eugene shot Horlock a disappointed look before continuing, “My point is that what you did was cruel and unnecessary. I - we - see now that you were only toying with us.”
 
   “We won’t pursue you any longer, and we feel it is best that we cut all contact with you. I feel it was silly of me to pursue you so eagerly - especially now I see now you didn’t love me back. That, and now I understand how childishly you reacted.”
 
   Emily’s heart skipped. They were going to leave her be? She relaxed marginally, though the knowledge didn’t bring as much relief as she had expected. Instead there was only emptiness. His words cut her like a knife, and she realized for the first time how ridiculous the whole situation was.
 
   Besides, there was still no point, not without Roland. Typical that she discovered she loved him, only for him to leave forever.
 
   “I also think that if you apologize to Roland, he might be willing to listen,” Horlock informed her as if he knew exactly what she was thinking. “He really was quite distraught when he spoke to me. Understandably - less understandable is how much he wants to see you again.”
 
   With a sigh, Emily smiled faintly. “If you think so.” She was not so convinced herself - Roland had every right to never want to see her again, to hate her for the rest of his life. Just like the two men in front of her did. “Just so you know, I really am incredibly sorry for what I did. I never should have taken it so far but...” they just wouldn’t listen to her when she told them no. Looking back on it, they were both at fault - but Emily’s retaliation was unforgivable.
 
   “I know,” Eugene told her with a smile, “now, I must go. This will probably be the last you hear from me.”
 
   “Me, too.” Horlock stood up, brushing down his black trousers. “Goodbye, Emily. I’m sorry things ended this way.”
 
    
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
    
 
   Two days later Emily stood outside Roland’s tiny home, knocking politely on the door. She hopped from foot to foot, feeling as if her heart might explode. She was almost ready to leave when the door opened, a sulking Roland standing inside.
 
   “What is it?” he asked none too kindly.
 
   “I... Came to apologize,” she replied with an affirmative nod, “to say sorry for the way I treated you and everyone else.” She sounded way more confident than she felt. Inside, she felt as if all of this was hopeless. Why would he want to listen to her now? She didn’t deserve his time and patience.
 
   He stepped away, inviting her in. “It’s about time. I thought you would never pluck up the courage.” He smiled, but it was forced.
 
   “Yes well, I had a visit from Duke Horlock and Eugene - they convinced me it was worth the embarrassment.” She kept her head bowed, hands stuffed in the pockets of her coat. “So I’m here, and I’m sorry, and I don’t know how to make it up to you.”
 
   Roland was quiet for a long time - so long in fact, that with her head down she wasn’t sure he was still there. Eventually, he said, “well it isn’t a good apology, but it will do. You are trying, and that’s something I suppose. Promise me you won’t try anything so stupid again though, yes?” His arms were crossed, face carefully blank of emotion. He looked so much unlike the cheerful, grinning man she knew.
 
   With a shaky laugh, Emily nodded. “Yes, of course. So you forgive me?” Her heart thudded in her chest, her hands felt slick with sweat as she clasped them tightly, eagerly.
 
   “What you did was extreme - even for me - and we both know I haven’t treated women well in the past. I’ve never done something this bad before, though. So no, I don’t forgive you - not yet. I might, though; and I’m willing to try. Is that enough?”
 
   Emily only mustered up a choked laugh of disbelief. He was willing to make up? Or at least try. It was too good to believe. “Of course, of course that’s enough! Thank you!”
 
   Roland stepped forward to embrace her, gently pulling her to his chest. “And what about Eugene and Duke Horlock?”
 
   She pressed her face into his chest, sighing heavily. “They’re finally leaving me alone. Not quite how I imagined it happening, though.” She laughed humorlessly. “After how I treated them I don’t blame them.”
 
   Roland broke the hug first, standing back with a hand on his hip, looking at her sternly. “You’ve learned your lesson, then. Good. I don’t know how much longer I could have lasted without you. You drive me insane, but you’re worth it.”
 
   Really? Emily found that hard to believe. With his history and knack for womanizing, it was impossible to believe he really cared for her. Apparently he did, and that was enough for her.
 
   She kissed him, standing on her toes to place her lips softly on his, closing her eyes as she fought the urge to laugh. Oh, this was just too good to believe! She wished this moment could last forever.
 
   When Roland kissed her back, her heart skipped. It made it seem more real, more solid - but also more dreamlike. A week ago this seemed impossible. Somehow, it still did.
 
   When Roland broke the kiss, he was flushed and beaming with joy. “I suspected you were a good kisser, but not that good.” He laughed, genuine and carefree.
 
   Soon Emily joined him, small giggles escaping her lips as she rested her head on Roland’s shoulder. He was thick and sturdy - reliable. That was something she had never considered him before.
 
   “So, was this whole mess worth it to get me?” he questioned teasingly.
 
   “I guess we’ll see - but I’d say so, yes.”
 
   They kissed again, and for once everything seemed right in the world.
 
    
 
   
  
 

A Swift Marriage
 
   “He ruined us, daughter,” Mother said. Mrs. Mamie Bain often talked of her husband with vitriol of late. He had spent their fortune, ruined their chances, and then killed himself with consumption. The Bains were thoroughly disgraced. Even so, it was hard for Miss Abbie Bain to connect the loving man who had lifted her and placed her upon his knee with this demon Mother spoke of; the two were simply too different. “He did,” Mother went on, leaning into the fire, poking at it, and grimacing. “How many servants do we have now, dear? One! And not a footman to speak of! Not that anybody wishes to visit with us anymore! Oh, no!”
 
   “Mother,” Abbie said, pulling a blanket around herself up to her chin, “don’t be morbid.”
 
   “Morbid? Ha!”
 
   “Yes, morbid,” Abbie said. “That will not help anybody. It has been three years, and the past still swells within your breast.”
 
   “Three years… It feels like one-hundred. Look at my eyes, daughter. Look at the lines. Such lines! I have aged one-thousand years in these three years. I cannot believe that it has only been three years. No, I will not!”
 
   Abbie sighed and stared into the fire. Mother said nothing more. Abbie collected her novel from the table and lost herself in the escapades of some French lady, as she climbed society with a wit and shrewdness of which Abbie was hugely jealous. If only she could claim that same wit, that same shrewdness… But the lady in the novel had a dowry, and Abbie had no dowry, not since Father. Her brothers were in the colonies, she was one-and-twenty, and her prospects were dwindling fast. Mother had remarked bitterly one night: “Perhaps we ought to marry you to a yeoman, what a scandal!”
 
   Abbie read the French novel until Mother fell asleep and then sneaked to the library, wherein there was stored tomes of Latin and Greek, as well as a volume on the natural art of wildlife. This study was absolutely pointless to her, but she did it nonetheless, and had become quite proficient in distinguishing the different types of vertebrae in various different species; and she had taught herself Latin and Greek to a satisfactory degree. There wasn’t much else to do in their little pocket of Somerset, where visits never came and life rolled from day to day in one endless succession.
 
   She slammed the book shut when there was movement at the door, and swiftly reclaimed her French novel, hiding the big, dusty tomes under the desk. But it was only Betty, their maidservant. She was old now, with deep-set wrinkles and limbs like gnarled branches. She walked slowly into the room and smiled warmly at Abbie. “Studying again, I see, my lady,” she said, inclining her head. 
 
   “Hello, Betty,” Abbie said. “Sneaking around?” Abbie smiled to show the maidservant she was joking. Betty had stayed because she was old and she loved Abbie. She had been the one to care for Abbie since she was very young. Abbie had a huge wealth of memories involving Betty, all bright and stark and beautiful.
 
   “Always, my lady,” Betty said. “Always sneaking, these days. But now I sneak with purpose.” With slow, deliberate movements she reached into her pocket and produced an envelope. “A messenger came with this. I believe it is addressed to two people, but I cannot tell.” She handed Abbie the letter.
 
   Abbie read the front. It was addressed to two people. The illiterate maidservant was right. It was addressed to her and Mother. “I will go to Mother,” Abbie said. “What time is it, Betty?”
 
   “Dusk, my lady,” Betty said. “The sun is just setting – what sun we’ve had this cold November day – you ought to open the curtains in here, my lady.”
 
   “I like the dark,” Abbie said. “It helps me imagine I am someplace else.” That I am somebody else, she added, but only to herself. That I am somebody else who lives an exciting, carefree life: that I am a heroine in a French novel, or that I am a well-respected female scholar. Just imagine!
 
   She left the library and walked through the house to the drawing room, in which Mother slept before the fire. “Mummy,” she said, touching her mother’s chin. “A letter came for us.”
 
   Mother opened and closed her eyes slowly, and then sat up in the armchair. “Perhaps a debtor,” she said. “Yes, we have paid each and every one these past three years, but I would not be surprised if another materialized as though by some sick form of witchcraft!”
 
   “Mother,” Abbie said. “You mustn’t speak like that.”
 
   Mother took the letter from Abbie’s hand and cut it open. She unfolded the paper and read with darting eyes. When she’d read it through once, her eyes tracked back to the top of the page, and read through it again. “A joke, no doubt,” Mother said. “A cruel jest.”
 
   She threw the letter in Abbie’s general direction. Abbie caught it just as it was fluttering to the ground. She read by the firelight. 
 
    
 
   Dear Mrs. and Miss Bain,
 
    
 
   I formally invite you to the ball at Highgarden Castle on 5th December. It would gladden me greatly if the two of you could attend.
 
    
 
   Yours sincerely,
 
    
 
   Brigadier Zack Dagon, Duke of Sommer
 
    
 
   “Mother!” Abbie cried. “This is astonishing!”
 
   “It is a cruel jest from one of your father’s enemies!”
 
   “It would be a brave jest indeed,” Abbie said. “To impersonate a Duke. I am sure His Grace would not take kindly to it.”
 
   “Bah!” Mother exclaimed. 
 
   “Oh, Mother, we shall go, shan’t we?”
 
   “Go where? To a fake ball?”
 
   “Oh, Mother, you really must not speak like that.”
 
   “Of course we shall go!” Mother cried recklessly. “Of course we shall go! We shall go and we shall be turned away at the door! But go we shall! You will prepare the dresses, and I will rent a carriage, and we shall go and be made fools of!”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Mother had hidden away their dresses when Father began to sell things to support his habits. Abbie rooted them out, cleaned them, repaired them, and they wore them to the ball. It was not as Mother had feared. She had become so paranoid. When they produced the letter upon entering the estate, the footman had led the two of them into the large ballroom. A frost crisped the tall glass windows, and through the sheen Abbie spied a rabbit upon the lawn, frantically hopping toward the woods.
 
   The ballroom was filled with around four dozen ladies and lords, standing in small circles or dancing together at arm’s length. The lords wore long-tailed jackets and breeches with knee-length boots, and the ladies wore dresses of elaborate and impressive embroidery. Footmen circulated with wine on platters that glinted in the torchlight. Abbie accept a cup of wine and Mother snatched one for herself.
 
   “There are the Durhams,” Mother said, pointing. “And those are the Perkers, and there are the Tinnings, and look, there are the Laverys. All of whom were friends of my late husband and me. Now I doubt they will even pretend to recognize me! Oh, coming here was a mistake!” 
 
   “Mother,” Abbie hissed. “You must not say like that.”
 
   Mother and Abbie were making their way to a table in the corner when a lady emerged, tall and feline with a long white neck and a supercilious sneer upon her face. It was Lady Carol Ollivander, Abbie’s childhood friend. The two of them had often played together before Father ruined them. She had not seen Carol for three years, since Father’s death.
 
   “Abbie!” she cried, walking gracefully to where she and Mother stood, looking down on them with her impressive height. “What a wonderful surprise to see you both here. And how brave of you to come!”
 
   “Hello, Carol,” Abbie said.
 
   “That is Lady Ollivander,” Carol said, as though the two of them had not made daisy chains together whilst their fathers talked of war. “I do not recall giving you permission to use my Christian name.” She turned to Mother. “Oh, a relic from the old days.”
 
   Mother inclined her head at the remark. “Lady Ollivander,” she said with practiced deference. “You look well.”
 
   “You do not,” Carol said, her sneer intensifying. “You do not at all. How did you manage to arrive here? It must be a frightful tale, full of cheating, lying, and stealing.” A coterie of ladies formed behind Carol, each one with a more supercilious expression. Their faces peered as though from a great, impenetrable fog. Abbie felt as though she had fallen on the highway, and ghouls were peering at her. The coterie fell upon themselves in laughter. Abbie felt her cheeks turning red. “Or did you sneak upon the food cart? Is that it?”
 
   Mother looked at the ground, the fight drained from her. Abbie bit her lip and felt tears sting her eyes. She didn’t know what to say. This was Carol, the girl with whom she played as a girl, and now here she was being dreadfully cruel. She remembered she and Carol clapping their hands together as girls and promising to always be friends. And now…
 
   “Actually…” A man’s voice, strong and deep, cut across the laughter. “Actually, I invited them.” The man who stepped into the fray wore a military jacket studded with medals. His face was strong and his deep brown eyes were narrowed. A scar ran down the side of his face, down his left cheek, pink in the middle and red at the edges. But his handsomeness somehow transcended the mark. “Is this how you behave at a ball, ladies?” he said, staring at the group. “Like a pack of wolves, descending on your prey?”
 
   Carol bowed her head, and now she was blushing. “Apologies, Your Grace.” The other girls murmured with her. 
 
   Your Grace! It is His Grace, Brigadier Zack Dogan! His Grace looked around the ballroom, and called to a man a few feet away: “Lord Ollivander, I believe your daughter is tired. Perhaps you would escort her to a seat, so she may sit down and compose herself?”
 
   The man jumped at the suggestion, and swiftly the sneering wolves were dispersed. His Grace turned to Abbie and Mother. “I apologize,” he said, bowing deeply. 
 
   Mother faltered, looking up at the man as though he was descended from heaven. “Your Grace,” she murmured. “I—we—thank you.”
 
    “Your Grace,” Abbie said, as steadily as she could, curtseying.
 
   “I fear you are not enjoying the ball,” His Grace said, facing the women. “Perhaps, Miss Bain,” he faced Abbie, looking down at her with hard, unflinching eyes, “you would give me this dance? That is, if your beautiful mother does not object.”
 
   Abbie looked to Mother, her world spinning so fast she could barely keep up. A few minutes ago she had been scorned by a group of ladies, and now she was being asked by a Duke to dance! The world is a mad place, she thought wonderingly. “Of course you may,” Mother said, her voice dry and raspy.
 
   His Grace took Abbie’s arm and escorted her to the floor, where they danced practiced, slow steps. He held her at arm’s length, and they danced the steps that had been danced for generations before them. “I am glad you came,” His Grace said, as they moved around the floor. 
 
   “As am I, Your Grace,” Abbie said, feeling more and more each moment like she would wake up at home and all this would be some silly dream. 
 
   “I have a proposal for you,” His Grace said, as they moved around the floor. “That is why I invited you.”
 
   “Your Grace?” Abbie said.
 
   This just didn’t happen: not in Abbie’s life.
 
   “I wish you to be my wife.”
 
   “Your Grace?”
 
   Was this some cruel joke? Was he making a fool of her?
 
   “Yes,” His Grace said. “I need a wife, and I have chosen you. That is why I invited you, to make this proposal. You will gladden me if you accept.” But his voice did not sound glad. It sounded hard and cold. “I need a wife,” he repeated, as the dance slowed to a halt, “and I have chosen you.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   It was not a cruel joke. His Grace was sincere, and he and Abbie got married after one short conversation. 
 
   Even by those day’s standards, they were strangers to each other. After the wedding night – a quick and businesslike affair – His Grace left her for five months. He had business with the King, he said, and would say nothing else on the matter. Mother came to live with them, to keep Abbie company whilst her husband was away, and His Grace wrote to her once a month, always the same stilted, loveless letters.
 
   “I often think,” Abbie said, the night before His Grace was due to return, “that he married me for some reason I cannot know. It does not make sense, Mother, for him to choose a wife like me, does it? I am poor – I was poor – and we barely knew each other.”
 
   “Knowing your husband is not all that wonderful, daughter,” Mother said. “Why must you be so suspicious, dear? He married you. Is that not enough?”
 
   “We have barely spoken, Mother,” Abbie said, the dread building within her. “We had no sooner—hmm, made our marriage official than he fled to the King. Business with the King, he says, and I have no idea what he is truly doing.”
 
   “You should be proud,” Mother said tiredly. “You are the wife of a Duke. You have made our family proud.”
 
   By marrying a stranger, Abbie thought, and felt a wave of confusion wash over her as it always did when she thought of her husband. It wasn’t that he was cruel or brutal to her; he was just nothing to her. When he was here, he replied to her in monosyllables and invented any number of reasons to not remain in the same room as her for longer than was strictly necessary. If they were breaking their fast together, for example, he would wolf his food down and leave her to finish hers alone. 
 
   “I am going to confront him on the morning, when he returns,” Abbie said. “I am going to discover the reason for his coldness.”
 
   “Abbie, he is a Duke! It is his business how he behaves, not yours!”
 
   “Are you not curious, Mother? Do you not want to know why he chose me to be his wife, a woman he hardly knows, a woman who still feels uncomfortable calling him anything other than Your Grace?”
 
   Mother scoffed and stared out of the window at the May sunlight. “Why can’t you just be content? You have a beautiful house and soon you shall have children running around it.”
 
   I doubt that, Mother, Abbie thought. That night, that wedding night, when we—I fear he did not spill his seed in the—in the correct way. And he has not touched me since.
 
   “I will confront him,” Abbie repeated, with more conviction.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
    
 
   His Grace arrived early the next morning and Abbie and he broke their fast together. He barely acknowledged her as he sat down and waited as the footmen served the food and drink. They sat at opposite ends of a long table, meaning they had to raise their voices to be heard. Abbie swallowed and cleared her throat. Do it, do it, do it! she urged herself. The man opposite her seemed cold. His face was set as stone and he ate his food mechanically. 
 
   He was about to get up and leave her when Abbie blurted: “Your Grace, why did you marry me?”
 
   His Grace stopped and stared at her. His square jaw was set and his eyes were narrow and devoid of all feeling. “Because I needed a wife,” he said.
 
   “But why?” Abbie persisted, knowing that she was angering him, but not caring.
 
   His Grace walked the length of the room and stood over her. She felt diminished in his presence, as though her body had halved in size; she felt like a child. “You will not like the answer,” he said quietly, and for a moment Abbie thought she saw a flicker of feeling behind his cold gaze. It was gone as soon as it appeared. “Can you not just be content? You are cared for; you have access to a vast library – one of the largest in England – and servants to wait on your every need? Why must you question?”
 
   “I cannot help it, Your Grace,” Abbie said, looking bravely up at him. “I am curious. Why did you marry me?”
 
   “You truly wish to know?” His Grace said, with a heavy sigh.
 
   “Yes,” Abbie said.
 
   His Grace put his hands behind his back and spoke in a slow, stilted voice. “The King commended me for my service in France. I have always been a King’s man, and it prided me greatly to be commended by him, personally. But upon my return – when the blasted war was over – he summoned me and said these words to me: Zack, you must take a wife. I will not have my bravest solider spend his days without a wife. He was referring to something I had said before, which was that I never wanted a wife or family. Ever.”
 
   “Ah!” Abbie cried, unable to stop herself at the shocking words.
 
   “I know what is best for you, he said. So know that it is kindness that makes me do this. If you do not take a wife, I will not allow you to serve me. And I need you, my friend. So you see?” He nodded gruffly. “I needed a wife to continue my life’s work. But I have not made you uncomfortable for it, have I? You are safe, cared for. Your mother has a place to live her final years.”
 
   “Yes,” Abbie muttered.
 
   But she couldn’t stop herself. The tears flowed, and then she was running from him, running from His Grace with her hands plastered over her face, the tears warm upon her fingertips.  
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   She knew what His Grace said was right. She knew that she should have been happy with the marriage. She had it better than a great deal of women, and her family’s name had been raised from the dirt into which it had fallen simply by being near His Grace. But she felt unfulfilled, almost as though she was a piece of furniture, and His Grace’s revelation had just confirmed that. She wasn’t a wife at all. She was an encumbrance, a service, taken for the King. She fled through the halls to her bedroom – which His Grace rarely visited – and threw herself upon the sheets. The tears came fiercely and rapidly. 
 
   She cried for almost an hour. Each time she thought the tears had ended, they would attack once more, a veritable wave of them. She knew life had been sadder before His Grace, but that didn’t change the fact that she was upset now, here, with how things were. As she was wiping her eyes, there came a knock at her door.
 
   “Not now, Mother,” Abbie said, in as clear a voice as possible.
 
   The door opened. Abbie felt like screaming, but then His Grace walked into the room. He looked around – at the paintings, the plush furniture – anywhere but in her eyes. He walked over to the wall and stared at a picture of a landscape. “You are sad, my lady,” he said, as though he didn’t comprehend how that could be.
 
   “I am, Your Grace,” Abbie said.
 
   “May I ask why?”
 
   He is like a child, Abbie thought, enraged. How can he not know why? Is he really that naïve?
 
   “I was shocked, Your Grace,” Abbie said, in as calm voice as she could manage, “by your revelation. It shocked me to learn that I was merely a—a token! Yes, a token, to be exchanged for the King’s favor.”
 
   His Grace sighed. “My lady,” he said, “I needed a wife, but I did not have to pick you. Does that not say something about the whole mess?”
 
   “I do not know, Your Grace,” Abbie said. “Does it?”
 
   “I am not a brute,” His Grace said. “I do not want you to be unhappy. I am going to be home now for a few months. The King has requested that I stay here for the rest of the year – to take a sort of holiday – to recuperate – and I have acquiesced, as the King can be extremely stubborn. Would it make you feel better if we—did things? Perhaps on the morning we could take a walk around the grounds, my lady? Would that assuage some of the pain?”
 
   Abbie wiped her eyes. At least he is trying, she thought, even if it was in the most awkward, stilted, emotionally-dead way possible. The tone of his voice never wavered, and his eyes stared steadfastly away from her. “I would like that,” Abbie said. 
 
   “It is settled, then,” His Grace said. “I shall see you then.”
 
   He left her, only stopping to bow briefly before turning and pacing from the room. That night, Abbie relived their wedding night. She knew it was wrong to think about such things, but when alone in her bed, the events would come back to her. She would imagine the way they had rubbed each other, touched each other, and the way he had thrust into her. Then he had pulled away from her and spilled his seed upon the sheets. “I am sorry, my lady,” he had said, before retreating from the room and from her life for five months. She had never talked of matters concerning the flesh, and she never would – not to Mother, nor to one of her “friends” that visited the estate every few weeks – no, she was far too embarrassed and it was far too improper. But she had to wonder. Had she done something wrong? Had she angered His Grace – her husband – in some way?
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   On the morrow, she and His Grace walked the grounds, as he had promised. They broke their fast together – in silence – and then emerged into the cold May sunlight which shone in icy beams through the clouds. Abbie tilted her head to the light and let it rest upon her face. It warmed her reddened cheeks and she smiled. His Grace offered his arm, and Abbie took it tentatively. Apart from a few times when he’d been home and they’d had guests, he rarely took her arm.
 
   They walked in silence around the lawn and toward the woods. His Grace seemed awkward; he kept chewing upon his lip; or opening his mouth as though to say something, and closing it directly afterwards. Abbie sensed that he either wanted to say something or felt obligated to. She wanted to say something, too, but she did not know what. She felt distant from this husband of hers. She felt as though he was a stranger. No, he was a stranger and there was no getting around that. She knew that he saw her as naught more than a token. He had admitted it. How could they bridge this gulf? Could it be bridged?
 
   “The weather is lovely,” His Grace said, in uncertain tones.
 
   “Yes,” Abbie agreed, because the silence was becoming unbearable. “It is, isn’t it?”
 
   They made desultory and ultimately pointless remarks about the weather, and then they reached the woods. “Do you wish to walk further, my lady?”
 
   “I place it in your hands, Your Grace.”
 
   “Then we shall.”
 
   His Grace led her into the woods fringes of the woods, where the foliage wasn’t so thick, and they saw the occasional rabbit. His Grace sighed after around fifteen minutes of further silence, and then turned and faced Abbie. “What do you want from me, my lady?” he said.
 
   “Your Grace?” Abbie said, astonished by his frankness.
 
   “You want something from me, my lady,” His Grace said. “I can tell. It seeps from your very bones. It pervades the very air around you. There is a need in you and I fear I am insufficient for it.”
 
   “Are you a cold man, Your Grace?”
 
   “You know the answer to that,” he said stiffly.
 
   “Perhaps I wish for you to thaw a little, Your Grace,” Abbie said shyly, lowering her eyes.
 
   “And how does one thaw?” His Grace said. “I serve the King, and the service of the King is a hot pursuit, I am afraid. Death, adventure, heartache, loss—loss most of all. France has been terrible to me. But all I do is in service of the King.”
 
   “Even marrying me, Your Grace?”
 
   He looked into her eyes; his expression was hard. “Yes, my lady,” he said slowly. “But perhaps I should explain why I chose you, and not another lady? Would that help?”
 
   Abbie shrugged. “It may.”
 
   His Grace nodded. “Very well,” he said. “I saw you and your family once before. It was four years ago, in London. You were with your father.”
 
   “I do not recall seeing you, Your Grace!” Abbie exclaimed. I think I would remember.
 
   “No, my lady,” His Grace said hurriedly. “You did not see me, but I saw you. I was in a hansom, on my way to Buckingham, when I passed you and your family. Your mother was in a frightful mood. She was pointing her finger at your father and I remember thinking, I pity the man!” Abbie smiled; Mother could be a fiery vixen if riled. “And then my eyes turned to you. I asked my companion, who was a minor lord, if he knew you. Yes, he said, you were Miss Abbie Bain, of Somerset. You must have been one-and-seven then; and you were the most beautiful creature I had ever seen.” His words were flattering, lovely, but his tone hadn’t changed. It was still the same matter-of-fact tone. He was not serenading her, or even making love to her. He was merely stating the truth as he saw it. “When the King came to me and told me I must take a wife, I knew it had to be you. I made a point of finding out if you were married, and when I discovered that you were not, I made a point of making you my wife.”
 
   “But, Your Grace,” Abbie said, struggling to take it all in. That had been a frantic day in London: visiting with Father’s old friends, only weeks before he became a full-time degenerate. “But,” she went on, “why have you waited until now to tell me? Why not share this with me before now, Your Grace?”
 
   “I did not want us to be close,” His Grace said starkly. “I did not want to be close with my wife. But now I have been banished here—for eight months. Perhaps it will make it easier having me about the place if you know why I chose you over richer, nobler ladies.”
 
   “Does it not embarrass you, Your Grace?”
 
   “Does what not embarrass me, my lady?”
 
   “Stooping so low.”
 
   “Stooping?” His Grace almost smiled. “I am not stooping. Once you have experience war, the very idea of stooping is ludicrous. Abbie—”
 
   Her Christian name hung in the air. Suddenly the atmosphere was intense and serious. Abbie looked up into his eyes. She struggled not to bite her lip. He really was very handsome. He clenched his strong jaw and went on: “Abbie, please, I want you to be happy. I do not wish to be seen as a brute by you, by my wife.”
 
   “Then why, Your Grace,” Abbie said, but her voice faltered. “Then why—on our wedding night—did you—”
 
   “I do not wish to speak of that,” His Grace said. “I do not wish to speak of matters like that.”
 
   Abbie stared at the ground and nodded submission. They walked back toward the lawn arm-in-arm. Abbie had never felt so close yet so far from somebody in her life. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   May turned to June, and June to July, and as the weather grew hotter. His Grace stayed cool. They walked the grounds together and broke their fast together each day, but the gap between them only seemed to grow wider. He never slept in the same bed as her, and rarely visited her in her bedchambers. When he did, he stayed clear of the bed. Abbie began to think sordid, dirty, treacherous thoughts, thoughts unfit for a lady. She began to imagine what it would be like for him to sneak into her bedroom one night in the dark, and then—
 
   But she would break the thoughts off, for they were not worthy. His Grace was her master, and she would serve him in any way he saw fit, even if that meant not serving him in one particular way. One day, in the middle of June, His Grace announced that he wanted to take her into the country for a picnic. It was just to be him and her (and the footmen and carriage-driver, of course). Abbie readied by dressing herself in one of the gorgeous dresses His Grace had moved into the large wardrobe upon their marriage.
 
   “Do not push him, dear,” Mother said. “Do not push him. He has invited you into the country. That is enough for now.”
 
   “Yes, Mother,” Abbie said, as the maidservant combed her hair. 
 
   His Grace lifted her into the carriage and climbed in after her. He looked straight ahead, almost past her, through her, and Abbie felt her heart slump. But then – with a physical struggle – he turned his head and regarded her. “You look—lovely,” he said, in his stilted way. 
 
   “Thank you, Your Grace.”
 
   “—Zack. You are my wife. It is only fitting you use my Christian name.”
 
   “Thank you—Zack.”
 
   It was the first time she had used his Christian name. It sounded strange on her tongue. 
 
   They stopped at the edge of a lake. A table and chairs were swiftly laid out for them, and they had a luncheon of fresh fruit, bread, and meat. When they were done eating – mainly in silence, with a few inconsequential remarks about the beauty of the surroundings – His Grace took her arm and led her around the lake. The footmen and the carriage-driver waited patiently, almost statue-still, at the picnic site.
 
   “Is this the sort of thing one does to win a lady’s heart?” His Grace – Zack – said in his monotone voice. “I must admit, I am woefully unpracticed.”
 
   Sometimes Zack would seem like a cold, stern, unloving man; other times he would seem like a shy, young boy. “I believe this is the sort of thing one does, yes,” Abbie said, smiling warmly up at him.
 
   He met her eye and then looked away quickly. “Why do you do that?” Abbie said.
 
   “I am sorry?”
 
   “Why do you look upon me and then look away so swiftly? Do I frighten you?”
 
   “Yes—you do,” he said. “You frighten me very much. You are very beautiful.”
 
   “And it frightens you.”
 
   “You make me scared of myself, my lady, Abbie. You make me feel things one has only heard about.”
 
   Abbie knew she risked appearing too forward, but she was intensely curious and they were alone. “What things, Your Grace?”
 
   “Bodily things,” Zack murmured. “When I look upon you, impure thoughts enter my mind, thoughts that are unworthy of your beauty. I—I have very strong bodily feelings for you, Abbie.”
 
   “And yet you stifle them?”
 
   “Yes,” he said plainly. “I stifle all feelings these days. It makes living easier.”
 
   “Perhaps you should kiss me!” Abbie cried, and immediately regretted it.
 
   Jezebel! she chastised herself. Harlot! What sort of lady are you, to say such a thing? If Mother knew, she would disown you! You are lucky if His Grace does not cast you aside for your forwardness.
 
   But Zack only looked down upon her. Sun reflected off the lake, the rays dancing upon the surface. “Would you like that?” he said, licking his lips quickly. 
 
   “Yes, yes, I think I would.”
 
   “We have not kissed since our wedding night,” he said.
 
   “No, we have not.”
 
   “But if I kiss you, my lady, I may want…other things.”
 
   Abbie’s heart began to race. Suddenly she felt as though she were not beside a lake with her husband, but beside a lake with a strange, dangerous man. She closed her eyes; and when she opened them again His Grace was looking at her with an intense expression, like an eagle sighting its prey in the shrubbery, preparing to dive. When he looked at her like that, her skin pricked. 
 
   “I am afraid I am awkward,” His Grace said. “Can you forgive me, my lady?”
 
   “I can,” Abbie said. 
 
   “I want to kiss you,” he said.
 
   “Kiss me, then,” Abbie said wildly.
 
   Zack lifted his hands to her face and stroke her cheek. “Your skin is so smooth and soft,” he said. He stroked her cheek and then moved his hand around to her hair, mussing it. He leaned down to her and placed his lips upon hers. Almost immediately, an animal was unleashed within them both. Abbie breathed heavily and opened her mouth willingly when His Grace pushed his tongue into her.
 
   Their lips and their tongues danced, pulsating with pleasure, and this his hand moved dangerously close to her breast, moving over her bodice. Her nipples hardened and tingled with pleasure. She knew this was a scandalous thing they were doing: kissing in the open like this. But in this moment she did not care. All that existed for her was His Grace’s lips and his hands upon her dress, squeezing her breasts through the fabric.
 
   “I have been thinking of late,” he said, breaking off the kiss.
 
   “Your Grace?”
 
   “I did not want a child when I first married you,” he said. “That is why—but I have been thinking. A Duke ought to have an heir, don’t you think, my lady?”
 
   “Yes,” she agreed instantly.
 
   He looked up and down her body with improper and dangerous lust. “Perhaps one touch, here, where nobody can see?”
 
   He reached forward and touched her leg through her dress. Abbie knew she should not allow it, not allow even her husband to touch her like that, here. But she couldn’t stop him. He was too strong and his touch was too full of pleasure. He moved his hand up her leg and moved his fingers up and down on her womanhood through the fabric of the dress. Abbie bit her lip as pleasure moved through her: pent-up pleasure that had been building for months. His Grace rubbed faster and looked into her face with fascination as she bit her lip and craned her neck.
 
   “It truly feels that good?” he said.
 
   “Yes,” Abbie moaned. “I feel incredible when you touch me like that.”
 
   “What if I went further down?” His Grace said, looking around like a naughty boy. He bent down and put his hand under her dress. He moved his hand up her leg and under her undergarments until his hand rested upon her womanhood with nothing in between. He rubbed her there, bare, nothing between his fingertips and the sweet spot upon her womanhood. “How does that feel, my lady?” he said, constantly searching the woods, constantly making sure that no one would catch them in this scandalous act. 
 
   “Amazing,” Abbie breathed, unable to focus as pleasure coursed through her. “Amazing,” she repeated. 
 
   He nodded, and rubbed her quicker and quicker, over and over, and Abbie had to bite down to stop from screaming. He rubbed her so hard that pleasure came, a huge pleasure, a pleasure she had not felt before, even on their wedding night. It washed over her and now she did moan out, before His Grace clamped a hand over her mouth.
 
   When it was done, His Grace removed his hand. “I am glad,” he said, “that you enjoyed it.”
 
   “I want to give you pleasure, Your Grace—Zack,” Abbie said. 
 
   “Tonight,” His Grace said. “Tonight. Wait for me.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Abbie was barely able to contain her excitement when she went to bed that night. Usually she lay awake thinking of her husband. And tonight he was actually coming to her. She knew what they had done near the lake was unorthodox (to put it euphemistically) and she knew that if Mother were to find out she would scream in outrage. But she didn’t care right now. Right now, all she cared about was waiting for His Grace to visit her bedchambers. She kept seeing his face in her mind’s eye, the boyish fascination that had filled it when he touched her, as though he never knew a woman could respond to a man in such a way. 
 
   Every noise outside her bedchambers was attributed to her husband. When the floorboards creaked - perhaps a skulking servant – she sat up in anticipation, only to fall down disappointedly when he did not come in. She thought over the past months with a sense that she had greatly missed out, that she had no lived life to its fullest possibilities. She and her husband could have shared so much pleasure, if he had been here, if he had shown her any attention.
 
   But tonight!
 
   Tonight is the night, she thought, her heart racing in her chest. Tonight is the night.
 
   She waited for two hours, the moon a solid blue orb framed in her window, and then her door creaked open. She sat up, mouth open, panting. She felt as though she had been standing on a precipice, and now she was tumbling over. His Grace’s form was outlined in shadow: wreathed in shadow. She felt conspiratorial and naughty. 
 
   “Abbie,” Zack said. “Abbie, I cannot see a thing. Where are you?”
 
   “Here, Your Grace,” Abbie said. “I am here.”
 
   He fumbled his way to the bed and sat at the end of it. “I want to touch you again,” he said openly, his voice inflectionless. “I want to touch you; and I want you to touch me.”
 
   Abbie’s mouth went dry when he said that. He was speaking slowly and carefully, as though he weighed each word before he spoke it. “We haven’t made love since—that night,” Abbie faltered. 
 
   “Shall I come to you?” 
 
   “Yes, if you like.”
 
   He moved up the bed until he was sitting over her. She lay back and stared up at him, his features only delineated by the faintest outline of shadow. He reached down and touched her face. “My lady,” he said. “Would you—it may sound strange—but would you suck my finger?”
 
   For some reason unknown even to herself, this request sent shivers of pleasure through Abbie. She reached up and found his hand. His forefinger was erect. She guided it to her mouth and sucked the end of it, and then sucked it deeper and deeper, sucking it all. He moved his finger in and out of her mouth as she sucked it, and his eyes were two wide-open orbs in the darkness, moonlike orbs. “Oh, my lady,” he moaned. “Yes, yes…”
 
   As she suckled his finger, he reached down and rubbed her womanhood. He pulled off her nightclothes, tearing them. She didn’t care. She kicked away the torn remnants so she was naked beneath the sheets. His hand searched, and then found her hole. He touched it, tentatively at first, and then pushed his finger inside of her. She almost bit the finger that was in his mouth when he did that. Her womanhood opened for him and he massaged her insides, going deep and touching a white-hot spot of pleasure. She moaned and sucked at the same time.
 
   Then he touched her hand. “May I?” he said.
 
   She nodded as she sucked. 
 
   He guided her hand to his manhood, which was hard beneath his breeches. “Wait a moment,” he said, and stood. He took off his clothes: first his shirt, and then his breeches. His manhood was huge and hard, standing straight up, like a solider at attention. He sat back down and pushed his finger inside of her once more. Then he took her hand and placed it upon his manhood. She grabbed it hard, and then rubbed it up and down. He moaned as she moaned; and they hung like that for a few minutes, lost in mutual pleasure.
 
   Then he climbed on the bed and kissed her just behind the ear. “I wish to be inside of you, my lady,” he said, in his stilted, short way. 
 
   “I wish it, too, Your Grace,” she replied. “Zack, I wish it too!”
 
   He leaned over her, and their nakedness brushed: her breasts, nipples hard, touching his hard-muscled chest. He reached down and touched her womanhood, and then touched his manhood and guided himself. She reached down and assisted him, and then the tip of his manhood pressed against her hole, and he pushed. She was very wet, and she opened for him easily. Pleasure filled her at once, and he pushed his manhood deep inside of her, to the hot, pleasure-filled spot.
 
   “Oh,” he moaned, pushing deeper. “Oh, my lady.”
 
   “Your Grace,” Abbie returned, lifting her legs and pushing down on his manhood, pushing with the motion of his thrusts.
 
   Although it wasn’t, it felt like they were making love for the first time. But there was none of the pain that came with the deflowering: none of the pain and none of the blood. There was only pleasure as his huge manhood entered her. He gripped the pillows and thrust into her quicker and quicker, pushing deep inside of her. 
 
   Abbie buried her face in his neck and stifled her moans in his skin. “My lady,” he moaned, as his manhood moved quicker and quicker inside of her. The Pleasure was building, as it had near the lake, but this was a deeper, more intense Pleasure. Her womanhood went positively tight around him. 
 
   “Is it happening?” he moaned.
 
   “Yes, yes, yes!” she cried.
 
   “Shall I keep doing this?”
 
   “Oh, yes!”
 
   He thrust into her as he had been, and the pleasure came. It wrestled her entire body into submission, and her womanhood poured its wetness onto his manhood. His Grace was moaning louder now, and he thrust into her once more, and then he was moaning too. Abbie knew that he had spilled his seed—inside of her.
 
   When they were done, and the sheets were wet with sweat and love, they lay side by side. She rested her head on his chest, and his hand came to rest somewhat awkwardly but kindly upon her shoulder. “That was incredible, my lady,” he said, his voice full of surprise. “I never knew—pleasure could be so, hmm, pleasurable.”
 
   Abbie smiled. “Neither did I, Zack,” Abbie said, her eyes closing lazily. “Neither did I.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The bump protruded from Abbie’s dress. She looked down at it fondly and wondered if it was a boy or a girl that grew inside her. Zack walked behind her and placed his hands upon her belly. It had been six months since that day near the lake. It was impossible to know if the baby had been conceived on that night, but Abbie like to think he or she was. Zack was still awkward, and at times cold, and at times distant, but there had developed a bond between them that oftentimes – if not always – transcended his troubled past. He had revealed two months after the lake that it was the war that caused him to sleep alone.
 
   “I served my King,” he said, “but it came at a price. I wake at night in a cold sweat, and I see the faces of the dead peering out at me. All of the dead. Not just our soldiers. But theirs, too. All of them, staring at me. And I roll over and bury my head in my pillow and pretend that none of it happened.” He shivered, but his voice did not change. It was cold, and hard, and ready to deal with the madness of life. “If you like – if you think you can handle it, my lady – we could share a bedchamber. For a night or two. As a sort of experiment.”
 
   She had agreed, and now when night terrors took him, she led him through their home to the library. She read to him from great tomes of Homer, translating quite skillfully for an amateur, and he commented, almost with warmth, upon her skills. His Grace was never quite warm to her, but she came to understand that. And when they were in each other’s arms, in deep night, there was nothing better. They frequently lost themselves in each other: in each other’s bodies. They frequently left this realm and ascended to another. 
 
   Abbie rubbed her belly, coming back to the present. This baby, she knew, was the first of many. And it filled her with joy. Zack moved his hand over the bump. “My son is restless,” he said.
 
   “She is,” Abbie said.
 
   (It was a game they played, dueling with the sex of the baby.)
 
   Mother emerged onto the porch, looking older in skin and body but younger in spirit. She seated herself in the chair and wrapped a blanket around her. “The chill is returning,” she said. “And yet I like to sit out here. I do not think I have many winters left.”
 
   “Mother, do not be morbid,” Abbie said. “Life is not as terrible as you make it.”
 
   Mother smiled. It was warm and genuine and shocking to see on her face, which for years had been locked in a rictus look of despair. “I suppose you are right, dear daughter,” she said. “But habits accumulated over years of sadness and hardship are hard to lose.”
 
   “She speaks the truth,” Zack muttered.
 
   “I fear you have only emerged to spectate, Mother,” Abbie said, with a smile. “You wish to see Lady Ollivander made a fool of for sport. But I will not do it. We were friends, once.”
 
   “She is a frightful woman,” Zack said matter-of-factly. “I do not know what inspired to you invite her into our home.”
 
   “As somebody who has benefited from a second chance, I cannot help but believe in them, Your Grace.”
 
   Zack smiled and took his hand from her stomach as the footman approached the door. “Lord and Lady Ollivander has arrived, Your Grace, my ladies.” He bowed his head, awaiting instruction.
 
   “Invite her in, Sebastian,” Zack said.
 
   “The show begins,” Mother murmured under her breath.
 
   “Mother!” Abbie cried.
 
   The baby kicked its little legs within her. Abbie bit back a squeal of excitement.
 
   Lady Ollivander and her father merged onto the porch. Her father wore an expression of the profoundest deference, and Carol stared at the ground as though Abbie were a queen. “Carol,” Abbie said, remembering their last meeting, when she had corrected her. Now, Carol took the use of her Christian name without a word.
 
   “Your Grace,” Lord Ollivander said, and then turned to Abbie and repeated: “Your Grace.” He nodded to Mother. “My lady.”
 
   Carol did the same, curtseying deeply. 
 
   Abbie took this as gallantly as she could. “Carol,” she said. “Do you remember the day we built a daisy chain so long we wrapped it around my father twice-over when he was napping by the fire? He awoke and looked down and how shocked he was! Do you remember?”
 
   Carol looked into her face, and Lord Ollivander let a small smile play about his lips – he was also there that day – and then Carol smiled. Abbie could see it in her face: she knew she was getting a second chance.
 
   Zack leaned in and whispered, just loud enough for her to here. “You are quite graceful, my sweet Duchess.”
 
   “I am as graceful as you are brave, my love.”
 
   She wanted to kiss him then, to kiss him fully upon the lips, but there was company.
 
   The pleasure would have to wait until later.
 
    
 
   
  
 

A Dangerous Reunion
 
   I cannot marry you, for my heart belongs to another.
 
   Lady Ruth Eyre knew these words were going to be monstrously hard to speak, and yet she knew with the same sure conviction that they had to be spoken. The war in France had been dreadful (or so she had heard) and there had been many horrors committed and lives taken. But now it was over and the order of things was restored, and His Grace had returned to England.
 
   I am sorry, Lord Charles Stone, she thought, as she gazed at herself in the looking-glass. She did not look like a lady who would break a heart. She had a kind, open face with soft features and bright blue eyes. Her skin was pale and her hands, as she brought them to her eyes, were small and childlike. And yet the soft exterior hid a hardness that had moved through her for seven longs years, even since His Grace, her love, had gone to France. Luke Orr – now Brigadier Luke Orr – Duke of Stunton, had returned to England.
 
   Lady and Lord Eyre had begun to lose hope for Ruth when she reached six-and-twenty. They had ceased to look at her with the same hopefulness with which they’d looked at her older sisters before they were married. Then Lord Charles Stone – a man quite beneath them socially and economically – had the gall to visit them time and time again to court her, and Father had done nothing about it. She could see the reservation in their faces, the looks that said that she had to marry somebody before she became old. 
 
   Ruth sighed. “Charles, I cannot marry you,” she said, practicing in the mirror.
 
   Oh, how full of rage Father would be!
 
   She retrieved the letter from the drawer and gazed down at it. It was worded perfectly, innocuously, as though it was a run-of-the-mill invitation from a Duke returning to England after a long, bloody time. But the words sang out in Ruth’s mind.
 
    
 
   Dear Lord Eyre,
 
    
 
   I cordially invite you and your family to a ball at Brook Castle. As you know I have been away and I would like to reacquaint myself with the ebb and flow of social life. The Eyres have always been kind friends to me and it would gladden me greatly if you would attend.
 
    
 
   Yours sincerely,
 
    
 
   Brigadier Luke Orr, Duke of Stunton.
 
    
 
   “Luke,” Ruth whispered.
 
   Her mind was thrown backwards then, backwards seven years, when she was a girl of one-and-nine, a girl full of hope and naivety: a girl who still believed in fairytales. She and His Grace had been dancing close together. It was their third dance of the evening and they were by far the most graceful couple upon the floor. “You move well, my lady,” he had said, looking down at her with his hard, sharp features. “It is an honor to dance with you.”
 
   “As it is to dance with you, Your Grace.”
 
   “Use my Christian name,” he had said casually. 
 
   “Luke?”
 
   He smiled. “Does it scare you, to speak my name?”
 
   “It makes me feel awfully close to you.”
 
   “That was my intention.”
 
   After that, His Grace had visited them in Somerset once, under the pretense of some business deal or other with Father. But after the men had discussed their business, the Eyres and His Grace had walked around the grounds, and His Grace had fallen back and walked level with her. “I wished to see you again,” he said plainly. Ruth’s heart had pounded frantically in her chest. But she contrived to keep her expression impassive, her gait smooth, her behavior unimpeachable. 
 
   If one were to gaze upon the two of them, one could reasonably assume that they were discussing the weather. “I have dreamt about you, my lady,” His Grace went on. “In my dream we broke our fast together in my home, and you smiled at me and I smiled at you. We said nothing, and after a while we watched a solitary beam of sunlight track its course across the table. You find it quaint.”
 
   “It is quaint but lovely,” Ruth had said carefully.
 
   “My lady, my I kiss your hand?”
 
   The request had come like a scream from the dark. Father and Mother were just ahead, but they were tied in conversation and their eyes were trained firmly ahead of them. Ruth looked at His Grace and saw that he was in earnest. “I do not know—” She faltered. “What a request!”
 
   “Is it monstrous of me?”
 
   “Yes, but I will grant it.”
 
   Ruth raised her hand. His Grace raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Would you remove the glove?”
 
   Ruth’s hands were shaking as she pulled the glove free. Mother and Father had stopped at the edge of a pond and were watching the ducks. Mother loved to watch the ducks and Father said there was something peaceful and life-assuring in it. Ruth slowly and carefully removed her glove, revealing her skin, and raised her hand. His Grace leaned down and placed a warm kiss upon her hand, and then another at the end of her middle finger. Warmth moved through Ruth, awarmth that came with doing something illicit and quite improper. She swiftly put her glove back on. Almost at the same time, Father turned.
 
   He smiled; His Grace was standing a number of feet away from her.
 
   “Come and look,” he smiled. “The ducks are quite lively.”
 
   That was the last time they had met. Then he had left for France. Ruth had discovered it through her Father, who had heard about it through the usual gossip-streams of high society. “His Grace, Duke Orr, I hear he has gone to France.”
 
   “What a brave man!” Mother cried. And then, turning to her daughter: “Ruthie, are you quite alright?”
 
   “Yes, Mother,” Ruth said, her voice low and gruff. “I am—tired.”
 
   A knock at the door brought Ruth back to the present. “Yes?” she said, standing.
 
   Mother entered. “Are you ready to leave for the ball?” she said.
 
   “Yes, Mother,” she said. 
 
   “It is such a shame that Charles cannot be there.”
 
   “Yes, Mother,” Ruth agreed.
 
   “But soon you will be married!”
 
   “Mother, no official proposal has been made.” Thank Lord! “We should not presume things like that.”
 
   “Oh, gosh.” Mother waved a hand. “At my age, one must presume to save one’s time. We haven’t got the time to wait.”
 
   Ruth followed her mother from the bedroom, through the house, and outside to the carriage.
 
   I am coming, Your Grace.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   His Grace was a tall, muscular man with an overall look of solidity. When he moved, it was with a quiet power. He was not bullish or bullying, but people moved out of his way. He looked out of earth-brown eyes with a tiredness that pronounced the world eager but ultimately lacking. His square jaw was clean shaven and his features were rock-like. The last time Ruth had seen him, he did not have the scar on his face; it was a long scar that ran from his forehead, across his left eye, and down his cheek. She gasped when she saw it, and then immediately recovered herself. It wasn’t that the scar was ghastly. It wasn’t. It was just that she had been so sure the same man would return that it shook her convictions.
 
   His Grace’s sight rested upon her when she, Mother, and Father entered the ballroom. A footman brought family cups of wine and Ruth was dragged into a group of Goodfellows and Appleyards and Chellenhams and Elwoods. The conversation washed over her with an unreal quality, as though the words were coming from a great distant. Past the head of Lord Appleyard she continually spied His Grace, moving between groups, contriving to get closer and closer to their group, but constantly accosted by smaller huddles of Lords and Ladies. Finally, he was able to navigate the fray and stopped at the edge of their group.
 
   There was a general murmur of Your Grace. Mother and Ruth curtseyed. Father bowed and extemporized briefly on the wonderfulness of the party. His Grace was polite and thanked Father sincerely. With a boldness that Ruth would never forget, he walked around Father and stood directly before Ruth. She could not help but trace the scar with her eyes. It was pink and raw-looking, as though it was only a few months old. His face creased when he realized what she was looking at. The entire group had turned expectantly.
 
   “A Frenchman misplaced his knife,” His Grace said, with a smooth smile. “As a sort of joke I hid it in my face.”
 
   The men laughed raucously at that. The Ladies gasped with astonishment and pleasurable outrage. “My lady,” His Grace said. “Would you honor me with a dance?”
 
   Ruth looked to Mother, who gave the slightest of nods. “It would be my pleasure,” she said.
 
   She followed His Grace to the floor, feeling as though she was following him into the past.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   A dance at a ball was a sort of refuge of conversation, somebody had said to Ruth when she was very young. Away from the general throng of Lords and Ladies, there was the almighty Dance, where a man and a woman were alone but for the steps and the music, where whispered words could be exchanged. His Grace led her with practiced steps and Ruth fell easily back into the routine of dancing with him. 
 
   “Does the scar frighten you?” he said, a note of anxiety in his voice.
 
   “Not at all, Your Grace,” Ruth said honestly.
 
   “Luke, my lady—call me Luke.”
 
   “Yes—Luke.” Ruth lowered her voice on the second syllable, as though it was magic word. 
 
   They danced in silence for a half-minute and then His Grace said, quietly and conspiratorially: “You cannot imagine how I feel seeing you again. Leaving for France was the most monstrous thing I have had to do. It was ghastly. But it had to be done. The King needed a man to inspire the soldiers, and it seems I was that man. But, my lady, oh, if only you could see into my mind’s eye. I was covered in mud one day – mud and blood. Am I frightening you? Must I stop?”
 
   “No!” Ruth said quickly. She was interested, enthralled.
 
   “It was after a battle on the outskirts of a village I forget the name of. There had been many deaths and lots of the men were ready to give in right then. They wanted nothing more to do with battle and I couldn’t blame them. They sat around in a huddle and I sat a little further off. I was ready to give in – we hadn’t won yet – and I feared they might turn on me. There was an atmosphere of danger in the air, like at any moment the world could snap.” He spun her around and they commenced more complex steps. “And then, from the village, a woman came.  The battle had started early – an ambush – and the sun was just rising behind the village. She was framed in sunlight and I could not discern the particulars. And for a few glorious moments I thought she was you. Oh, how my heart soared! I even rose to my feet and began jogging toward you, arms outstretched, and then my eyes focused and I saw it was not you. It was just a woman from the village who had come to talk to one of the men. I believe they had been having an affair.”
 
   Suddenly, without her consultation, Ruth’s feet stopped moving. The dance was over. 
 
   “But for a wonderful moment, you were with me,” His Grace whispered fiercely. “And things were as they should be. You have not forgotten me?”
 
   “No, but there is something you must—”
 
   Mother touched her elbow. “Daughter, look who it is!”
 
   Ruth was almost dragged into another group of smiling Lords and Ladies, one of whom was a girl Ruth had played with as a girl. She was married now. All of her childhood friends were. She was the embarrassment.
 
   She was the anomaly.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   It was some time before His Grace came over to where Ruth stood and asked for another dance. Ladies cast her suspicious glances, and Mother’s head snapped around with surprise, before she regained her composure. But was she going to refuse a Duke? His Grace led her once again to the floor. He led her around the floor with fluid steps and once again the two of them became segregated from the rest of the ball. It was just the two of them, alone upon the floor, alone in the universe.
 
   “You were going to tell me something,” His Grace said.
 
   “Yes,” Ruth muttered. “I fear it will not make you happy.”
 
   “My lady?”
 
   “I am being courted by a man,” Ruth said, unable to hide the tremor in her voice. “Oh, Luke, I do not love him! I really rather despise him!” It was the first time she had voiced her real feelings for Charles to anybody but herself. “He is a brutal man. He makes cruel, salacious, scandalous comments. He asked me if I had ever been to a brothel!” Ruth wished she could forget that, but she had remembered it vividly. Mother and Father had been duped by Charles; they let him escort her alone around the gardens. He had smiled at her with a sickening glint of hunger in his eyes when he asked the reprehensible question.
 
   “Who is he?” His Grace asked; his voice suddenly mechanical.
 
   “Charles Stone. Lord Charles Stone.”
 
   His Grace bit his lip, and then nodded. “He is the son of Reese Stone, the silkman?”
 
   “That is him.”
 
   “He is beneath you, my lady,” His Grace said in confusion. “What would possess your parents to allow him to court you?”
 
   “I am six-and-twenty,” Ruth said. “I see it in their eyes, Luke. They are beginning to lose hope. They think I will become like Father’s auntie – God bless her – who never married and was quite miserable for it.”
 
   “They do not know you already love another!” His Grace said fiercely. His Grace had always been a passionate man. One spark could ignite the fire in him. But Ruth sensed a new intensity of passion with him, as though he had been boiled somehow, or was on the cusp of exploding. He looked into her eyes, and the earth-brown seemed to bury her. I will have you, those eyes said. You are already mine. This man is nothing. “Has a proposal been made?” His Grace said. “Did your parents give permission?”
 
   “No proposal has been made.”
 
   (And the steps continue; and the footmen circulate; and the groups of Lords and Ladies titter and gossip.)
 
   His Grace let out a sigh. “Then nothing is official,” he said. “That is something, at least. You must end it, my lady. You must end it with this man. I am going to contrive a reason to come to Wells in May. That gives you one month to end it with this man. Please, find a way. For us.”
 
   The dance ended, and once again Ruth was swept into the tumult of titters and gossip.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
    
 
   A week after the ball, Lord Charles Stone wrote that he would be in town the following day, and would like to meet with Ruth. Ruth detested the way in which he presented himself in his letters. In them he was always polite and courteous and honorable. But when she was alone with him, she felt as though worms were crawling down her back. Once, he had even feigned falling as an excuse to touch her upper leg. “Clumsy,” he said, in his thick-voiced slur, and gave her leg a squeeze.
 
   Ruth knew she should just tell Mother about his conduct, but Mother seemed so excited that Ruth had finally found somebody to marry her that she didn’t have the heart. She knew that Mother was wrong – that her excitement was based upon a lie – but looking into her wrinkled face, so bright it was almost youthful, she just couldn’t.
 
   Before she knew it – before she was ready – Charles Stone had arrived. He emerged into the drawing room behind the footman with his usual arrogant sneer. But when he turned to Mother his features softened and he appeared respectable and thankful. He was a portly man, a man of ill restraint. His belly was large under his jacket and strained the buttons. The tail did not reach his thighs, obstructed by his rump. His britches always seemed on the verge of bursting open. He wore a thick, slug-like moustache and his eyebrows joined in the middle, creating a unibrow. Once again Ruth could not see why Mother had agreed to this man entering their home, even if he had money.
 
   “May I take—”
 
   And of course Mother with agree.
 
   She did, and Ruth and Charles walked the grounds together, unescorted. Scandal! He didn’t say anything for a long time, and then he stopped near a tree and leered at her, looking plainly over her body. “You look good,” he said bluntly. “May I touch you?”
 
   The worms started down her back again, and she shivered. “My lord, I really wish you would not say things like that.” Her voice was cold and calm. She would not allow a hint of outrage or emotion. She would not act in his play.
 
   “But, Ruth,” he said. (She had never given him permission to use her name.) “But, Ruth,” he went on. “I just want one touch you. Can you deny your future husband that? Oh, yes, I mean to ask your Father today! I believe he will say yes! Tut-tut, six-and-twenty and unmarried! What a prize!”
 
   “I will not marry you,” Ruth blurted, standing with a straighter back. “You are a salacious, sickening man.”
 
   “Yes,” he said, without the least hint of embarrassment. “And soon this salacious, sickening man will be your husband.”
 
   When he grinned he looked like a gargoyle; a sadistic one at that. Ruth had to fight an urge to retreat from him. “I will not marry you,” she repeated, with more firmness in her voice. “I will not subject myself to a lifetime of misery like so many women have endured at the hands of men like you. I weep for my fallen sisters, but I will not become one.”
 
   He regarded her with detached curiosity, like a student of the natural arts regarding a new species of flower for the first time. He tilted his head, and the fat on the side of his neck rolled into thick layers, each marked by a flapping of skin and fat. “What other choice do you have?” he said, the tip of his tongue showing between his gummy lips. “What choice do you have?” he repeated, though this time as though consulting with himself. “You are becoming old. You are a burthen upon your parents, and I fear for you that you shall not like how their behavior will shift if you refuse me. Plus, it is not your decision. It is your father’s.”
 
   “If you ask him,” Ruth said slowly, gauging the man her eyes, “I will tell him the full account of your inappropriate behavior. I will inform him of your comment concerning brothels, and the improper conduct you have displayed in my presence time and time again. The whole realm already sees you as an upstart, sir. Would you have Lord Eyre think the same?”
 
   “Upstart,” he mused. “Yes, I suppose I am. My father was a dealer in silk. We have not sigil, and our ancestry does not stretch back to King Arthur, like the oh-so-noble Eyres. But you have to know, my dear Ruthie, that a woman is often assumed to be complicit in such relations. I believe that is why you have not informed him so far.”
 
   “You are correct,” Ruth said, her voice still emotionless. “Yes, sir, you are correct. But if that is the price I must pay for de-masking you, then so be it. If my honor must be called into question to destroy yours, then I shall lay my head upon the block.”
 
   “You are feisty!” he exclaimed, clapping meaty hands together. Squelch-squelch-squelch. “I do believe I will have some fun with you on our wedding night—”
 
   “What is the meaning of this?” 
 
   The voice was instantly recognizable to Ruth, and yet it seemed impossible. His Grace was early. All the same, he emerged from behind a nearby tree. He wore his military jacket and britches, with knee-high boots that accentuated his muscled legs. “What is the meaning of this, silkman?” His Grace barked.
 
   “Who’s this brave chap?” Charles said, turning carelessly to His Grace.
 
   “He is the Duke of Stunton, a Brigadier and a veteran of France,” Ruth said, trying to keep a smile from her lips as His Grace walked boldly up to them. 
 
   Charles’ face changed immediately. He stared at his feet. Red bloomed in his cheeks and he fumbled at his collar. “Your Grace,” he said, his voice tight with barely-restrained anger. “I—I did not see you there, Your Grace.”
 
   “That is because I concealed myself,” His Grace said easily. He moved boldly between Ruth and Charles, and stared openly at the man. “I heard some frightful things,” he went on. “But I am not easily shocked. I suggest you take the lady’s advice, and scuttle back to the hole in which you dwell. On the border, isn’t it? Almost in Scotland? Yes, yes,” His Grace waved a hand, “I know where you reside.”
 
   “Are you threatening me, Your Grace?” Charles breathed.
 
   “Threatening you?” His Grace said, feigning shock by putting his face to his mouth. “Oh, no, my dear fellow. In France we learnt many things. Chiefly, we learn that threats are naught by courtroom baubles, and duels a joke. No, I would not threaten you for bothering my lady. I would simply end you.” He spoke in calm, measured tones. But Ruth could tell he was angry: even angrier than when he discovered he had to go to France and leave her, all those years ago. “Do you understand?”
 
   Charles didn’t say anything for a long time. A rabbit hopped by the scene, looked at them quizzically, and then hopped on its way. A wind blew from the south, disturbing the greening leaves. At length, he spoke: “I understand, Your Grace.”
 
   “Then I suggest you leave,” His Grace said, squaring his shoulders. 
 
   Charles looked at His Grace, and then to Ruth, and then back to His Grace. Finally, he turned and fled into the forest, away from the Eyre estate and toward Wells. 
 
   His Grace turned to Ruth. A light breeze disturbed his hair, which was short and curly and fell to just above his eyes. “My lady,” he said. “I can see that you are surprised.”
 
   “Surprised? Yes, yes, but glad, too.”
 
   “I have written to your father, but unless he has concealed the information from you – which I cannot see him doing – I must infer that the letter never reached him.”
 
   “There has been no letter that I know of,” Ruth confirmed.
 
   “Very well,” His Grace said. “I will take a room in town, and send a calling card on the morrow.”
 
   “Father and Mother will be awfully surprised!”
 
   “Do you think they will allow me to visit?”
 
   “Yes, of course, Your Grace. You are a Duke; you are above us all.”
 
   “Oh, no, Ruth,” His Grace said, and moved closer to her. “I am not above you, my lady. Never think that. I would ask to kiss you, but I see that this scene has distressed you. On the morrow, if there is a chance, may I kiss you? I know it is wrong of me to ask—”
 
   “You may,” Ruth said. A tinge of emotion touched her voice.
 
   “On the morrow, then,” His Grace said, and bowed extravagantly. 
 
   “Wait,” Ruth said, as he made to turn.
 
   “Yes, my lady?”
 
   “How did you find me?”
 
   His Grace smiled. His hard eyes softened with light for a moment. “Perhaps the Providence wishes for us to be together. I came through the war. A lark in the forest is a small thing after that.” He paused, and then added: “But a tête-à-tête with Lady Ruth Eyre is a heavenly thing, so I suppose events have a method of self-balance. On the morrow, my lady.”
 
   When Ruth returned to the house, Father asked where Lord Stone had gone. Ruth hated lying to her father, and she probably would have told the truth if it had not implicated His Grace is some minor dishonor. “He turned suddenly strange,” Ruth said. “All of a sudden, Father, he proclaimed that he must take his leave. It was rather embarrassing, really.”
 
   “How is that?” Father said, removing his pipe from his mouth.
 
   “Well—he said he had to tend to his silk.”
 
   Father rarely laughed, but a small smile lifted his lips. “Oh,” he said. “Oh, very well, then.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The next morning, just after ten o’clock, a messenger brought a calling card. Mother took it from the footman and peered at it; her lips moving slightly. The more she read, the more her expression changed from one of impassiveness to one of surprise. She turned the card over as though it might contain more pertinent information. When this didn’t work, she handed it to Father. He read it quickly and then said: “Hmm!”
 
   “What is it, Father?” Ruth said.
 
   “It’s from the Duke of Stunton,” Father said, his voice rising slightly in pitch. “He wants to come to lunch, today.”
 
   “Oh, my,” Ruth said, putting a suitable amount of surprise into her voice.
 
   Father said something else of little consequence, and Ruth’s mind was thrown back seven years, when His Grace held a party just before he left for France. He, Ruth, and Mother had walked the grounds at his invitation, and Mother had turned aside for a few moments to attend to something with her dress—a loose stich, Ruth thought. But that is not what she remembered about that day. What she remembered with a starkness and vividness that could not be matched was His Grace’s water-like movements when he reached across and touched her face. Mother was standing right there – a mere feet away – but in a crazy moment of improper indulgence he had brought her close to him and kissed her firmly upon the lips. She had closed her eyes, knowing that Mother could turn at any moment and find them. His lips were warm and her breath came quickly, and urges rose within her. And then he released her.
 
   “I must really get a new one made,” Mother commented.
 
   And then—
 
   Weeks before, when their blossoming love was fresh, she and His Grace were dancing together upon the floor. “I will ask your father for your hand within the week,” His Grace said. “I will make you my wife. You are the smartest, most astute, most respectable and endearing woman I have ever met. I truly believe our souls are matched.”
 
   The soul in question had flown, then. It had her body and flown through the clouds, light with joy. But the next day His Grace had received the news of France, and he had had to ready himself to leave England—and Ruth. There was no proposal. Neither of them wanted to be married if it meant a lifetime away from each other. Often, Ruth wished they had simply married before he left. It would have been awful, yes, but at least she could have spent the intervening years with the comfort of being his wife. 
 
   “Ruthie?” Mother said, jolting her back to the present.
 
   “Sorry, Mother,” Ruth said.
 
   “I said, His Grace will be here just after noonday. Shall we make ourselves presentable? There is also the matter of instructing the kitchen for an impromptu luncheon. These Dukes and their ways! Quite a character, is he not! Not in a bad way! Oh, no, in a very good way!”
 
   “Fought in France, you know,” Father said, as though imparting a great truth.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The calling card’s stated reason for visiting was friendly and social. His Grace was in town because, according to the calling card, he adored Wells and wished to spend some time there after the war. Ruth had never heard him speak of Wells with fondness, but Father and Mother did not know that. He stated that he would be amiss if he visited Wells and did not pay a visit to the Eyres as well. Mother and Father were very happy indeed and kept commenting upon how lovely if would be if her older brother and sisters were here for the honor.
 
   “Not that you are not enough, dearie,” Mother, in that condescending way of hers. “I simply meant that—”
 
   “You are quite enough—”
 
   “Yes, quite enough—”
 
   “A wonderful daughter—”
 
   “A treasure—”
 
   Father and Mother spoke other each other in their excitement, and then there was a knock at the door and the footman entered. “His Grace has arrived, my lord, my ladies.”
 
   “Bring him in,” Father said.
 
   Father had changed into a fine jacket and britches. Mother and Ruth were wearing their best house dresses. His Grace arrived at the door, just behind the footmen, and walked into the room of smiling faces with a smile of his own. He caught Ruth’s eye for a moment, and a connection formed, a mutual conspiracy. 
 
   He turned to Father and smiled. “I must thank you, my lord,” he said, taking the seat which the footman pulled out for him. “It is most gracious of you to allow me to visit at such short notice.”
 
   “Not at all, Your Grace,” Father said. “Not at all! We are esteemed by your presence, and thankful for the surprise. I am afraid our country life needs a bit of interruption from war heroes such as yourself.”
 
   “Oh, no, Lord Eyres,” His Grace said smoothly. “It is my life which needs interruption with lords and ladies such as yourselves.”
 
   Father inclined his head.
 
   Ruth could not stop thinking about her acquiescence to His Grace’s request. He will kiss me if he gets the chance. Oh, I do hope he gets the chance.
 
   The social niceties continued all through luncheon, and then they retired to the drawing room where His Grace and Father smoked their pipes.  His Grace kept looking at Ruth, and Ruth kept returning his gaze. She could not help but wish that they were alone, even though she knew it was an improper thought. This seven-year-old kiss kept turning over and over in her mind before she thought she couldn’t think of anything else.
 
   “I heard some troubling rumors a week ago.” His Grace said, looking out of the window at the May sunlight. “Yes, some troubling rumors indeed. There is this fellow, Charles Stone, I do not know if you know him.”What is he doing? Ruth wondered, but she wasn’t about to interrupt him. He turned to Father. “Have you heard the name?”
 
   Father nodded and a flicker of worry passed across his face. His eyebrow momentarily furrowed and creases appeared beside his lips. “Yes,” he said. “I know him. He visits us sometimes.” 
 
   “Ah,” His Grace said. “Perhaps this is information best not shared, then. I fear it will color your opinion of him. And after all, rumors are rumors, though this came from a source I trust very much—a source I cannot disclose, I am afraid.” He flashed a glance at Ruth. Yes, I am the trustworthy source! What is Lord’s name is he doing!
 
   “Oh, no,” Mother said, clearly eager. “I think it would be better for us to know if there is anything… If there is anything worthy of rumor about the man.”
 
   “Well, this man has a daughter, you see, he is a lord of noble birth but his daughter is growing older and he is keen for her to find a husband. I do not believe we can blame him for that anymore than we can blame a father who acquires for his son a situation. But that is by-the-by. This man told me that Lord Charles Stone likes to court older daughters and say frightfully improper things to them.” His Grace leaned in for dramatic effect. It worked; Mother and Father leaned in with him. “I even heard,” His Grace went on, “that he asked this young lady if she had ever been to a brothel before.”
 
   “My!” Mother cried.
 
   “Yes,” His Grace said. “He asked with a most lascivious countenance, and even tried to steal a kiss from the poor girl!”
 
   “Ruth!” Mother cried. “Is this true?”
 
   “Josephine,” Father snapped. 
 
   “Oh, His Grace must know. We have let Lord Stone court our lovely Ruthie!”
 
   “It is true, Mother,” Ruth said, admiring and despising His Grace in equal measure. “He has said inappropriate things to me on occasion.”
 
   “Why did you not tell us?” Father said.
 
   “I did not want to anger you,” Ruth said. 
 
   “Anger us?” Father said. “Oh, child, this would not anger us! We only want what is best for you.”
 
   “I know, Father,” Ruth said. “But you are ever so keen for me to find a husband, and—”
 
   “You must not blame the lady,” His Grace interrupted. I have heard that Lord Stone can be very intimidating in an intimate situation. He is also a cunning man, who will trick parents into trusting him and abuse that trust. I am sorry to be the man who must bear this bad news. I fear it has upset you.”
 
   “It is far better we know,” Mother said. “Yes, far better.”
 
   “Five-and-thirty years I have lived upon this earth, and yet the repugnance of Man still shocks me,” His Grace murmured, with genuine sincerity. “I do not wish to instruct you on how to conduct affairs concerning your daughter, but if I were a father I should rather marry my girls to pigs than to that wretched man.”
 
   Mother and Father looked at His Grace with shock, and then nodded as one. “Yes,” Mother muttered. “I suppose you are right. We were—blinded. By her age. I am sorry, Ruthie, but you are seven-and-twenty. You would be a wallflower, if our family name was not so solid.”
 
   “One of the most solid in the Kingdom,” His Grace agreed. “That is why I wish to tell you something else, now. I wish to tell you the truth.”
 
   “The truth, Your Grace?” Father said, laying his pipe aside. “The truth about what?”
 
   “I want to tell that I intended to marry your daughter, seven years ago, before I was called away to France. I want to tell you that I loved her then and that I love her now. I want to tell you that commencing an official courtship of her, with your blessing; you go a long way to healing a broken man.”
 
   Father’s mouth fell open. Mother looked at him with shock, her hand trembling upon the arm rest. Distantly, footsteps sounded in the house, as the footmen and the maidservants and the cooks shuffled about, oblivious of the drama in the drawing room. Ruth clasped her hands together in her lap and waited for somebody to speak. Rain started without: soft pattering upon the glass.
 
   “Please, then, Your Grace,” Father said, at length. “Tell us the truth.”
 
   His Grace leant forward and looked intently at Mother and Father. Ruth thought of a fireside storyteller in some primordial age, His Grace the storyteller, a prized member of an ancient village, and Mother and Father the elders, waiting for the liquid words. 
 
   “It started with a dance,” His Grace said, “and it ended with a kiss.”
 
   “A kiss!”
 
   “Oh my!”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   His Grace told it all: their first dance, their secret words, their growing love, their ironclad commitment, their secret kiss, their resolve to marry, and their final parting. Mother and Father sat in rapt attention. Father kept chewing his lip, something he never did, and Mother’s hands danced in her lap. She looked around the room every so often, as though phantoms were materializing in the walls.
 
   “All this time,” Father said, “Ruthie had the love of a Duke.”
 
   “But it is improper,” Mother said quietly. “Your conduct – excuse me, Your Grace – your conduct was quite improper. Kissing her when I was right there!”
 
   “I know,” His Grace bowed his head. “I know, my lady, my lord. I have been a rascal. If you were to throw me out of the house right now and curse me, I would not blame you. But I would ask you to listen to me first. I love your daughter. I love her very much. And I would never want to see her mistreated. Every day in France – every muddy, bloody day – I wished I could twist the heavens and reverse Time itself: that I could make it so that we were married before I left. We had the time. It could have been done. But I did not want to make a widow of your daughter. That is the truth. I see now it was a foolish one.”
 
   “You kiss her!” Mother cried.
 
   “Yes, I did,” His Grace said. “I did, my lady, and what’s worse, I am afraid I cannot apologize for it. If I had the chance, I would kiss her again. Certainly, yes, and a thousand times after that!”
 
   Ruth blushed to her ears. She had remained silent throughout this, a detached spectator to her own life. Then Mother turned to her and spread her hands to her sides: How could this happen? This is outside the realms of possibility. I do not understand how it could happen to a daughter of mine! Ruth cleared her throat. “I love him, Mother,” Ruth said, staring her mother plainly in the face. There was no going back now. They were over the precipice. They were freefalling. “You may not remember it, but when I was very young and you, Alice, Rhoda, and I were in bed together, you said to us: girls, I am lucky I found your father for I truly love him. Finding a man you truly love is a rare thing for a woman. If you find a man you love who is also of fitting social station, do not let him go. Whatever you do. You said that to us, Mother.”
 
   “I never meant this!”
 
   “I know,” Ruth said quickly. “But that is why I have resisted suitors these past seven years. I have found the man I love. It is Luke.”
 
   “Luke!” Father exclaimed.
 
   “Yes,” His Grace said. “I asked her to use my Christian name long ago.”
 
   “What now?” Mother said. “More illicit kisses, more dangerous reunions?”
 
   “No, my lady,” His Grace said. “Now your daughter and I wed.” He let the pregnant words hang in the air for a moment. Then he added: “With your permission, my lord, my lady, I would wed your daughter as soon as earthly possible. If she will have me.”
 
   “I do,” Ruth said. Father shot her a stricken look.
 
   “Your Grace, the proposal is unexpected,” Mother said, regaining some of her composure. This she understood. The underhand world of secret kisses and trysts was alien to her, but proposals and the acceptance and refusal of them – the weighing of social, economical, and personal standing – were her expertise. She took a deep breath and then forced a smile to her face. “Your Grace, if it does not seem impertinent, would you mind terribly if we took a week to discuss this proposal?”
 
   His Grace rose at once. “Of course,” he said. “It is much to ingest, I know. I will leave you now, and return in a week. I will send a card, of course.”
 
   He left the room swiftly and a half-minute later the three Eyres heard the front door’s faint thump. 
 
   As the door closed, Ruth could not help but think: But our kiss.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “You truly love him?” Mother said.
 
   It had been six days, and Mother had asked this question six-hundred times. Ruth nodded. “Yes, Mother, I truly love him.”
 
   Father blew a plume of smoke and tucked his pipe firmly between his teeth. “You know,” he said, “if this man were not a Duke this would be a scandal large enough to shame you forever. Even as it is, if he were to discard you, you would be tarnished and dishonored for life. I know there are some women in the New World - or whatever those dreadful colonists are calling their island – that would have us believe modern ideas, but my father and his father and his father were judgmental men, as are most men, and my mother and her mother and her mother were careful women for that very reason. A lady must not let her emotions rule her. The Eyre women and their tenacity. It is like Rhoda, and that frightful actor of hers!”
 
   “He is a playwright, dear,” Mother corrected quietly.
 
   “A playwright! A play-wright!”
 
   “And His Grace is a Duke,” Ruth said. “The situations are not comparable.”
 
   “No, to my knowledge Rhoda did not dishonor herself before marriage.”
 
   “Irvin!” Mother cried. “That is quite enough!”
 
   “She must marry him, of course,” Father grunted. “He is a rich man. He is a noble man. He is a smart man. He is a heroic man. He is everything a man should be. He is a man even superior to myself, and I am a pride creature.  You know this Josephine – and words like that do not come easily to me. Yes,” he sucked deeply on his pipe and blew the smoke from his nose, “she must marry him.”
 
   “Of course she must,” Mother said. “I just… It is like an adventure novel!”
 
   “Our lives, compared to that tripe!”
 
   “Oh, to be young and foolish!”
 
   “You are lucky he is a Duke!”
 
   “If he were anybody else—”
 
   “Your honor—”
 
   “A lady must be cautious—”
 
   “At least his father was not a silkman—”
 
   “And that castle, what a home—”
 
   Ruth tuned them around after a while. They were quite decided, and that was all that mattered to her. She was to be Duchess Ruth Orr of Stunton, husband to Brigadier Luke Orr, Duke of Stunton. 
 
   It is rare that a lady’s dreams come to fruition. Let us hope that the flame can burn hot enough to scorch away seven long years of waiting.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Seven years had passed since Ruth and Luke’s first blossoming of love. Only one year had passed since their marriage. And yet it seemed to Ruth as though her whole life had been spent with His Grace. They toured the United Kingdom for two months after their wedding. His Grace was tired of other counties, he said, and wouldn’t leave the Kingdom again if he had the choice. They consummated their marriage in Wells. It was hot and steamy and everything Ruth had secretly wished for.
 
   Now, back at Brook Castle, Ruth laid her hand upon her belly and looked over the grounds. It was May again, and the leaves were shunting their dead blackness and flowering in bright greens and careful yellows. Mother and Father were due to come for an extended visit, to wait for the baby to arrive, which should be any day now. The baby had been particular active of late, and Ruth was more convinced each day that the child was a boy. She hoped it was a boy. She would raise him to be kind and just and everything his father was; and everything that poor fat man Charles stone wasn’t.
 
   Ruth was sitting by the window when her husband joined her. He had grown a moustache that made him look dashing. He leaned over her and lay a kiss upon her forehead. She reached up and touched his face and kissed him upon the lips. The baby kicked and he placed his hands upon her belly.
 
   “This surpasses it all,” he said. “This far surpasses it all.”
 
   “Surpasses what?”
 
   “The dreams in France,” he said. “I dreamt of many things, of love and happiness, but never did I dream of something this perfect.” He scratched his scar absentmindedly. “I do not think I have told you how I got this, have I?”
 
   “I thought it impolite to ask,” she said.
 
   “Impolite,” Luke said, smiling. “I do not think you need to worry about that, my beautiful wife.”
 
   “Tell me, then!” Ruth said daringly.
 
   “I shall,” Luke said; his hands still upon her belly. The baby stopped kicking, soothed by his father’s presence, and Luke removed his hands and leaned back in his chair. “It was not during a battle, but after. I had fought in so many battles I had stopped counting long ago. This was five years into it. There had been so much pain, suffering, blood. So much of it. But this wasn’t like that. This wasn’t during the battle at all.
 
   “The ground was slick – it was winter – and the mud was like a swamp. Bodies lay everywhere, and I leaned up after collapsing from exhaustion, my clothes stiff with mud and cold, and looked around. I saw it, then, the source of a monstrous sound. A boy – for that is what he was – was swinging a bayonet wildly at nothing in particular. He was screaming, and looking around with wild, bloodshot eyes. Where are they? he screamed. Am I scaring you, my love?”
 
   “No. Continue, please.”
 
   “Very well. I approached the boy, ignoring the tiredness in my bones, and tried to reason with him. I fear I was not very successful. In his madness he cut me. But after he’d cut me, he stopped and stared at me, and his eyes opened wider and he saw me. I am sorry, he breathed. Oh Lord, forgive me. Blood was pouring from me, but that was nothing knew – you have seen my scarred body – and so I nodded. I forgive you, son, I said – for we were with titles and so forth – and together we bandaged up my wound.”
 
   There was a sound from without. The footman was leading Mother and Father.
 
   Luke went on hurriedly, eager to finish his story. 
 
   “That is when I learnt that to experience something good – like this boy’s recovery – sometimes it is necessary to experience something dreadful. The war was that for me, and you were the light that seared into its darkest depths. I know, I am being horribly earnest, but it is the truth. I just feel I had to say that to you, now, for some reason. Isn’t that odd?”
 
   “It is lovely,” Ruth said, and then Mother and Father entered.
 
   Luke’s countenance changed from his private, true self to his entertaining social self. He rose to his feet and bowed. “My lord, my lady,” he said, “it is an honor to welcome you to my home.”
 
   “It is an honor to be here, Your Grace,” Father said. “You are enjoying being back at the Castle, I hope.”
 
   “Very much so,” Luke said. “It makes it easier for Ruth, who has gotten so big now. Come, you must see. I fear she loathes standing of late.”
 
   “Luke!” Ruth cried playfully, as she struggled to her feet. “Mother, Father, it is nice to see you again after so many months.”
 
   There was a moment of awkwardness, when they all remembered the illicit way in which this situation had come to be, but then that wall broke down and the four of them were Mother, Father, Luke, and Ruth. 
 
   Mother almost skipped over to Ruth. “May I?” she said, gesturing at her belly.
 
   “Of course, Mother.”
 
   Over Mother’s shoulder, Ruth saw Luke pat Father on the back. “I have a gift for you, my lord,” he said.
 
   “For me?” Father looked like a child on his birthday.
 
   The gift was a beautifully carved pipe Luke had had specially made, for even Duke’s must spoil their wife’s parents sometimes. 
 
    
 
   
  
 

Princess's Secret
 
   “Dick!” Bobbie Josephine spit out the word like it left a bad taste in her mouth. Ever since she had met that horrible boy, she had a heap of trouble. Now she had gone from the pan to the fire. “What have you done? Did you not stop to think that I might not want my birthday announced for the whole kingdom to know?”
 
    
 
   William Harrison Donaldson, known as Dick to his friends and family, smiled his easy, wide smile. “Did you forget your mother’s ball this evening? Did you think she would let the night go without a toast to her birthday girl?” Bobbie’s frowned deepened. The mention of her mother was reminder of the root of the problem, but the ball was trouble of enormous proportions. She had never asked to be a princess, and although she loved her family, perhaps if given a choice she would have picked a role with less political nonsense. The ball tonight was a prime example. She did not have a choice in the matter; she would have to attend. Not only attend, but socialize with the Lesbionia’s elite- a group of know it all spoiled brats.
 
    
 
   Even while they were kids, there was just something different about Bobbie from the other girls in her social circles. Kids pick at things they don’t understand, and Bobbie’s kind nature was weird and foreign to them. They had been taught to judge others and look down on those who didn’t have their breeding. The princess was brought up by a kind and loving father. He had passed on, but in the days when he had ruled, there was an easy peace to the land and their lives. Once a great Navel Admiral, King Pete hadn’t been afraid of hard work. He was wise and gentle. The princess came along late in his life and surprised him. But how he loved her! She was by his side at all times, and as a result, was quite the tomboy. She loved playing in the shipyard, where her father frequently had business, running and playing with the sons of the workers. 
 
   That is where she had met young Dick, a son of a Captain of one the ships, and good friend to her father. The pair had grown up together, close as best friends could be. He was blamed for most of the trouble they got into, but truth be known; most of it was her idea. Then puberty had hit and both had looked at each other differently. Falling in love had not been hard, but the social consequences where staggering. They simply could not be together. The princess could no more marry her love than marry a goat. Now she would be expected to go to the stupid ball and dance with stupid suitors, all who grew up with silver spoons and haughty attitudes. Each year they got worse. And now, with her birthday here and her age advancing, she would be expected to wed soon. 
 
    
 
   The idea of marrying any of those pushy men made Bobbie’s stomach sour. Just spending this evening with them was misery enough. Biting her tongue at their mean remarks, missing her beloved William ... who at the moment was rubbing her neck and shoulders. It felt wonderful, and even though she was mad at him, she felt her body relax against his hands. Bobbie rolled her shoulder so Dick would have better access. “My mother hates my birthday as much as I do. It is a reminder that she is another year older as well,” Bobbie said grumpily. 
 
    
 
   She felt his hand slid along her body and a fire lit deep in the core of her. He leaned in close to her ear, inhaling her scent, a blend of body soaps and lotions along with a mix of womanly musk and something so unique it was only found on her. It was a realness and a willingness to get dirty and laugh and play and it was crazy how that was a scent, but he could smell it on her and it drove him to his knees. The electricity between the two was undeniable. 
 
    
 
    He murmured in to her ear “The woman I love is turning twenty three today. If she were my wife, I would take her to bed and not get out all day. She would not leave till she knew how much I love her. She is not, so I must show her how much I love her in other ways. So I painted your beauty on a church in town. The angels must be so glad to have something to brighten their day! God himself must fawn over your beauty; both he and I know it isn’t skin deep with you. If I were a poet, I would have written a thousand sonnets. If I was a musician, one hundred songs. Never has God allowed such a perfect muse walk the earth, so I must celebrate doing what I do best.” 
 
    
 
   Dick’s lips had brushed across her neck as he confessed his love. The warmth of his breath and yearning in his words made Bobbie’s anger wane. “Dick, you can’t paint anything on a church! It isn’t right. The church is for God and God only.” The pressure from his hands got harder. He made circles on her shoulders, savoring the silky feeling of her skin. ”God made you princess and me a poor artist. I think he has punished me already. And after this ball, and you pick a prince to live your life with, I can worship at the church my one true love forever and always.” Her heart broke at the pain in his voice, and the truth in his words. All she wanted was to spend the rest of her life with the one person she loved. She felt warm little kisses on her neck. Dick nibbled and kissed on her neck and earlobe as if he was paying some sort of reverence. Each kiss was an unanswered prayer, each carrying devotion and adulation. Despite the fact that she could never truly be his, he would love her, adore her, and worship her till the day he died. His loyalty was as strong and unwavering has his love. He didn’t feel cheated in this, for the pleasure of her company and knowing her love was more than any man could ever hope for. Their time together was worth any price. Even on the eve of his misery, he had no regrets.
 
    
 
   Bobbie sighed. Dick’s hands were warm and gentle. His fingers teased Bobbie’s skin. Lightly he traced the lines of her shoulders and neck. She admired the talents that were in those big hands. Dick was a passionate artist. His work was known far and wide as the most beautiful and feeling provoking images ever put on canvas. He was a sensitive soul, and his feeling leaked out all over his work. The man could no more bridle his feelings as he could stop his love for Bobbie. She sighed again, more worried than relaxed now. The idea of a life without him, without love … it was unbearable. And yet, she knew that tonight she would be asked to choose from a long list of suitors. Marriage was not for love, it was a tool to gain power or wealth. Or both, if she chose correctly. And Mother would see to that. Mother had big plans for Bobbie’s future. She was a good woman, but like most woman, she was materialistic. The idea of more of everything was favorable to her, and she wasn’t against using Bobbie to get it.
 
    
 
   Dick sensed the change in Bobbie’s demeanor. “My love, do not worry about tonight. Enjoy this moment with me. I still have not been able to properly wish you a happy birthday.” He drew her up into his lap. “May I kiss you?” 
 
    
 
   Dick’s big eyes looked straight into Bobbie’s. His hands had settled on the lace of her dress. “How long does it take you to get dressed? All of these petticoats and slips and buckles, how do you have time for anything else?” He teased Bobbie, but he just wanted her mind off of finding a new love. But looking at all the clasps on her dress made him think of getting her out of it. He refused to deflower her, knowing that it could bring her shame. But thoughts of her silky skin were never far from his mind. He had kissed her, touched exposed skin, but he could go no farther. A night with Bobbie was all he wanted for the cold life he would lead without her, but to take her innocence would be unforgivable. Bobbie ignored his question, and pouted on his lap.
 
    “Will you be at the ball tonight, Dick? Perhaps we could meet somewhere secret, and then the night would not be a total waste,” Bobbie said wistfully. 
 
   “Yes, there is a Duke that will be there tonight that has requested that I do a portrait of his daughter. I am to meet them both tonight. Mayhap I could meet you in the garden and dance once with you?”
 
    “Of course!” Bobbie hugged him. “I would meet on the moon if you requested it,” she said as she slid in closer to him. “Maybe this birthday shall still yield some good.” 
 
   “And with that promise, I must bid you ado. I need to prepare myself for my meeting tonight and find the perfect gift for my beautiful Angel.” Dick smiled the smile that melted the wits right out of Bobbie and scooped her up out of his lap. Holding her tightly, he kissed her innocent lips and squeezed her body tightly. In truth, there wasn’t much he needed to do to ready himself for his meeting, and Bobbies gift was wrapped and waiting. But the hot sting of lust had creeped into his loins. He needs to be away quickly before he did something he would regret. With one last kiss on the top of her head, he made for a hasty exit. 
 
    
 
   Wide-eyed, Bobbie tried to figure out what had just happened to her. One moment they were snuggled as close as two people could be, and then … she was dumped like a sack of taters and alone. She frowned. Would she ever understand that man? All she had wanted to do was get closer and enjoy his warmth. It was amazing how large and strong his body was. Working in the Navel yard since he was a young boy had caused his body to mature into a very strong, powerful device. Bobbie flushed as she thought about how he had felt under her, how easily he had tossed her around. It would feel divine to be held in those strong arms and led around the dance floor. For one moment in time, she would pretend that she could have the man she loved, and he could have her. Finally, something to look forward to. She skipped down the hall on her way to the bath. She couldn’t wait to have a dance with William at the ball. She didn’t care at the moment that she would be force to marry a man she didn’t love. She was content with the fact that she would have one last dance with the man she loved so desperately. 
 
    
 
   Never had the castle looked so exquisite. The chandelier was overloaded with crystals from floor to ceiling. Strands of pearls hung with large flowers. There were unreasonable amounts of food in every direction. The good linen was out, and so was the silverware. Jewels seemed to float on the walls as if my magic. There were twinkling candles just about everywhere the eye could see, casting a warm glow over the room that created an amazing ambiance. The room was packed with couples swaying together with the harmony of the music. The gowns of the well-dressed ladies of the upper class shimmered like moonlight on open water. The room was alive with conversation, music, and hearty laughter. Flowers of all colors adorned the castle walls as well as the staircase. The queen truly had outdone herself with the festive décor that transformed the castle into a garden fantasyland. Everyone looked happy in their best clothing. From the outside looking in, the birthday party of the princess was as perfect at a picture. 
 
    
 
                 Dick’s heart sank straight into his shoes and filled with nothing but emptiness as he digested his surroundings. 
              As hard as he tried, he couldn’t partake in the gorgeous celebration of the birth of the woman he loved. Thoughts of the love of his life dancing the night away with other men made Dick’s blood boil. The anger nearly was more than he could bear. Dick grabbed a glass of brandy from a nearby butler catering to the all guests. He guzzled the brandy down in one gulp despite how badly it burnt his throat. Hesitantly, he grabbed another glass and took another long swig. He felt he had no reason to keep his wits about him. After all, he was going to get to dance with Bobbie only once before she disappeared into another life with another man. Dick searched deep within himself to find the courage and strength he needed to stay long enough to get his prize. After his dance with the princess, Dick felt he could walk away from his love in hopes of doing what he felt was right in his heart. 
 
   “William?” a voice called out not far from him. 
              Dick froze. He wasn't sure who the speaker was, but it didn't matter. He figured that whomever stood behind him realized that there was a peasant amongst the highest social class in the kingdom. Dick felt as if he had been taken a blow to the gut. Obviously, Dick wasn’t going unnoticed. Chugging the rest of his brandy, he turned around to face what he expected to be a guard ready to lead him to the castle gates.
 
   
              To Dick’s surprise, it was not a guard calling for him. In fact, Lord Gibbons was the gent who had called out to him. "I viewed the gallery, William," Lord Gibbons commented. "My favorite is of our late king. It is nothing short of breathtaking. It is an excellent tribute to a man of his stature. It is a shame our kingdom lost such a fine gent. The queen and princess must be very proud.”               
 
   Dick agreed solemnly with Lord Gibbons. Dick had always admired King Pete for his bravery, but didn’t always agree with his political movements. Lord Gibbons continued by shaking his head and saying, “The passing of the king was dreadful. However, he was an admirable man.”
 
   Dick felt a tornado of emotions. Of course, he was saddened by the passing of the king as a loyal citizen. That did not change the fact that he was a wee bit envious. Dick’s father had also died in the same battle as King Pete when Dick and Bobbie Josephine were merely children. He wished for others to speak of his own father with admiration. The late Austin Donaldson had inspired Dick to pursue his artistic talents. Dick had loved his father fiercely. Sergeant Donaldson had won many a battle. His strategies and attack tactics helped lead to the victory of the kingdom. Even though he died battling side by side with King Pete, Austin Donaldson was merely nothing more than a peasant with not a penny to his name.
 
   
              Dick felt overwhelmed by the memories of his father. He felt anger because his father also died for the kingdom, but died without honor or recognition. Dick knew tonight would be the night he would say goodbye to someone else in his life that he greatly loved. Dick became overwhelmed with a whirlwind of emotions he could not control. Dick felt he deserved the hand of Princess Bobbie Josephine in marriage regardless of the fact that he lacked a noble title. Dick’s artistic skills made him a frequent guest as elite event such as the birthday celebration of the princess. However, it was always made clear to Dick that he did not belong in the ranks of the upper class. Dick was the son of a peasant man and Dick himself would die a peasant man. 
 
   Lord Gibbons noticed the shift in Dick’s facial expression. “What’s the matter, William?” Dick was surprised by Lord Gibbons’ concern. Dick excused himself politely and raced to the nearby double French styled doors to his left. The idea of letting go of his one true love and being considered nothing more than a peasant man had gotten the best of Dick. As he ran out of the ballroom, he rubbed his hands back and forth. This was a habit Dick had developed as a child. It still comforted him even though he had obviously grown into a man. He gulped in the fresh air in hopes of releases his anger and heartache. The cold air felt comforting against his skin. Dick finally felt his jaw relax. He looked up into the night sky that was adorned with an assortment of stars.
              
 
   In the distance, Bobbie caught sight of Dick and smiled. Bobbie Josephine knew Dick was the right man for her. She sighed as she wished her mother could see Dick as Bobbie Josephine did. The two locked eyes causing a smile to creep upon both of their faces. Bobbie Josephine took Dick’s breath away. The princess was stunning. Dick was pleased to see Bobbie looking so happy. It had been too long since that gleam of carefree joy had lit her lovely face. Dick would do anything and everything in hopes of seeing Bobbie Josephine’s eyes sparkle if only for an instant. Dick dreaded social events because he and everyone else in attendance knew he did not belong. Just as Dick went to speak to Bobbie Josephine, Lord Ashford stepped between them. Lord Ashford complimented the princess on her beauty. Lord Ashford continued to make advances to the princess while Dick stood nearby listening. While Dick could tell by Bobbie Josephine’s tone that she was not interested in Lord Ashford’s advances, Dick’s blood boiled with jealousy. Dick could no longer contain his anger and jealousy. Dick ran out as quickly as he possibly could. He felt as if he was having a heart attack. That could not be possible, because Dick was a strapping young lad who was as strong as the day is long. Anxious and jealous, Dick passed through the various crowds of people to make his way outside to the gardens. 
 
   The gardens were one of the most beautiful places in the palace. It overflowed with fragrant flowers and a variety of beautiful trees. Beside a large weeping willow tree, there was a stone bench. Dick finally thought he had found a place to calm down. Just at the moment, Dick motioned to sit down and a woman popped out of the bushes next to the bench and willow tree. Dick nearly leapt out of his breeches. Dick was not a man that scared easily, but the woman did look quite beast like. Her dress was torn. She was missing a shoe. Her makeup was smeared and her hair looked like the nest of a rat. Maybe if the girl had not been decorated like a bush she would have been attractive. However, Dick was not in the mood for company even if it was the company of a beautiful woman or even a bush like woman. In spite of his distain of her company, Dick laughed at the predicament of the woman.
 
   “Oh, my goodness!”
              The woman cried out in a voice searing with frustration and anger. The woman stomped her way out of the bushes, but looked like a monster. The heel of her one shoe had broken off and she waivered as she tried to walk. Her dress looked like she had been in a death match with the local butcher. Mud caked her face and arms. The more the woman tried to assemble her hair back together the more mud she rubbed on her face.
              
 
   "I strongly dislike these dresses," she roared as she picked out twigs from her dress. “My dress is ruined. I look awful. My aunt is not going to be happy with me,” the woman muttered to herself. Dick felt guilty for laughing at the poor woman. He may be a peasant, but at least he was still a gentleman. Dick cleared his throat to announce himself and asked the distraught woman if she needed any help. The woman appeared shocked at Dick’s presence. She thought she was alone and crumbled in embarrassment onto the stone pavement with tears rolling down her face. Dick repeated his offer for help impatiently. The woman rolled her eyes and stared blankly at Dick. She threw her arms up in frustration and grabbed the edge of her dress dramatically.
 
   “Do you think I need help? A woman in a bush would never require aide from a gentlemen. However, you sir, do not seem to be a gentlemen. Golly, I miss Americans. At least they are not as rude and snooty as you English folk,” the woman replied in a curt formal tone. The anger, sadness, and frustration built up in her voice as she spoke. Dick began losing his ability to be angry with the woman even though she had clearly just insulted him. She was an American after all. He should not hold that against her. It was possible the woman simply has had too much to drink this evening during the celebration.
 
   “Let me escort you back to your quarters, madam. A good rest and drink will have you feeling better before you know it. Give me your hand and I will help you up. I mean you no harm, miss,” Dick said in his most patient and kind voice. He felt like he was coaxing a cat out of a tree.
 
   “You think I am drunk!" she replied with fire in her voice. Finally pulling herself free, the woman began to clean herself up despite the fact that her hair resembled the nest of a bird. Twigs stuck in her hair like decorations. Her gown may have been beautiful at the beginning of the evening, but now it looked shredded and filthy. From her appearance, Dick believed the lady had been drinking. He had a mixed impression of the woman. Her antics amused him, but they also left him annoyed.
              "Do you often spend time sitting in the garden bushes, ma’am?" Dick asked, still amused, shocked, and annoyed with the mess of a woman sitting before him. Dick shook his head from left to right. He was not sure what to say to the woman. Dick was a man of few words, but this woman clearly had left him speechless.  
 
   “I am not drunk and I was not sitting in the bushes for my health! You are ridiculous, sir! Where are your manners?” Dick asked the mystery woman if she had a name.
              "Everyone has a name! I’m Elizabeth Anne Matthews. Now, sir, who are you?" She glared at Dick with a hateful look in her eyes as she continued to say, “I simply tripped over this hazardous ball gown and fell into the bushes.”
              "Who are you here with? Apparently, someone needs to keep an eye on you,” Dick replied. 
              “I don’t need a chaperone, sir. I am a grown woman who can manage just fine by myself,” she replied curtly.
              “Is there anyone else lurking in those bushes with you, ma’am?” Dick asked with a mischievous grin. The deshelled woman appeared so shocked by the question that Dick immediately felt bad for being so rude.
 
   “My apologies, ma’am. I didn’t mean to insult you,” Dick apologized.
 
   The woman tried to remove the twigs from her hair. Her attempts at cleaning herself up were fruitless.
 
   “Am I presentable?” The woman asked, as she continued to get herself together. 
              "You look fantastic for a lady that just crawled out of a bush,"Dick replied.
              The woman frowned. “You don’t need to tell fibs, sir. I spent months onboard of a dreadful ship to visit England. I normally do not look like such a mess."Dick laughed at the woman’s clever remarks.
      “Would you like for me to escort you back to the ballroom, ma’am?” Dick asked the woman.               "As I only escaped the party a short time ago, I'm not anxious to return just yet," she answered.
              "Were you not enjoying the festivities?" Dick asked.
              "In truth, no. I detest these soirees. I do not exactly feel welcome at these events,” she whispered. 
              "Heavens, I thought it was only me." Dick gasped.
              “Let me walk you home. I promise not harm you,” Dick said. 
 
   “I get gawked at enough by the people of this country. I feel as if I do not belong even though I technically am half-British. I have come to see the hometown of my father. He was an Englishmen. My mother was a nurse from America. My father died when I was young so Mother took us back to America,” she said. Dick shared his own experiences of being cast out by his own people. The odd couple shared many of the same emotions. 
 
   “I just realized sir that I do not know your name,” the woman said. Dick smiled and properly introduced himself.               Feeling comfortable that the rude Englishman would not harm her, Elizabeth said, "Yes, please escort me back to my room.” The two strolled side by side at an easy pace. Neither was in a hurry nor did the duo have a destination. At first, there was an uncomfortable silence between the two of them. Neither of them had strong social skills. The silence began to ease when Dick began asking Miss Matthews about her family and her life. Dick was interested in learning more about this strange woman he found tangled up in the bushes of the castle garden. 
 
   
              "Why were you off all alone, Miss?” Dick asked.
              "The Countess is one of my aunts,” Elizabeth replied. The two continued to walk through the lush gardens. The cobblestone was wet underneath of their feet. Miss Matthews managed to walk along at the same pace as Dick even though she was missing one shoe and the other was broken. The sight of her was quite comical.
              
 
   "Yes, England is more beautiful than I imagined. I was under the impression that the English were sophisticated people who did not laugh at women who fall into bushes,” Elizabeth replied with a quirky smile on her face. The two continued to walk through the garden with little words passed between them. Dick felt at least around Elizabeth Matthews. She also knew what it was like to feel like an outcast. When Elizabeth did speak, she told Dick stories about her family. The more that Elizabeth spoke the more Dick began to put the puzzle pieces together. He had been hired by the girl’s family to paint her portrait. Dick and Elizabeth began to discuss members of the Matthews family that they both were familiar with. The two began to develop a friendship that certainly out of the ordinary. Elizabeth informed Dick Both Elizabeth and Dick were very excited to learn through their talk that Dick had been hired by Miss Matthews’ family as their professional artisan. Elizabeth was excited to have a friend that understood what it felt like to be cast aside. Dick was ecstatic to learn that knighthood was to be bestowed on him because of his new prestigious employment. 
 
   Dick happily led his new friend back to her quarters safely. He nearly skipped with joy after learning of his new social status and job. Dick had lived a troubled life, but he always had faith that God and his countrymen would rise above all obstacles. This was the opportunity that Dick had been craving all of his life. This was a chance to not only make his father proud of him and be something more than just a peasant artist. This was his chance to be worthy to marry the princess. His heart fluttered with joy as he went off to look for his beloved. 
 
   Bobbie had followed Dick out to the gardens. By the time she arrived, she saw him walking with Elizabeth Matthews. The princess slumped down on a nearby bench and gazed up at the stars thinking of Dick. Surely, Dick would not abandon her for another woman. She knew he would not leave her waiting for long. Their love was too strong to be broken regardless of circumstance. That did not stop the storm of jealousy in her stomach. She worried frantically that Dick had moved on to find another woman that wasn’t a princess about to be wed to the first suitable prince to come along. Her worries were nothing more than paranoid thoughts of a young woman in love. Dick would never betray his love for the princess. Dick believed the sun rose and set in the princess’s deep blue eyes. 
 
   Bobbie Josephine was correct. Dick did not leave her waiting long at all. It wasn’t long before Dick arrived to meet the woman of his dreams. The couple stared at one another with stars in their eyes. Their attraction to one another was instantaneous. Everything else in the world disappeared except for the two of them. Their passion could be felt through the distance. It was only a matter of time before they were close to one another. Dick and Bobbie Josephine were so in love that it seemed like fire and heat radiated from them when they were together. It was amazing that the queen nor anyone else in the kingdom had never found out about their passionate love affair. 
 
   
              Bobbie Josephine was worried when she saw Dick strolling up to her looking so happy. Tonight was the last night they could be together. She did not understand why he was so happy unless he had met someone new. However, Dick was thrilled that he was about to tell his love the best news. Dick wanted the moment to be as perfect as he thought she was. There was a charming twinkle in his eye each and every time he looked upon the beauty of the princess. Dick knew this would be a moment they both would cherish for the rest of their lives. The best news was the fact that Dick was now eligible to marry the princess. He wanted to take his time in surprising her. Dick knew this moment was one he never wanted to forget.
 
   “Bobbie, my love; may I have this dance?” Dick pulled the woman he loved more than anything in this world up on to her feet. He wrapped his arms around her with such tenderness, she thought she would cry. “Have I told you today how much I love you?” Bobbie took a moment to look at the heavens and ponder the question. 
 
   “No, I don’t recall you telling me how much you love me today … is it very much?” She teased him, smiling while looking deep into his eyes. The music, which played in the ballroom, could be heard out in the garden, softly as if the instruments were whispering just for them. Dick led Bobbie around an imaginary dance floor. “Princess, I love you more than I ever have. If you could look at my heart, you would see your fingerprints and that is it. My love has no limits, no end, no borders, and no price. It has faith in you when all faith has failed. God as my witness, I will love you with my dying breath as much as I love you in this moment.” 
 
   Bobbie felt a tear stroll down her lovely cheek. Dick stopped and brushed it away. Both Bobbie and Dick knew that at the end of the night they would be separated. Neither wanted to think about that right now. “Shhhhhh, my love. Let me hold you.” Dick danced with her, swayed and twirled around the vacant gardens. 
 
   “Bobbie, I hope you are having a wonderful birthday thus far.” Dick looked down on his love smiling. As Dick stroked her hair he said, “Bobbie, do you recall how I was to meet a person about painting their daughter?” Dick felt Bobbie nod her head against his shoulder so he continued, “As it turns out, they are a very wealthy American family. The daughter has taken quite the liking to me, as we had an experience here in the garden.”
 
   Dick explained his chance meeting with Elizabeth Matthews. Bobbie giggled at the image of Dick helping a poor American woman out of the bushed. At any rate, she was quite happy with me. She and her Aunt have offered me a large sum of money and a title of Knight if I work for them. “I will be painting the whole family, plus some other pieces as they wish. With this money and title I will finally be worthy of my love!” Dick’s excitement had him dancing very fast and he almost tripped over his own feet when Bobbie stopped.
 
   “Dick! You have always been worthy of me! It is I who do not seem worthy of such a talented, kind man!” Bobbie was glued to her spot, looking up at dick with tears in her eyes. “No amount of money or titles or land or anything would change that!” 
 
   Dick dropped to his knee. “Bobbie, no one will ever love you as much as I love you. Ever. I could walk away tonight and cherish every moment we spent together. But now, I can cherish knowing that you are my future. Bobbie, would you marry me?” The tears that had been welling in Bobbie’s eyes finally broke free. She was rendered speechless. Could this really be happening? Her heart thundered in her chest. She looked down into the eyes she thought she was going to have to miss every day of her life and gapped at the possibility of getting her wish.
 
    “YES! Oh yes, yes, yes, a million times yes!” She cried and grabbed Dick and kissed him with all the excitement that she held in her body! He held her, kissing and touching this amazing woman who was to be his wife. He would never be able to love her as much or as deeply as she deserved, but he welcomed the challenge. They fell together on the grass, holding each other, happy in the fact they would never suffer being without the other. Dick ran his fingers thru her hair. He needs to touch her, touch her everywhere. He had waited all his life and he could not wait one minute more. His eyes searched for a private spot to be alone with her. He scooped her up and ran to the small garden shed. He fumbled at the door, feeling the lust course thru his veins. Finally freeing the door from the frame, he used his free arm to clear the potting bench. Clay pots flew to the floor, and a large sack of soil fell with a thud. He positioned his beautiful angel on the bench. He would not rush this. He was going to make sure she enjoyed it as much as he did. He tenderly brushed her cheek. He kissed her, softly along her jawline. She shivered her pleasure 
 
   “I love you, William Harrison Donaldson. Now and forever. And three days after that!” She wrapped her arms around his neck and hugged him fervidly. Her eyes locked on his. Never had she seen such a whirlwind of emotions flying in his eyes. He moved in and kissed her soft lips. Slowly at first, then with such ferocious need, he cried out like a wounded animal. Her body responded instantly. Her hips rolled forward, and she arched closer to him. He tugged at the cords that held together her corset. Her hands moved up to help, ripping at her close to finally be closer to her Dick. 
 
   He tried to control his shaking hands, but when she moved to remove his pants, all self-restraint went out of him. He tore the material that held his pants up and shoved what remained of her dress out of the way. He paused looking at the long lines of her legs. The silky, pale skin was perfect. He stroked her inner thigh and marveled at beautiful she was. He moved his mouth to her thigh and kissed the soft spot he just stroked. Bobbie moaned and wound her fingers in his hair. Dick continued to kiss her thighs, listening to her soft moans and trying to get use to her rocking against him. He kissed all the way up her body, to the junction of her thighs. He kissed the warm moisture that pooled there.
 
    Bobbie cried out. Dick kept his kisses rhythmic and firm while his hand moved up her body and teased her nipple. She felt down his back to his bum and sunk her nails in. The pleasure was so intense, she felt like she needed more but didn’t understand what her body needed. Her body moved completely involuntary now. It bucked with need. Understanding what she could not, Dick stood and waited for her to be still. Then he pushed slowly inside her, waiting, watching for her to show she had grown accustom to his size. She laid there, looking up at him and marveling how strong and capable his body was. 
 
   “Are you doing alright? No bad pain?” He questioned her, studying her face for any hint of pain. She surprised him by sliding up him more. “Pain isn’t what I am feeling now, my love. I am feeling the heat of your love and I know I will have it for all the days of my life.” Dick thrust against her. “Every day, for all eternity!” With each thrust, he renewed his claim. Finally, the notes that left her snow-white throat could not be misinterpreted. He finished almost simultaneously. He collapsed against her, spent. They laid that way for a long time, as one. Bobbie felt her eyes tear up again. How lucky was she to be with the man she loved. And a wedding! What fun that would be to plan! Something not too big, she was more concerned with soon. Eyeing Dick, she wondered if they would be able to keep their hands off one another. Likely not. Hopefully the wedding would come before any little ones did. Oh a baby! The thought of a child with his laugh and beautiful eyes made her weak. Would he or she have his daddy’s painting talent? Bobbie heart soared at the thought of Dick and a little one painting together. “Oh, Bobbie, I forgot to give you your birthday present.” Bobbie took the small box with a large bow and smiled. “No matter what is in this box, this is the best birthday ever.
 
   Bobbie Josephine thought that her life could not be any better. She had the perfect husband who has a good king to her father’s kingdom. Dick led the land with compassion and respect. Both the upper class and the peasants were content to the changes Dick had introduced to the land. No one in the kingdom had ever been happier except for the princess herself. Her eyes twinkled as she smiled so wide her eyes crinkled at the corners. Happy tears fell down her face. She gave thanks for her blessings and wished for her own version of happily ever after. 
 
   It wasn’t long before the fantasies of both Dick and Bobbie Josephine came true. The queen allowed the union of marriage between the princess and her love. The festive event was attended by everyone in the entire kingdom. Food was plentiful and so was good cheer. The kingdom was united through love. Peasants and Lords danced and rejoiced together. Tears streamed down Bobbie’s face as her husband was declared as King William Harrison Donaldson. Her tears were of pride. Bobbie knew that her father would have been loving and accepting of Dick. In fact, Bobbie Josephine truly believed in her heart that her father would be proud to have Dick inherit his throne. The new king and queen celebrated and consummated their marriage as soon as they snuck away from the crowd of people. 
 
   Dick pulled Bobbie away from the crowd towards a closet only used by servants. Even though Bobbie Josephine protested that they would get caught, she did not make Dick stop. In fact, Bobbie relished in the feeling of how hot Dick’s lips on her neck made her feel between her thighs. Hungrily, she grabbed at his pants, but Dick pulled her hands away. Dick pressed Bobbie Josephine’s arms above her head against the wooden wall as he pushed his hardened self against her. Feeling how excited Dick had become caused Bobbie Josephine to become slippery wet between her legs. Dick pushed the legs of his bride open with his knees while still holding her to the wall. Bobbie gasped out in surprise and in excitement. She couldn’t wait to feel the hardness inside of her. Dick held both of Bobbie’s arms in one hand and pulled down his pants with his other hand. His manhood was throbbing.
 
   Dick slowly peeled down the underclothing of the princess and rubbed his hardness against her. Back and forth, Dick slowly rubbed until the princess whispered, “Please make love to me, King William.” With those words, Dick became so aroused that he could not contain himself. Animalistic instincts kicked in. Dick slipped inside of Bobbie’s blossoming wet flower with ease. Before thrusting into her, Dick took a moment to look into the eyes of his bride. Dick would walk through hell to make Bobbie smile. Their love was true and would last for years to come. Dick let go of the hands of the princess and moved his hands to her face. He loving stroked her soft skin as he pushed into her. Each time his hardness thrusted inside of the princess, she gasped. Dick enjoyed hearing the princess moan in delight. 
 
   The princess wrapped her arms and legs around Dick as he grasps her behind while he pushed his manhood into the princess deeper. Dick felt the warm juices of the princess around his groin, which only made him hotter. Dick pulled Bobbie’s hair gently as he rammed his love beast inside her. The motion became faster with each thrust until Dick bucked and lowered his bride to the ground. Dick got on his knees and lifted the many layers of the dress the princess wore. Dick’s tongue tickled her thighs so she giggled for a moment until Dick’s tongue pressed inside of her flower. Bobbie began to melt in delight and pushed her hips in rhythmic motion on Dick’s lips and face. It wasn’t long before the princess shuddered and groaned as she released herself into Dick’s awaiting mouth. Dick happily licked up the juices from the princess. The two held each other tightly while breathing heavy from their lovemaking. 
 
   “I want our first born son to be named after your father,” Dick whispered as he tried to catch his breath. Beneath him, Bobbie Josephine began to shiver as she cried. Dick became concerning and immediately attempted to comfort his new wife. Bobbie interrupted Dick to explain that she only was crying tears of joy. Bobbie explained how excited she was to give herself to Dick and how much she wanted to bear his children. Dick lovingly rubbed Bobbie Josephine’s stomach dreaming about the baby he sired. Dick knew he would be a great father because his father had taught him how to be a man. Dick would teach his future sons about the lessons of being a humble loving man who leads with grace and kindness. The happy thoughts of the future aroused Dick again. He placed the princess on her stomach and lifted up the back of her dress. He pushed himself inside her moaning in pleasure in delight. After Dick was fully inside of the princess, he leaned over to her ear and whispered, “Let’s make our son, my queen.” Bobbie squealed in delight as Dick began rocking her back and forth. The two made love for hours. Keeping their hands off one another seemed to be impossible. Each time they made love Dick whispered how much he loved the princess softly in her ear as he pushed inside of her. 
 
   “Do I make you happy?” Dick asked after the couple had finished making love for the third time. The princess was breathless from their romp. She laid her head on Dick’s chest and loving stroked the light hairs on his chest. She sighed a long sigh before answering.
 
   “I could not ask for anything more,” Bobbie Josephine replied, as she lovingly stroked Dick’s chest. Her worries had evaporated like morning fog. No longer did she have to stress about losing the only man who ever truly swept her off her feet. Her mother was quite pleased with Dick due to the fact that he ruled the kingdom fairly and treated the princess with compassion and kindness. Bobbie Josephine daydreamed about the baby inside of her as she began to nod off laying on Dick. Dick rubbed her back softly until he too began to doze off. The couple laid naked completely wrapped up in one another. Neither Dick nor the princess wished to anywhere else except for the moment they relished in presently.
 
    
 
   
  
 

A Vicious Affair
 
   Wilbert Underwood had a strong stomach. He’d had to develop one. You did not see as many killings as he had and stay sane without developing a strong stomach. But when he looked upon the scene something within him recoiled. This was pure depravity, unflinching sadism. He laid his pipe upon the table and stared at the mutilated boy. It looked as though the boy had been torn apart by a lion. Upon the wallwere the words Hello Detective.
 
   The boy had worked for the landlady. His parents were dead. He had narrowly escaped the workhouse. Wilbert descended the stairs and found the woman, crying in the drawing-room. She rose when Wilbert entered. She was a huge woman, with fat hands and a gravity that commanded the room. It was not difficult to imagine her around a fireplace, entertaining. But the joviality was not in her today, only http://www.mann-ivanov-ferber.ru/books/iskusstvo-strategii/ “Miss Allen,” Wilbert said, as he entered the drawing-room. “I need to ask you a few questions.”
 
   Had she seen anyone suspicious?
 
   No.
 
   How many guests did she have at present?
 
   Four.
 
   He would need to talk to them.
 
   Okay.
 
   Did she hear anything in the night?
 
   No, she was a deep sleeper.
 
   Wilbert spoke to each of the guests. Three were ladies of the night who claimed to be weavers. The fourth was a young lad of about one-and-four who worked in a nearby factory. “The boss is gonna give it to me now, sir,” the lad said, creasing his forehead. “Went right up to him, I did, and says I found somebody else that can work in the factory. Meaning the boy. And when I get back, here he is, stone-cold dead. Now I have to find someone else. The boss was mighty excited about a new worker, you know.”
 
   “Of course,” Wilbert said impassively. “Where would one find a young, desperate lad in London?”
 
   The lad nodded vigorously. Sarcasm was clearly a language he did not speak. “Exactly!” he cried. “Exactly!”
 
   Wilbert told the landlady that nobody was to enter the scene of the crime, and that none of the guests were to leave. He was bringing an expert in to examine the crimescene. His heart skipped when he thought of Lucia Skiffins. Lucia—a genius if there had ever been one. She had helped him solve more crimes than he could count. And she was beautiful. And funny. And she could even be kind, when she willed it.
 
   Wilbert was quite in love with her. She did not feel the same way, not even a little bit.
 
   He had gotten quite drunk one day, and professed his love as they stood beside the Thames. It was winter, and the river had frozen over. “You must understand,” Lucia said, “that it is not for any personal reason that I reject your love, Mr. Underwood. I am simply not built for relations of that sort. What intellectual stimulation would a love affair offer me? And marriage! Ha!”
 
   Wilbert had nodded meekly. He had embarrassed himself enough already. 
 
   He caught a hansom and directed the driver to the flat Lucia Skiffins rented above a bookshop. He had not seen her in a month. God knows what she did when she was not helping Scotland Yard solve crimes. Not that Scotland Yard knew about Lucia. His superiors would be furious if they learnt that a woman had solved over a dozen cases over the last ten years. But Wilbert thought they were stuck in the past. Jack the Ripper was on the loose at present; perhaps if Scotland Yard swallowed its pride and allowed women to help, the man would be finally be captured.
 
   But let his colleagues worry about Jack. Wilbert had a case of his own.
 
   Hello Detective.
 
   Could it be him?
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Lucia was awfully bored. Sometimes it seemed as though the world conspired to make her bored. There was nothing to do. Water and ale were boring. Smoking was boring. The food was boring. Walking was boring. Breathing, even, was boring. She paced up and down the apartment. She held the sword she had won in a game of cards with a returning soldier. It was a fine blade. She slashed the air. “Ha-ha!” she cried, slashing again, cutting down imaginary foes. “Stand before my blade and lose your life! I am Lucia, captain of the Resistance, and you will taste my steel!”
 
   She ran up and down the apartment, lost in this vision. But after two minutes it lost its novelty. She threw herself upon the sofa and stared at the ceiling. Mrs. White entered, carrying a tray of bread and meat and milk. She walked over to the sofa and stared down at Lucia. Old Versie White—she was like an aged nightingale, sweet and beautiful and thin and taut. Her skin was like old leather. 
 
   “Hmm?” Lucia said, leaning up. “Can you not see, sweet lady, that I am hard at work? I have been working for two weeks, and now you interrupt me when I finally catch my rhythm! What is the meaning of this!”
 
   Mrs. White shook her head. “You have not been working,” she said, laying the tray upon the table. “I’ve stuck my head in a few times this past week. Pacing up and down, smoking – a lady, smoking – and, who knows what else. Why don’t you find yourself a nice husband?”
 
   “This question has always tired me,” Lucia said. “You know that, and yet you ask it incessantly. I can only surmise, my dear Mrs. White, that you wish me to expire from boredom. Yes, that is your mission, is it not? You wish poor old Lucia Skiffins to collapsed in a bundle of ennui.”
 
   Mrs. White sighed, but a smile touched her lips. “A strange creature,” she said. “Rent, dearie.”
 
   “Oh.” Lucia rose and paced to the other end of the room to the lockbox where she stored her money and her jewels. Carelessly, she pulled her last five-pound note. She handed it to Mrs. White. “There. Are you satisfied? Will you let me die, now?”
 
   “You need more work, my sweet,” Mrs. White said. “Or lest next month will find you homeless.”
 
   “Oh, how exciting that sounds,” Lucia said.
 
   Mrs. White was about to leave when there was a knock at the door. “Knocking on your door, and not the main door?” Mrs. White said. “I wonder who could be so impudent—”
 
   “It is Mr. Underwood. He has a case for me.”
 
   Lucia jumped to her feet.
 
   “How on earth could you know that?” Mrs. White said.
 
   I recognize his footsteps. His footsteps can sound two ways, depending upon his mood. Either they are light, and nervous, and often walk here and there before ascending the stairs. Or they are purposeful. Today they are purposeful, which means there has been a death. His knock, too. Knock-knock-knock-knock. Four knocks means a death; two knocks means a social call.”
 
   Mrs. White opened the door and Mr. Underwood entered. His jacket was in disarray and his eyes were wide. He tapped his coat pocket. “Where—” He shook his head and walked further into the room. “Left my pipe at the scene.”
 
   Lucia hastily threw on a coat and bent down to fasten her boots. “A factory? A household?”
 
   “An inn,” Wilbert said. “
 
   “Oh, how provincial!” Lucia cried.
 
   “You are quite monstrous, aren’t you?” Wilbert said
 
   “Yes, quite, quite,” Lucia agreed. “Shall we go? You should’ve sent a note.”
 
   By the way he looked at her, Lucia knew why he did not send a note. He wanted to see her. Wilbert loved her. He had loved her for eight years now, and he showed no signs of stopping loving her. Lucia had no room for love; it was too bulky. It would take up room in her head better reserved for other things.
 
   “Well, nevermind,” she said, seeing he was at a loss for words. There was no joy in seeing Wilbert squirm. “Let’s go! Finally, something exciting is happening!”
 
   Together they left the flat, hailed a hansom, and rode it to the crime scene.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The boredom was gone the moment she walked into the inn. The landlady cried from the drawing-room, and the guests were gathered around her, tapping her shoulder, muttering inconsequential words. The three women were prostitutes. They had that wan look in their eyes, plus they moved lithely, as though they moved for a living. But they did not have the grace of dancers. The lad was a factory worker. One did not have to be a genius to discern that; his clothes were stained with coal. None of them was the killer.
 
   She followed Wilbert up the stairs. He gasped and strutted to the desk. “Where—My pipe, it had gone. I am going to inquire with the landlady. Do what you do, Miss Skiffins.”
 
   The killing spoke of an artist. This had not been rushed. This had been carried out slowly, leisurely, with passion in mind. Whoever had done this really loved his job. The boy was sitting in a chair, his legs crossed. There had to be some point to this level of mutilation. Killers did not usually engage in self-indulgence like this. Husbands killed wives because they had been with other men. Wives killed husbands because they were drunkards. Brothers killed brothers. Men killed drinking buddies. But this was something else. And the words – Hello Detective – were they meant for Wilbert?
 
   The boy’s eyes were tilted to one side, as though peering at something. Wilbert came back into the room. “She hasn’t seen it,” he said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “My pipe.”
 
   “Your pipe!”
 
   “Yes—”
 
   “Did you move the boy?” Lucia said.
 
   “No, he is how I found him.”
 
   Lucia followed the line of sight of the boy’s gaze. Upon the wall hung a painting of a garden. It was an artist’s interpretation of the garden of Lady Samantha Lavery, who lived on the outskirts of London. She walked to the paining and lifted it from the wall. Bloody writing appeared on the wood behind it. This message was longer and looked as though it had been written with a brush, whereas the bold, capital letters looked as though they had been scrawled in half a frenzy. 
 
   “Where flowers doth bloom/ and ladies doth swoon/ a killer finds his boon/ in the light of full moon.” Lucia traced the letters with her fingers, feeling for—anything. There was nothing. Most of the time shots in the dark didn’t work out. “It is a full moon tomorrow night, is it not?”
 
   Wilbert shrugged. “The heavens are your specialty.”
 
   “Ha! You say the strangest things.”
 
   “You bring it out in me.”
 
   “We must take a carriage to the home of Lady Lavery, on the outskirts of the city.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Lucia turned in surprise. Wilbert was looking at her with genuine curiosity. Was it not obvious? “There is going to be a killing there tomorrow night, my dear Wilbert, that’s why.”
 
   “How do you know whose garden this is?” Wilbert said. He picked up the painting and examined it. “I see no label.”
 
   “I have seen this painting before, around nine years ago. I was in a tavern when a man remarked that the Laverys have a nice place. I saw the painting out of the corner of my eye. This is the same one.”
 
   “Nine years ago—out of the corner of your eye. How can you be sure?”
 
   Lucia stood face to face with him. “Wilbert, must we do this each time? The back and forth? The disbelief and the final vindication. It was the same with the coal. Oh, Lucia, how can you be sure it comes from this specific factory?”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Sometimes, Wilbert wanted to scream at her. She was so much smarter than him it made him feel unmanned. She was beautiful, too, when she talked like this. Her eyes were rimmed in dark makeup, and her skin was pale white. Her body was thin and strong-looking. Her hair was brown and fell to her shoulders quite scandalously. There was a half-wild look about her. When she worked, her sky-blue eyes looked more alive than any Wilbert had ever seen.
 
   “Fine,” Wilbert said. “Let’s go. I hope Lady Lavery is in a welcoming mood.”
 
   “She better be,” Lucia said. “We’re going to stop her beautiful garden from being spoiled.”
 
   Lucia left the room and Wilbert had no choice but to follow. His pipe—it still bothered him. None of the guests, or the landlady, had seen it. Perhaps they were lying, but as far as Wilbert could tell, none of them had left the drawing-room. 
 
   “Lucia,” Wilbert said, when they were in the carriage.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Did one of them steal my pipe?”
 
   Lucia would know if they did; she always knew. She closed her eyes and was silent for a few minutes. When she opened them, her lips parted slightly. Wilbert could have died a happy man right then if she had leaned forward and laid those lips upon him. 
 
   “No,” she said. 
 
   “Then where is it?”
 
   “I do not know,” Lucia said. 
 
   “It’s silly, I suppose,” Wilbert said. “Worrying about a pipe when the case is on. I’m just certain I left it on the desk.”
 
   Lucia leaned forward and placed her hand upon his knee. She did this sometimes, crossed personal boundaries, and thought nothing of it. Her hand lingered on his knee and a vivacious smile lit up her face. “The case is on,” she said. “And yet you look miserable. Are you not excited?”
 
   “A child is dead,” Wilbert said. “Lucia, there’s something you need to know.”
 
   “Is this concerning love? I believe we have discussed this.”
 
   “No,” Wilbert said stiffly. “It’s about a killer I almost caught ten years ago. Malcolm Radfoot, the one the papers called ‘the Viking’.”
 
   “Yes,” Lucia said. “I remember him. What of it?”
 
   “Once, when I caught him cutting up the Durnham lad, he turned – axe in hand – and screamed at me: Hello Detective! It could be a coincidence—”
 
   “There are few of those, I’m afraid,” Lucia interjected. “You think the Viking may have returned?”
 
   “I fear it,” Wilbert admitted.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   One of the reasons Lucia respected Wilbert was his strength. It was true that he needed her help to see the finer details, but once those details were illumed, he bore the aftermath with considerable stoicism. His only weakness seemed to be his love for her, and he even took the rejection of that with a stony face. Now she saw the fear within the hard outer shell. He stared down at his hands and a shiver went through him. She thought intellectually about his attractiveness as a mate. A purely hypothetical question: if she were the type of woman to take a man, would Wilbert be the man for her? He was certainly handsome. He was tall, and muscular, and his face was clean-shaven and his jaw was square. His eyes were earth-brown. His heart was sincere; he was cynical but he loved her all the same. The woman in her called out to him oftentimes, in the night, but she stamped out these impulses. They had no place in her world.
 
   “Then we will catch him,” Lucia declared. 
 
   Wilbert nodded. “You know why they called him the Viking?”
 
   “Yes,” Lucia said. “The man carried two axes, didn’t he, and liked to pretend he was a Viking berserker?”
 
   Wilbert nodded again. “If it is him, I fear I may be putting you in a considerable amount of danger.”
 
   “I am not some rose, to fear the wind. Plus, when has danger stopped me before?”
 
   Wilbert smiled and looked into her eyes. She did not flinch. She returned the smile. For a moment, it was possible—
 
   Then the carriage stopped, and the case was on. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   A stricken-faced footman emerged from the house as Lucia and Wilbert left the coach. He paced over to them, bowed profusely, and then, with downcast eyes, spoke so quickly it was difficult to follow what he said. “I am gravely sorry,” he said, in one breath. “My lady Lavery is not expecting company. Perhaps there has been some misunderstanding in the scheduling of the meeting. Did you send a card? I am not implying, you understand, that you are not worthy of her company. It is simply that Lady Lavery does not take unscheduled visits.”
 
   Lucia regarded the man for a few moments. How best to handle this? “What is your name?” she said.
 
   “My name, my lady?”
 
   “Yes, your name.”
 
   “Ralph.”
 
   “Okay, Ralph, would you be so kind as to give Lady Lavery a message for me?” Without waiting for the man to reply, she took out her notebook and scrawled quickly. Remember how we played in Wells, my dear, and you send your footman to greet me like a common vagabond! What have I done to deserve such ill-treatment? His Grace, the Duke of Wells, will be absolutely mortified to hear of this! I beg you, remedy this, and grant me access! I merely wished to see an old friend! She handed the footman the note and watched as he scurried away.
 
   “Do you think it will work?” Wilbert said, when she’d told him what she’d written.
 
   “It will work,” Lucia said. “Lady Lavery did play in Wells. I heard that somewhere. I forget where. And she is a social-minded woman. There was just enough haughtiness in that note to sound believable without being ridiculous.”
 
   The footman returned with ample apologies, and they were admitted into the drawing-room. Lucia took a seat and closed her eyes. Wilbert sat beside her. She could feel the heat of him. Spring had set it, and the setting sun’s rays were becoming cold as night took over, but Wilbert seemed hot beside her. She opened her eyes and saw that he was watching her. Her eyes lingered on her neck. She did not cover it, as other ladies would; instead, she craned it, baring it further. Sometimes, she liked to be looked upon by Wilbert.
 
   Lady Lavery entered the drawing-room. Wilbert and Lucia rose to their feet. Lucia clapped her hands together in the impression of a giddy girl. “Oh, my lady!” she cried. “It is so good to see you again!”
 
   “You are not friend of mine!” Lady Lavery cried. “I have never seen you before! And your hair! Ugh, have you no respect, woman?”
 
   “She is twice the beauty you are!” Wilbert exclaimed.
 
   “Wilbert,” Lucia said, laying a hand upon his arm.
 
   He looked, shame-faced, at the walls for a moment. Then he recovered himself and stepped forward. “You could have us banished from the premises,” he said. “But that would not be wise, my lady. There is going to be a murder here tomorrow night. Have you heard of the Viking?”
 
   Lady Lavery was a cold-looking woman. Her features were like ice. Her dress was impeccable. Not a bad word could be said about it. But when Wilbert mentioned the Viking, something seemed to pass through her. She shivered, and walked to the window, so her back was to Lucia and Wilbert.
 
   “I have heard of him,” she said.
 
   “He is going to kill here, tomorrow night,” Wilbert said. “You want us here, to stop it.”
 
   “Do you think you can stop him?” Lady Lavery said, in a voice full of disbelief. “Do you think anybody can stop him?”
 
   “Yes,” Lucia said. “Why, do you disagree?”
 
   “What would I know?” Lady Lavery said at length. “I am just a lonely widow. My children are gone, to America, to the Colonies, to Wales. My husband is dead. Lady Lavery is just a lonely woman, living out the last of her days. What would I know of killers? The only pride I have is in the painting of the garden that caused delight in society. And what was that, twenty years ago?”
 
   “Well,” Wilbert said, casting a questioning look at Lucia, “we would be obliged if you could give us rooms for the night, and perhaps some supper. We mean to stop the Viking, my lady. On that score you can have no doubt.”
 
   “Yes, yes, very well,” she said. “I will see to it.”
 
   She walked from the room with slow steps. “She is hiding something,” Lucia said. She had seen it immediately. She had gone to the window so she did not have to look upon them as she withheld something from them. Lucia was annoyed; she did not immediately see what it was. Why this house? Why would the Viking choose to kill somebody here?”
 
   “We must look at the garden before we dine,” Lucia said. “Perhaps there will be some clue.”
 
   “Perhaps,” Wilbert said. “Fine, let’s go.”
 
   “Wait, wait,” Lucia said, touching his arm. “We should wait for Lady Lavery’s permission. It will make things easier.”
 
   “Lucia Skiffins, a slave to propriety,” Wilbert smiled. “You are a constant source of surprise. 
 
   “I shall take that as a compliment,” Lucia said. 
 
   Something within her wanted to reach out and touch him then. Touch his face, perhaps. Or lay her hand upon his shoulder. She recalled the carriage, when she had laid her hand upon his leg. Had she wanted to move her hand further up? She tried to view these details as she viewed a case, but they were too close to her. They were too personal. Inside her mind, there were two factions. One faction detested these lesser feelings and wanted her to sever all ties to her emotions, to exist as a wholly intellectual being. The other faction wanted her to thrown herself into Wilbert’s arms and demand to be kissed. Hitherto the first faction had been by far the strongest, but now, after spending time with him after an absence, the latter faction was beginning to gain ground.
 
   “It is a compliment,” Wilbert said, moving forward.
 
   “Wilbert, what are you doing?”
 
   He moved forward until he was standing exactly opposite her. For some reason, an event from five years ago came into Lucia’s mind. They had just finished a case, and Wilbert was walking with her back to her flat. As they approached the flat, a whine had sounded from a nearby alleyway. Lucia bade they continue, but Wilbert ignored her and found the source of the whine: a malnourished, dying cat. Lucia watched as Wilbert picked up the small, dying thing and held it in the light. It was shivering, its bones showed through its skin, and its fur was patchy and thin. 
 
   Wilbert had left her then, to return home alone. Weeks later, she saw a cat roaming the neighborhood. There could be no mistake; it was the malnourished cat Wilbert had found. She later learnt that he had nursed it back to health, ensured that it was sprightly enough to hunt and sustain itself, and then set it loose once again. Lucia still saw the cat from time to time. It was in the prime of its life. It was actions like this that set them apart. Lucia would never have tended to the cat. Wilbert was a kinder person than her.
 
   Wilbert was standing close to her now. 
 
   “Just one kiss,” she murmured. “We have work to do.”
 
   The words escaped her as though by accident. Wilbert laid his hands upon her shoulders and then leaned in and kissed her. His lips were warm. For a moment she just stood still, and allowed him to kiss her. Then she kissed him back, moving her lips. Warmth rose within her, and she found herself laying her hands upon his shoulders. Her hands wanted to go other places, too, and she wanted to kiss him more and more—
 
   The door opened and a footman entered. Lucia and Wilbert jumped apart, smiling with embarrassment.
 
   “My lady wishes you to know that supper is ready, if you care to follow me.”
 
   Lucia looked at Wilbert. He grinned at her like a naughty schoolboy. After a moment, she returned the smile. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Lucia, by observing other people, had learnt that ladies loved when one lavished praise upon them. Knowing this, Lucia adopted her most groveling tone, and aimed at nothing more than expanding the lady’s ego. She felt no shame at this. It was merely an intellectual ploy, and she did not get embarrassed when it came to intellect. “The garden looks so, so incredible in the painting,” she said, smiling widely. “It would please me so to gaze at it. It would be like gazing at a god! How beautiful it must be, living so close to it. I hardly think the painting can do it justice. Would you mind, terribly, if Wilbert and I had a peek at it after supper? Please, do say yes, my lady.”
 
   The ploy worked, Lady Lavery all but swooned, and eight o’clock saw Wilbert and Lucia in the garden. Lucia could not look at Wilbert for any extended length of time. She kept thinking about how kind he was, about how utterly different from her he was. They were like two strangers in their attitudes toward life, and yet they got on so very well. Indeed, Wilbert was the only person Lucia could tolerate to be around for any extended period of time. Wilbert walked close to her, and every now and then their elbows brushed. Lucia felt a distracting – and unprofessional – thrill run through her.
 
   “The painter deserves credit for making this place beautiful,” Lucia said, casting an eye around. The roses were dying. Weeds sprouted up between the flowerbeds. Even by  light of torch, everything looked damp and ignored. 
 
   “She has let her gardener go, by the looks of it,” Wilbert agreed. “One must remember, that the painting was finished a long time—My god!”
 
   Wilbert clutched at his collar, as though he suddenly found it stifling. Lucia ran to him and began unbuttoning the top bottoms. He was struggling to breathe. Lucia put her hands on his face. “Calm down,” she said. “Wilbert, dear, calm down. There is nothing so frightening in this world that it cannot be approached calmly.”
 
   Life swam back into his eyes. He grinned at her. “I lost myself for a moment,” he said. His grin fled. “But there is a reason for my reaction. Look over there, beside the worm-eaten bench.”
 
   Lucia walked over to the bench and looked down. She gasped. Wilbert’s pipe, which he had left at the scene of the murder earlier that day, sat upon the armrest of the bench. Beneath it was a folded-up piece of paper. “I cannot look at it,” he said quietly. “Lucia, would you?”
 
   She unfolded the note and read—
 
    
 
   A wayward son,
 
   A scare little lady,
 
   A darkening sun,
 
   A squalling, unwanted baby.
 
    
 
   An abandoned child,
 
   Left feral and ghoulish,
 
   Alone in the wild,
 
   Oh, my lady, how foolish!
 
    
 
   Now the Viking hath returned,
 
   And he hath earned,
 
   His right to retribution.
 
    
 
   Let’s see this house burn!
 
    
 
   Ha-ha, ha-ha!
 
    
 
   Hurrah!
 
    
 
   “Quite the poet,” Lucia muttered. She read the note to Wilbert. “It seems Lady Lavery has been keeping a dangerous secret, Wilbert.”
 
   “You don’t think—”
 
   “What else?” Lucia interrupted. “You were right. It’s the Viking, back again. He was here, whilst we were here. If I were a lady, I should be quite frightened right now.”
 
   “Maybe I can be frightened enough for the both of us,” Wilbert muttered. He made to pick up his pipe.
 
   Lucia laid her hand on his. “I wouldn’t,” she said. “Madmen have been known to leave nasty surprises in pipes.” She withdrew her handkerchief, carefully wrapped the pipe in it, and then laid it upon the floor. She lifted her boot and crushed it down upon the pipe. Wilbert watched with that look of fascination that Lucia secretly adored. It was a look that said he had never seen a woman like her, that he could never love another woman, that if she willed it he would have her right there. Color rose in her cheeks. She tried to ignore it but failed.
 
   She knelt down and unwrapped the handkerchief. She took her tweezers from her pockets, and picked up a crystalline rock. “Opium,” she said. She laid it down and picked up a smaller rock. “And cyanide. It seems the Viking wanted you to fall asleep and never wake up, my dear Wilbert.”
 
   “Blast it!” Wilbert cried, kicking the bench. “What infernal man are we dealing with?”
 
   “We must talk to Lady Lavery,” Lucia said. “We must find out what this poorly written poem means.”
 
   “What about the pipe?” Wilbert said.
 
   “Pick it up, would you? It may come in useful.”
 
   Wilbert bent down and did as she asked. Lucia watched as he knelt down. His muscular legs showed through his britches, and for a wild moment Lucia imagined what it would be like to touch those legs. She remembered once, four years ago, when they had been chasing the Coffin Killer (named for his habit of burying people alive). They had hidden in an unburied coffin together for a half-hour, their bodies pressed together, their breath hot on each other, peering through their peep-holes. His hand had brushed her breast, by accident, and Lucia had felt something her mind ran from even as her body ran toward. That feeling came back to her, and for a moment she wished Wilbert would kiss her again.
 
   But the case was on. Emotion had to be cast aside. They left the garden and went to find Lady Lavery.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Wilbert had lost count of how many times Lucia had saved his life. She never seemed to think it was a big thing. She never mentioned it afterwards. And if he ever dared to thank her for it, she brushed it aside as though it was of no concern. He tied the pipe in the handkerchief, wrapped it once more, and put it in his jacket pocket. Here he was, an officer of Scotland Yard, with cyanide and opium on his person! How his superiors would scream! Lucia was watching him. Her eyes were wide and bright, even in the torchlight—bright as only a case could make them. Wilbert thought she had never looked more beautiful. Her lips were slightly parted. Wilbert thought – madly – that she was getting ready for a kiss.
 
   But then she turned and left the garden. Wilbert followed, and soon they were in the drawing-room, where Lady Lavery sat, an ignored novel open before her. 
 
   “My lady,” Wilbert said. Lucia melted into the shadows. Wilbert did the “emotional parts” (as Lucia called them) because Lucia claimed she was stunted in that way. “I fear there this something you need to tell us, my lady,” Wilbert went on, standing a respectful distance from her. “It concerns the Viking, Malcolm Radfoot.” She flinched at the name. “You know him, do you not, my lady? You do not need to be afraid. I have no desire to make this secret known. I just need to confirm that we are correct.” He paused, and then went on: “I need to confirm that he is, in fact, your son.”
 
   “How dare you!” Lady Lavery cried, rising from her seat. “What scandal do you bring into my home! What lies! I am a quiet widow! Yes, yes, a quiet widow and nothing more! How dare you imply otherwise! I have never heard such nonsense, such slander, in my life! Oh, oh, if my husband were alive! He would tell you where to get off!”
 
   Wilbert waited for her outburst to end, and then produced the poem. He read it, ignoring her looks of anguish, and then handed her the note so that she could read it for herself. “He has been on the grounds,” Wilbert said. “I believe the only reason he killed the boy, in fact, was to get us all on the grounds together. Me, because I almost caught him last time. You, because you are his mother. And Lucia because she is the best detective in England. Oh, it would make quite an article, would it not? Quite a return for the Viking? My lady, we need answers.”
 
   “He’s taught himself to read and write,” Lady Lavery muttered at length. 
 
   “I beg your pardon?” Wilbert said, moving closer.
 
   “I’ll tell you the story,” Lady Lavery said. “But you must promise to keep it a secret, forever!”
 
   “I promise.”
 
   Lady Lavery turned to Lucia. “And you.”
 
   Lucia shrugged. “You have my word.”
 
   “Very well,” Lady Lavery said. She slumped down upon the chair. “I was a young woman, not much older than a girl, when it happened. He was a brutish man. He—he fouled my honor, you understand? I did not wish it, but he did it anyway. He was the son of a very wealthy man, a merchant, but not a highborn man. He kept me prisoner – as his ‘guest’ – in Scotland in the middle of nowhere to nine months, as the child grew within me. It was horrid. It will sound abhorrent, but I wanted nothing so much as to lose the child. It was a parasite, feeding off me, a reminder of this evil man. When the baby was born, he took it from me and commanded me to leave and never return. I admit I did not fight. I let him have the child, and I returned to England where I met Lord Lavery. To the day he died, he never knew of the vicious affair.
 
   “But sixteen years later, the merchant’s son sent me a letter. It detailed what he had done to my son. I can hardly speak of it. He left the boy in complete darkness, without companionship, for the first twelve years of his life. In a locked room, the child waited, not once hearing the sound of a voice, or feeling the touch of human skin. And then, on his twelfth birthday, he began to teach the boy violence. He brought him live animals and—and you can imagine what he did! You see, Malcom is not like other men. He was born in the dark. He knows only violence. He has taught himself to read and write, but he is not a person like me or you. His father died, thank God, but the son lives on. I suspect—” Her voice dropped lower. Wilbert was forced to lean in. “I suspect that Malcolm killed his father.”
 
   Lady Lavery rubbed her eyes. Tears slid down her cheeks. “So you see,” she said, “that we are dealing with a wild man.”
 
   “I see,” Wilbert said. “Then we must ask ourselves a question. How does one catch a wild man?”
 
   “Oh, that is simple,” Lucia said, stepping into the light. “There is one thing that wild things cannot resist. Bait.”
 
   “Bait?” Lady Lavery said softly.
 
   “Yes, my lady,” Lucia said, without a hint of emotion in her voice. “You must present yourself as bait to your son. There is no other choice. Come, Wilbert, it is time for us to leave. He will not strike until the morrow.”
 
   “You would leave me!” Lady Lavery cried.
 
   “Lucia—” 
 
   She waved a hand, cutting short his protestation. “We will wait in the woods on the outskirts of the estate,” Lucia said. “One does not fear sleeping in the mud, does one?”
 
   “One does not,” Wilbert muttered.
 
   “And we will watch,” Lucia said. “When he approaches…” She clapped her hands. “The game is won!”
 
   Wilbert leaned into Lucia and whispered into her ear: “Is this likely to result in the lady’s death?”
 
   “Not if we are fast,” Lucia said. “Only if we are slow. I can assure you one thing. We will catch him if we follow this plan.” Lucia did something strange then; she hugged him. Then she leaned back. “Now, leave us, Wilbert. Lady Lavery and I must discuss something in private.”
 
   Wilbert, bemused, left the room. 
 
   But he trusted Lucia. She had never left him down before. 
 
   She was, after all, the smart one.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   They returned to London, slept, and in the morning took a carriage back to the Lavery homestead. They arrived at the woods at about ten o’clock. Wilbert fear that the lady may already be dead. Perhaps the Viking had been lying in his note. But the Viking proved as honest as ever, and the lady admitted them with a wan smile. “I merely wished to make sure you were well, my lady,” Wilbert said. “We cannot stay here, now. We must retreat to the woods, and wait.”
 
   She nodded, seeming not to care either way.
 
   Wilbert and Lucia crouched down in the woods, looking toward the house. They were as out of sight as it was possible to see, almost buried in leaves. Lucia was close to Wilbert’s arm. He could feel her there. Her presence seemed to reach out and bring him in, drawing him toward her. There was something magnetic in Lucia, something dangerous. One found it impossible to ignore her aura. At length, Wilbert turned and regarded her, and saw that she was regarding him. 
 
   “Is there something wrong?” Wilbert said.
 
   “No,” Lucia said. “Not wrong, precisely. I am at war with myself; that is the truth of it. I know I should be focusing on the case, and yet I cannot stop looking at you, Wilbert.”
 
   Wilbert blushed. He felt as though he had just been complemented by a goddess. A foolish thought, of course; Lucia was flesh and bone and imperfections and perfections. But his feeling was sincere. “Why is that?” Wilbert said, his voice naught more than a croak.
 
   “Perhaps I am looking back over our time together. We’ve had some adventures, have we not? I am looking back to that time with the cat, thought. Do you remember when you nursed that cat back to health?”
 
   Wilbert remembered all too well. His landlord despised cats, so Wilbert had had to hide the poor thing in his coat every time he left the house with it. Weeks of watching it sip weakly at his saucer of milk, chew halfheartedly on a little piece of bird. Try to jump upon the chair—fall back to the hard floorboards with a squeal. And eventually, the triumphant moment of its recovery. He saw it outside Lucia’s house at times, full of life and strong. It didn’t seem to recall him, but that was okay. 
 
   “I remember,” he said. “What of it?”
 
   “Why did you do it?”
 
   Wilbert found this to be a strange question. “Why should I not do it? The cat was sick. It would have died.”
 
   “You see?” Lucia said. “You did it without thinking. That is what you are saying.”
 
   “Yes,” Wilbert said, “I suppose it is.”
 
   “That is the difference between you and me. You do kind things without thinking. For me, it would take a momentous effort to even consider saving that cat.” She paused, bit her lip, and then went on: “Wilbert, why do you love me? There is little love in me. Just coldness and hardness. Why not find a nice frumpy woman who will love you deeply and pack your pipe for you?”
 
   Lucia had never spoken so plainly to him. He found himself unable to answer for a time. He choked, coughed, laughed at his inability to act decisively, like a man. There was color in her cheeks, bright red, and her eyes were wide and awake. “Because—” It was the truth. Blast it, why was the truth so hard to speak. “Because,” he said, at length, “that woman would not be you.”
 
   He locked his eyes on her, forcing himself not to look away. He prayed that this was the moment when she would finally see him, finally return his affection. He reached up and touched her cheek. It was soft and gaunt and perfect. She touched his hand, held it against her face. “Wilbert, dear,” she said. “I want to ask you something.”
 
   “Ask me.”
 
   He felt half-asleep. His hand was on her face. Fire rose within him. His manhood stiffened. 
 
   “Would you think me a complete whore if I asked you to make love to me right here?”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The words had escaped her, had thrust themselves out of her. She expected to regret them, to quickly mutter an apology. But she did not. Instead, she just watched him, watched the effects of her words rippled through his muscular, supine body. His tilted his head at her and inspected her, tracing his eyes from her forehead down to her boots. She liked when he looked at her like that; it made her feel like prey. But not helpless, not afraid. Just alive. 
 
   “Are you sure?” he said. 
 
   “I am,” she replied, quickly. His hand was almost twice as big as hers. She gripped his fingers. “Why shouldn’t we?”
 
   He stared at the earth. “I just—I have never—”
 
   “Neither have I,” she said. “Oh, Wilbert, I thought you had – you know how men are – but I am glad that you haven’t. It will be nice, won’t it, if we do it together for the first time?”
 
   “Here? Now?”
 
   “Yes, yes.”
 
   The more they talked about it, the more Lucia wanted it to happen. A metamorphosis had come over her. All because of that look in his eyes, that slightly boyish, speculative, half-afraid look. He didn’t say anything else. He rolled over so they were close, and then kissed her upon the lips. She opened her mouth and thrust her tongue toward him. His tongue caught hers and they danced. His hands were on her, grabbing her breasts, moving down her body to her womanhood. 
 
   She moaned as he undressed her.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Afterwards, they lay half-clothed in silence for a time. Then their eyes met, and they began to giggle. Lucia hadn’t known what to expect. The pleasure of the body had always been oblique to her. What she had experienced had been painful at first, and then slowly, slowly, pleasurable. They would do it again. Of that Lucia was sure. But now that case was on, and they had to focus. It was around two o’clock in the afternoon. The Viking would be here soon.
 
   “That was—unexpected,” Wilbert breathed, as he pulled his shirt on.
 
   “I know,” Lucia smiled, pulling her boots on. “We’ll do it again, when this Viking fellow is caught.”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   Lucia touched his nose. “Yes.”
 
   “Let’s hope he hasn’t sneaked by whilst we were—busy.”
 
   “He hasn’t,” Lucia said. “I would’ve sensed it.”
 
   Wilbert didn’t dispute her. He had done, when they first started working together, all those years ago. But she had proven herself to him time and time again. It had gotten to the point where her self-regard was contingent upon his absolute confidence in her abilities. And he rarely doubted her, which meant she rarely doubted herself. If Wilbert would gone, she would be extremely sad indeed. 
 
   “Wilbert, my love,” he said.
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   She swallowed. She was not, she reflect, a lady at all. “What would you say if I suggested we become husband and wife? Oh, let us push away all sentimental considerations for a moment. We would be quite the team, I think. Mr. and Mrs. Underwood, crime-fighters extraordinaire!”
 
   Wilbert smiled and squeezed her hand. “That would make me the happiest man alive.”
 
   “Good,” Lucia said, sitting up. “We’ll do that, then.”
 
   “I love you, Lucia,” Wilbert said.
 
   “I know you do, Wilbert dear,” she replied, smiling warmly. “I know you do.”
 
   That was as far as she could go. Her mind was not yield so easily to her body, to her heart. But perhaps the two could co-exist. Whatever the case, it would be night soon. Wilbert unpacked a lunch of bread, meat, cheese, and ale. They ate and drank whilst watching the house, and when they were done they resumed their positions and waited.
 
   Lucia did not once get bored. Lying about in the leaves and mud waiting for a killer was infinitely more enjoyable and interesting that lying about on a divan waiting for a suitor. When she thought about the thousands of women whose sole occupation was to be ladies, she almost laughed. What they were missing!
 
   Soon, the sun began to set and a round, bright, full moon dominated the sky. Lucia and Wilbert looked up at it together. “He’ll be here soon,” Lucia said.
 
   “Yes,” Wilbert said. “Let’s hope we’re fast enough.”
 
   Lucia nodded. But she knew the truth. Their speed had nothing to do with it. It was all up to Lady Lavery now. Lucia hope the lady had it in her to do the right thing. Poor Malcom, it would be a shame—but it had to be done. His life did not justify his actions. 
 
   Lady Lavery must see that, or she would’ve live to see the morn.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The Viking had somehow sneaked to the house without them seeing. There came a loud bang from the house. Wilbert jumped to his feet and sprinted across the field with Lucia panting at his side. “Damnable dresses,” she breathed. “What monstrous man invented these intolerable things! How is one supposed to run in them!”
 
   “Stop complaining,” Wilbert retorted. “Keep running.”
 
   They crashed through the front door and made their way to the drawing-room, from whence the sound had come. Wilbert swung the door open and then stopped, looking down at the huge mass of killer they lay motionless upon the carpet. Lady Lavery looked down at her hands, her whole body shaking. “What happened?” Wilbert said, crouching beside the Viking. With an effort, he managed to turn the killer over. Drool fell from the side of his mouth, and his eyes were half-closed. Wilbert placed a hand on his chest: no breath, no heartbeat. “Dead,” Wilbert said, and felt a profound relief. At least he could soothe the landlady’s heart, if only a little. “But how?”
 
   “Sorry, Wilbert, dear,” Lucia said, sitting casually in an armchair and crossing her legs. “I didn’t think you’d agree. You remember when I wanted to talk to Lady Lavery about ‘lady’s business’? Ha, men, mention lady’s business and they ask no questions! And you remember I hugged you beforehand? Well, I may have lifted that poison-filled pipe and given it to the sweet lady. You never would have agreed, would you, my love?”
 
   Wilbert shook his head. “It would have been too risky.”
 
   “Yes, I knew it!” Lucia cried. “I told Lady Lavery to throw the poison into the man’s mouth, and—” She waved a hand over the corpse. “Here he is.”
 
   Lady Lavery looked down at the corpse. “Poor boy!” she wept. “Poor, poor boy!”
 
   “Lucia,” Wilbert said, rising to his feet. He tried to scorn her, but he could not. It had happened before, and it would happen again. Her plans rarely failed, and this had been a success. The child-killer was dead; that was all that mattered. “You are impossible!” he exclaimed, unable to hide his mirth. 
 
   Then he remembered Lady Lavery. He knelt before her. “I will send a telegram to Scotland Yard immediately, my lady. You will have all the assistance you require. You need not fear. This was self-defense. I will make sure – personally – that there is no fuss about this. Nobody will know Malcolm’s connection to you. You have my word.”
 
   “Thank. You,” Lady Lavery sniffled.
 
   “Is there a footman about I could borrow, my lady?” Wilbert said.
 
   There was, the telegram was sent, and soon the estate was swarming with Scotland Yarders. 
 
   Wilbert and Lucia left them to their work and sat on the balcony, looking out upon the night.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Lucia cast a look into the house. Nobody was watching. She walked across to Wilbert and kissed him on the lips. “Are you angry with me?” she said.
 
   He laughed. “Angry? How could I be angry? It was brilliant!”
 
   “When will we marry?”
 
   “On the morrow, you mad, brilliant woman! On the morrow!”
 
   “And we’ll have many more adventures, as husband and wife? We won’t grow stale?”
 
   “I do not believe you, my sweet Lucia, could ever grow stale.”
 
   They kissed again, and then the Scotland Yarders commanded their attention. Great work. What an investigation. Something to reassure the public. Jack the Ripper is still out there, but the Viking is finally caught! A very good team, the two of you make. Yes, yes, a very good team.
 
    
 
   
  
 

Fate's Ploy
 
   LollieMcArkam had always been skeptical about the local legend. Spend some time of Finger Rock, they said, and good fortune will be granted to you upon your wedding day. Lollie was of marriageable age, though she had no suitor. But Father had demanded that she fulfill tradition. Finger Rock was named for the way it jutted from the ocean floor like a defiant finger. Father rowed her out to it. The Scottish winds were high, and the mountainsides that bordered the out-of-the-way isle of Karankaywas blasted by the wind. Father said nothing as he rowed. His brow was creased, and every so often he wiped sweat and sea water from his face. Lolli was bored. This was a waste of time. But tradition was not to be ignored.
 
   “I’ll be back in the morning,” Father said, as Lollie stepped upon the rock. 
 
   “Okay, Da,” Lollie said.
 
   Father rowed away, and Lollie was left alone. A mist had descended upon the ocean, and Lollie could not see very far ahead. She sat upon the rock and waited—waited for what? She knew nothing would happen. The kelpie was a legend that had persisted in this nowhere place for hundreds of years. Lollie had grown up with it. And yet she doubted it. As she grew, she had observed. She had seen a woman who sat upon the rock fall into loveless marriages. The MacNeill woman had sat upon this rock. Now she lived alone in the shack, and her husband wandered the mountains, only returning once a week to bring her game. What power could this rock hold, if it set matches like that?
 
   But Lollie was not about to dive into the wild ocean and swim back to the isle. She was here for the night. She had brought a blanket. She pulled it tight around her. It did little to protect her from the frigid gales. She tucked her hands into her waistband and tried not to shiver. Once the shivers set in, danger started. She breathed deeply of the sea air. The clouds were a thick shield above her, blocking all light. No merman climbed upon the rock.
 
   Time was hard to tell. She thought she had been here for hours, but it could’ve been less than an hour. The sky didn’t change its hue, and the coldness that crept into her bones didn’t get any warmer. She shivered, and waited for morning, when this tradition would be fulfilled. And she could get on with her life.
 
   What a silly tradition, she thought wanly. What a silly thing for a woman to have to do. Oh, well, it is what they want.
 
   She peered into the mist. Part of her hoped that something would happen. It would break the monotony of her life. It would soothe the boredom that sometimes threatened her. But nothing came. She just waited, and shivered, and stared. And then she waited some more.
 
   “Morning will be here soon,” she muttered, reassuring herself. “Morning, and rest.”
 
    
 
   &
 
    
 
   There was no rest for Elias Taylor. He and his crew had sailed north, far north, and now they were lost in this blasted storm. “Fix those leaks!” the captain roared above the gale. “Taylor, get on them!”
 
   Elias, mason-turned-carpenter-turned-general-craftsman, ran across the decks and leapt down the stairs to below decks. All around him, his shipmates were tying things down. The last thing you wanted in a storm was things rolling about, tipping the balance. Fish flew all over the deck, where it hadn’t been properly packed. Cases rocked from their bindings and crashed into the wood. Elias ignored all this and began patching the leaks, working quickly, expertly. He lost himself in his work. He patched, and patched, carrying his tool case around with him. He stopped the ship’s boy and sent him scuttling for supplies, and then continued with his work.
 
   After a long time – Elias couldn’t say how long – the storm quieted. Elias climbed above decks. The captain slapped him on the arm. “Good man,” he said. “She didn’t sink this time.”
 
   “Aye, captain.”
 
   “Taylor,” the captain said, as he was about turn.
 
   “Aye, captain?”
 
   “Take a rowboat and go to yonder isle, will you? I want to see if there are people there.”
 
   “Why me—”
 
   The captain pulled him close. “You know why,” he whispered. “You’re the only man I can trust on this vessel. You’re the only learned, upstanding man. You can read. That seems like magic to most of these men. Come on, do me a favor, please.”
 
   “And if there are people there?”
 
   “A place to dock.” The captain slapped his forehead. “Look for a place to dock, first. If there is a place to dock, row back and tell us. We’ll rest up there. If there is no place to dock, but there are people, see if you can’twrangle some food out of them. I’m getting tired of fish and bread.”
 
   “Aye, captain,” Elias said. In truth, he was looking forward for a chance to get out of the ship for a few hours. He had been locked up here for months. He was beginning to go a little sea-crazy. He had joined the Swan because his family was in ruin. He was the eldest son, and he needed to make his own way. Father had gasped in shock when he told him he was going to take on as a carpenter. He’d been a sculptor, and when his art couldn’t support him, a stone-mason. Father had not even known that he’d been secretly studying carpentry all the while. “I’ll leave presently.”
 
   A rowboat was lowered for him, the anchor was set, and Elias climbed into it. The captain was an eccentric man, but the sky had cleared as though the heavens had opened, the wind had died, and the morning sun was just beginning to show on the horizon, lighting the sea a dull orange.
 
   He began to row, checking his direction every so often, for the small isle in the distance. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The storm had stopped suddenly. Now the morning sun was beginning to show. Lollie hadn’t guessed that it was morning. She must have fallen asleep. Her clothes were soaked through, and she was shivering. Father should be here soon to collect her, though the tradition was that the woman stay until just before midday, so she had some time yet. At least she didn’t have to contend with the elements anymore. She rose to her feet and began jumping up and down on the spot, forcing life back into her stiff, cold limbs. She was looking away for the isle when she saw him: a lone man rowing toward her.
 
   She squinted, unsure of what she was seeing, and realized that her first assessment had been correct. In the water there was a man – alone – rowing before her. Lollie felt a lurch within her. This had to be part of the legend, the kelpie. It had to be. She couldn’t see what the man looked like, but it hardly mattered. She waited for him to approach. He looked up, started, and then adjusted his course. He was a strong-looking man, with sandy blonde hair and a wild-man beard. His arms were ripped with muscle and his shirt showed the very top of his muscular chest. 
 
   He stopped beside the rock and looked up at her from the row boat. “My lady,” he said, “is there something wrong? Why are you up there all alone?”
 
   Lollie did not know how to reply to this. She assumed that anyone who the kelpie sent would know why she was up there. She hadn’t foreseen the need for an explanation. “It is the tradition,” she said. The man looked no less confused. “Of the kelpie,” she went on. “Didn’t it send you?”
 
   The man shook his head. “I don’t know anything about that, my lady,” he said. “But you look awfully cold and hungry. May I come up, and we can see to that?”
 
   “Please, do,” Lollie said, without thinking. The thought of warmth and food pushed all other concerns aside. She wasravenously hungry, and thirsty. Her belly grumbled at her as the man tied his boat and climbed up Finger Rock. 
 
   He stood over her and then looked around. “Are you hurt?” he said. 
 
   “No,” Lollie replied. “I’m quite well. Except for the cold, and the food, and the water.”
 
   The man grinned. “Care to give an explanation, my lady? It is no everyday one finds a lady upon the rocks. Some of my more superstitious shipmates would take you for a siren.”
 
   “It is tradition,” she said. “I live over there.” She pointed to Karankay. “On our isle, when woman come of marriageable age, they sit upon Finger Rock for one night. It is meant to bring good fortune with the opposite sex.”
 
   The man laughed. “My,” he said. “I am sorry for laughing. But—my. That is some tradition. A dangerous tradition, at that.What would possess a perfectly sane woman to sit upon a rock in the middle of a storm? I apologize, I am from England. I did not mean to insult your customs.”
 
   “So the kelpie did not send you?” Lollie was beginning to realize how foolish she sounded. 
 
   “I’m afraid not,” the man said. “I work as a carpenter of the Swan. It is anchored a few miles to the west. My captain sent me out here to see if I could see anything. May I sit?”
 
   She nodded, and the man sat upon the rock next to her. He hefted a bag from inside a blanket and laid it upon the rock. Form it he took some kindling, a half-loaf of bread, and a jug of water. He ripped the bread in half and handed the bigger half to her. Lollie took it eagerly from his hands and ripped it apart with her teeth. It tasted like heaven. She didn’t even care that it was stale and hard. She chewed it apart as a starving woman, and then drank desperately from the jug of the water. 
 
   “My name is Elias Taylor,” the man said, as he set the kindling. 
 
   “LollieMcArkam.”
 
   He nodded, and then began to rub at the kindling. In a moment, a small fire started. He took dry wood from his bag and laid it upon the fire. Then he arranged some rocks around it, to shelter the nascent flame. In a few minutes, warmth bloomed through Lollie’s body. Her clothes began to dry, and she felt like return to her. She wiped her face and smiled. “It is amazing what food, water, and warmth can do. Thank you, Elias.”
 
    
 
   &
 
    
 
   She was clearly not versed in high-society decorum. She had used his Christian name without asking. And she seemed to think nothing of it. But it didn’t offend him. If anything, he found it endearing. He had experienced his fair share of high society, with ladies who bowed and scraped before him. And then cast him aside when Father had lost his inheritance. 
 
   “You are welcome, Lollie,” he said.
 
   She had bright ginger hair and freckles upon her face. Her limbs were long and lithe, and looked strong. Her breasts were small and pert, showing slightly through her soaked shirt. She smiled at him, which made her all the more beautiful. Elias felt lust rise within him. He hadn’t seen a woman in eight months, let alone a woman so wildly beautiful.
 
   “That is quite a tradition,” he said, meaning to distract himself from his lustful thoughts. 
 
   “Yes,” she said, finishing the last of her bread. “It is. Da says that the villagers think it’s important, so I have to do it. Ma said the same, before she died of the cold. I never thought much of it.” She leaned in and lowered her voice. “There are women who sit on this rock and then get hit by their husbands. How is that for magic?”
 
   Elias laughed, and she laughed with him. “I admit, I never expected to find a lone lady when I rowed this way.”
 
   “Well, here I am,” she said, spreading her arms. “For a moment I thought the kelpie had really sent you. Hmm, maybe he did, though.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Is it a coincidence that the storm stopped just as you rowed this way?”
 
   “I was rowing this way because the storm stopped, Lollie.”
 
   “Aye, but who stopped the storm? Maybe it was the kelpie.”
 
   Elias laughed. “Maybe.”
 
   “You think it’s funny!” she cried, slapping his arm.
 
   “It is just that a moment ago you were disbelieving it, and now you are entertaining the possibility.”
 
   “Why can’t I do both?” she said. “Just because I think it’s silly, it doesn’t mean it might not be true.”
 
   Elias nodded. “Okay, then.”
 
   “You think me a fool?”
 
   “No,” Elias said. “You live here and you speak English. You are no fool.”
 
   “Oh, that,” she said, in her deep Scottish accent. Oh, tha’.“Da spent some time in England when he was younger. He taught me when I was a girl. Said I should know how to speak it, because you ruled half the world. Weren’t happy about it, but taught me all the same. I haven’t had reason to speak it for a long time though.”
 
   Elias didn’t know what to say next. If he had been in a drawing-room, he could’ve discussed some scandal or other. But here, with this woman, all of that was stripped away. It was just her and him, with nothing in between. He could not stop looking at her breasts. He knew it was wrong. He was no brute. And yet he could not. Her eyes were earth-brown. Everything about her spoke of nature. It was as though a long-dead demigoddess had risen from the ocean to greet him.
 
   She smiled at him, and then averted her eyes. “I’m having a bad thought,” she said.
 
   “What kind of bad thought?” Elias said. His throat was dry. He sipped from the jug of water. His heart pounded in his ears. “Lollie?”
 
   “I can’t say,” she said. “You’ll have to come closer, so I can whisper it in your ear.”
 
   Elias leaned in, and then Lollie touched his face and kissed him upon the lips. Lust woke within him instantly, a deep, dormant lust. He felt like no man at all, but a primitive version of himself. He was not a lord; he was just an animal. And so was Lollie. Their lips pressed together, their teeth clacked, and their tongues danced.
 
   He fell upon her, and she fell backwards, opening herself for him. What happened next was so full of passion and heat that he had trouble recalling it afterwards. When it was done, he lay upon the rock, breathing heavily.
 
   “I—” He stopped; there were no words to describe it.
 
   “I know.” Lollie kissed his chest. “I know, Elias.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   *****
 
    
 
   Lollie felt a pang in her heart when Elias sailed away, but she knew it had to be done. He had his ship to return to, and Lollie had her isle to return to. Elias had been gone for about an hour when Father rowed to the isle and helped her into the boat. “I hope it weren’t too bad,” he said. 
 
   “It was okay, Da,” Lollie said.
 
   “Any magic?”
 
   “Oh, a little.”
 
   “Can I ask what?”
 
   “No, it’s women’s business.”
 
   Father nodded at that. Finger Rock was solely the realm of women. Men were now allowed to ask about it, or even step foot upon it longer than to help their daughters onto it. When Lollie returned home, and returned to the normal routine of her life, she felt fulfilled and happy for a long time. She threw herself into her chores with a zeal Father had never seen before, and was content with the mountains, and the spring sun that started to make the sea sparkled in the morning.
 
   Winter turned to spring, and spring began to turn to summer when Lollie looked down at the bump under her shirt. Elias had given her a child. She rubbed her belly with love, and smiled at the child within. The kelpie had brought her love. 
 
   “Who’s the Da, Lollie?” Father asked. 
 
   He had asked this many times. Before now, Lollie had pushed the question away. Father was no like other men. He would not grow murderous because she had a child within her. He simply wanted to know. It was important to know who the father was, to see what sort of child would be produced. Lollie sighed and leaned back in the chair. Father walked deeper into the room and slumped down in a chair opposite her.
 
   “Lollie, tell me. I’m not mad.”
 
   “I know you’re not, Father.”
 
   I just want to keep it to myself. I want it to be my secret. I don’t want to share it with anybody else. It was a magical time and I want to keep it secret and safe forever.But she had to tell him, because he would never stop asking. She told him from start to finish, only brushing over the lovemaking because that was not something you talked to Father about. When she finished, Father nodded and stood up.
 
   “He sounds like a nice man,” he said, rubbing his hands together. “He offered you food and water and warmth, aye? Aye, a nice man alright. Don’t tell the other women, though, mind. Let them think what they will. If they knew that a regular man – a lord from England, by the sounds of it – had been on Finger Rock, they wouldn’t be too happy.”
 
   “I know, Da,” Lollie said. “I’ll keep it secret.”
 
   “Good girl. Does it feel like a girl or a boy?”
 
   Lollie touched her belly. It was like magic was happening with her. The baby had started to kick. The baby was desperate to come out and play with Mother. “I don’t know,” Lollie laughed. “We’ll have to wait and see, Da.”
 
   “Do you think the Englishman will ever return?” Father said.
 
   Lollie shrugged. “I have no idea.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Six years passed, but Elias Taylor never forgot that magical morning upon the rocks. He returned to England and became wandering stone-mason, fixing church roofs and the walls of homesteads. Father had all but disowned him. It seemed that nobody had told the man that the Taylor family was in ruin: that they could no longer afford to be supercilious. Father still appeared at social functions, looking hungry for acceptance. Elias wanted nothing to do with that. He had accepted his lot.
 
   But that morning…
 
   It sang out in his dreams. Lollie, her name was. LollieMcArkam. He had never told anybody about it. It was his secret, his refuge from the world. Whenever he was feeling wretched, he would conjure it up in his mind to push away the demons. It was like an elixir. It was wonderfully effective at pushing away depression. He hadn’t been with another woman since then. He would never be with another woman again. For what could compare with the magical morning upon the rocks?
 
   Six years of wandering, and working, and dwelling upon the past. Before he knew it, he was nine-and-twenty. He did not live in one single place. He became half-wild. His courtroom training fell away. He began to feel like thousands in England must’ve felt: just another stone-mason. But it didn’t bother him. The collapse of his position did not haunt him, as it would others. He had that memory, always. Always, he had Lollie. Oftentimes he thought of her, imagined what she was doing now, but he never made any effort to find out. The memory was enough—until it wasn’t.
 
   A wealthy lord was looking to expand his fishing operation in Scotland. He had heard that Elias was a master stone-mason, and wished to employ him to build a lighthouse. Elias, upon entering the lord’s office, did not think for a moment that this would connect him with that magical morning. He entered the lord’s office with no more thought that completing a job. 
 
   But then the lord described the job, described the location. It was unmistakable. He was describing the place where he had met Lollie. Elias fell back into the chair, and the lord started. He asked him if something was wrong. Elias denied it vehemently. He was quite well. And then he accepted the job. The lord was pleased, and paid for his travel north.
 
   So it happened that six years later, Elias Taylor was moving up through England, through Scotland, up, up, north, north, to the focus of his dreams. Lollie had spoken of the kelpie, some mystical force which commanded the rock. She had said something about it being the reason they were drawn together. Hitherto, Elias had pushed that aside. It was foolish nonsense. But now he thought upon it once more.
 
   What were the chances that this would be his situation? What were the chances that providence would contrive to throw them together once more? Perhaps there was something more in this kelpie than he had imagined. Perhaps fate was really pushing them together.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Lollie named her child Freddie. She had always liked that name. As a baby, Freddie was the wildest little creature Lollie had ever laid eyes upon. He would scream all night long, claw at her for attention, and pull her hair whenever he felt like it. And she loved him more than anything. Not much changed in Karankay, and Freddie grew up on the small fishing boat with his grandfather, and running amongst the mountains with the other children. The women of the village did not question where the child had come from. All assumed the kelpie had sent her some luck. The men might’ve suspected something else. But their wives kept them in check. And Lollie did not allow gossip to affect her. She was too occupied with loving her child.
 
   At night, when all was dark except for the diamonds in the sky, and when all was silent except for the soft lapping of the ocean’s waves, she would think of him. He had become something godlike in her mind. She found it hard to imagine him without feeling warm, and safe, and loved. Their lovemaking had been glorious.She had felt massive Pleasure course through her: through every part of her. He had moaned loudly, a slave to his passion. They had both lost themselves in each other. Lollie thought it was the best thing that had ever happened to her, that morning.
 
   She often wished that Elias would return, so that she may touch his face, feel his breath. But she was also glad that he did not. It would raise too many questions, bring her into a light into which she did not wish to be brought. It would drag her name thoroughly through the mud, and make the men in the village cast her aside; and the women look at her with unconcealed pity.
 
   She envisioned her life from this point as being solely given to her son. She and Freddie would take long walks amongst the mountains, and he would climb upon her shoulders and look out over the sea and point into the great nothingness. “I will go there, Ma,” he said. “And bring you a shell the size of House. The biggest shell you ever saw, Ma.”
 
   “I know, sweetness,” Lollie said. “I know.”
 
   Her life trudged on quite comfortably. She was content, happy. She would not have regretted it if she died without ever seeing Freddie’s father again. 
 
   One night, Father and she sat before the fire. “Some English lord is going to build this place up,” he said, tapping his fingers on the chair. “They’re going to make a proper dock, and build a lighthouse. Oh, yes, things are going to change in Karankay.”
 
   “Are you worried, Da?”
 
   Father laughed. “Worried? No. What’s there to be worried about? They’ll want good fisherman. I’m a great fisherman. With their help we’ll be able to catch enough to live on, and to sell a little bit on. We might be able to buy a few trinkets here and there. Some presents for little Freddie. Plus, we can give him a little something. Save up some coin for him, aye? No, I’m not worried at all.”
 
   It was good to see Father so optimistic, but the rest of the village didn’t share his optimism. The women spoke of dark omens, and some of the men spoke of the English with disgust. “Won’t learn out language—use us—make us out for fools—insult out ways.” 
 
   “It’s silly talk,” Father said one night. “They need us more than we need them. We’ve been fishing these waters for hundreds of years. They don’t know where the best fish are to be caught, at what times, aye? They don’t know how these waters can beat a man. They don’t know how these waters can break some men. What of the coves, and the secret places the ocean keeps to herself, aye? Do they know of them?”
 
   Freddie jumped upon his grandfather’s lap. “Papa, was I good last time?”
 
   He was referring to his short trip on the boat.
 
   “Aye, lad,” Father said, ruffling Freddie’s mop of ginger hair. “Very good. You’ll make a good fisherman. If that’s what you want to be. If this situation turns out alright, you’ll have what I never did. Prospects.”
 
   “Prospects.” The boy said the word like it was magic.
 
   “Anyway,” Father said, rising. “I’ve got to meet this stone-mason they’ve sent up to England. He’s going to start work on the lighthouse. Figuring where it should go and the like. Think they’ve sent up a team of workers, too. But they’re coming after, when he’s made his measurements.”
 
   Father pulled on his jacket against the autumn wind. Then there was a knock at the door. Father walked over and opened it slightly. “Aye?” he said, in thickly-accented English. “Who are you?”
 
   “The stone-mason,” was the reply.
 
   A cold chill went through Lollie. Her hands shook. 
 
   “Aye, alright,” Father said.
 
   Elias sounded nervous. Lollie knew it was him. She had heard that voice enough times in her dreams. “Um, thank you,” he said. “Shall we get started?”
 
   “Aye, sure,” Father said.
 
   He turned to Lollie. “I’ll see you later, Lol—”
 
   Her name! “Goodbye, Da,” she said quickly.
 
   He looked at her oddly, and then shook his head. The door closed behind him.
 
   He is here, Lollie thought in panic. My lover has returned.
 
   Freddie jumped over to her. “Ma, you look funny. Ma, your face looks funny and red.”
 
   Lollie made to talk, but all that came out was a tired sigh. “Sorry, sweet one,” she said. “Ma is tired, is all.”
 
   Her breath came quickly; feelings long-buried rose to the surface. Love panged within her. 
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   Elias had heard her voice. He was certain it was her voice. He would never forget it. Six years later, and she sounded like the day he met her. And there was another thing, a thing that shocked Elias to his core. She had a child. The child had peeked around the door, eager to see the visitor. In the child’s face he saw Lollie. His heart dragged downward in his chest. Lollie had found a man. She was married. She had a family. He had come all this way, and she had a family.
 
   He knew he should’ve expected this. He couldn’t exactly expect her to wait for him. He had made no sign he was coming back. But it still cut him deeply. LollieMcArkam had a family. He was a married woman. He had outgrown most of his courtly training, but the sanctity of marriage still meant a great deal to him. He would never come between a husband and his wife, never. It simply was not in him.
 
   Despite himself, he wanted to learn more about Lollie’s life. He knew it could serve no purpose but to harm him, but he wanted to assure himself that she was happy, that she had made it. “So, George,” he said, in the most casual voice he could at present muster. “That little one I saw, he’s your grandson, I assume?”
 
   “Aye,” George said, as they walked across the island toward a natural pier-formation: a grouping of rocks that jutted out of the island like a horizontal Finger Rock. “Freddie, his name is. A fine rascal, if ever I met one.”
 
   “Your son’s child, is he?” Elias said.
 
   “No,” George said. “I have no son. He’s my daughter Lollie’s lad.”
 
   “Oh.” Elias nodded his head. 
 
   “This is it,” George said, walking to the end of the rock. “You ken here? Where the rock pokes out like this. Aye, I think it’d make a mighty fine spot four your lighthouse. A mighty fine spot.”
 
   Elias observed the rock, made some judgments, and then hastily agreed. He had to know who she was married to. He just had to. When they were walking back from the spot, Elias feigned a laugh to himself. 
 
   “Something funny?” George said, smiling in his friendly, open way.
 
   “I saw a fellow lugging a bag of fish up the hill on my way here.” This was a complete fabrication. Elias was guilty of how easily the lie came. “I think I heard him say something about a lady McArkam. That your daughter, is it?”
 
   “LadyMcArkam?” George laughed. “You must’ve heard wrong, lad.”
 
   “Oh,” Elias said. “I thought perhaps it was her husband.”
 
   “Oh, no,” George said quickly. “Lollie don’t have a husband.”
 
   “But the child—”
 
   “Lollie don’t have a husband,” George repeated stiffly. “It’s just the lad, her, and me.”He spoke with the tone of a man who wishes to say no more. 
 
   Elias didn’t press him. Lollie didn’t have a husband. Did that mean—No, it was too mad to think of. How old had the child looked? Could he have been just a little over five? Did he have something of the English in his ruddy Scottish features? 
 
   Elias left George as quickly as he could and sheltered in the lodgings the villagers had provided for him. He started a fire, and huddled near it. A child, he thought, in astonishment. My child.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   She had to see him. She had to make sure that it was really him. No matter that Father had given her his name. Perhaps it was a different Elias Taylor. Perhaps the kelpie was playing a trick on her. 
 
   She waited until Father and Freddie were sleeping, and then crept out of the house and sneaked through the village. There was only one place the villagers would’ve housed a visitor. That was in the McGregor house. The McGregor’s had left the village two years ago, and their house stood abandoned. Lollie sneaked through the village, ducking under clotheslines, weaving between houses, until she came to the house. In the bottom window, a candle flickered.
 
   She crept over to it and peered in. And there he was, looking a little older, a little rougher, but no less handsome. His held his hands over the candle, making broken shadows upon the wall, and gazed into the dark, as if under a spell. Lollie could barely believe what she was seeing. Hearing of him was one thing; actually seeing him, after all this time, was something else entirely. She pressed her palm against the window, and peered close. His muscles were tense, like a tough problem was working itself out upon his body. 
 
   He sighed, and then leaned back in the chair. He closed his eyes. Soon, he was snoring. Lollie watched him sleep for too long, and the retreated into the night.
 
   When she was back in bed, panic came over her. That was him. There was no denying it. That was Elias Taylor, Freddie’s father. She had never believed in the kelpie, but here it was, workings its magic. It had pushed Elias all the way to Karankay, back into her life. He and Father had talked, and Father didn’t know that he was talking to his grandson’s father. It was a mess: a magical mess.
 
   She curled into a ball and tried to breathe steadily. Feelings warred within her. She didn’t know whether to be ecstatic or terrified. She had dreamt of him returning many times, but she had never, for a moment, thought it might actually happen. In the morning, Father leaned over her.
 
   “You okay?” he said.
 
   “Yeah, Da,” Lollie said. 
 
   “You look like you’ve seen a spirit.”
 
   I have, she thought. A spirit the kelpie sent me. A spirit from the past.
 
   “No, Da,” she said. “Just a little tired.”
 
   “Okay, then,” Father said. “I’m off to meet the English mason.”
 
   Lollie lurched to her feet. “Da, can me and Freddie come with you?”
 
   “I don’t see why not.”
 
   Lollie woke Freddie, and then the three of them were walking toward the lighthouse spot, to meet the English mason, to meet the father of Lollie’s child. 
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   Lollie’s legs felt as though they might give way at any moment. Walking was an intolerable struggle when her heart was so full of anticipation and dread. Freddie hopped beside her, happy to be out of the house and in the chill autumn air, happy to be with his ma and papa. Lollie saw him after a moment, standing at the edge of the water, gazing into the distance. His back was turned, but then Father called out to him, and he turned.
 
   His face dropped the moment he saw her. He looked away, at the ground, and color rose in his cheeks. Father patted him on the back. “The weather getting to you, aye?”
 
   Elias managed a nod.
 
   “Aye, alright. This is Lollie, my daughter. And Elias, my grandson.”
 
   Elias held out his hand. Lollie offered hers, and they shook. Energy passed between their hands. Lollie felt a strong urge to hold onto him and never let him go. She wanted to hold onto that hand forever. But Father was there, and she couldn’t arouse suspicion. She withdrew her hand and Elias knelt down.
 
   “Hello, little man,” he said. 
 
   Freddie, who had been learning English and his own language since he was a baby, beamed at the English man. “Hello, sir,” he said, in a poor imitation of a gentleman’s voice. “How are you today?”
 
   “Wow!” Elias laughed. “He is quite the linguist!”
 
   Freddie beamed, and Elias ruffled his hair.
 
   Lollie watched in fascination. For the first time in her life, her son and his father were interacting. She wished this moment could stretch forever, but then Father was leading them to the rock where the lighthouse would go, talking about measurements with Elias. Freddie listened in rapt attention, but Lollie could barely take it.
 
   They were about to leave when she touched Elias’ arm. “Shall I tell him, or shall you?” she said.
 
   Father tilted his head. He had no clue what they were talking about. “I will do it,” Elias said, standing up straighter. “George, sir, I have something to tell you. I am sorry I did not do it sooner.”
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   He had expected the man to roar his outrage, or to hit him, or to walk off in stony silence. Instead, he leaned forward, and whispered intently: “Show the boy love, aye? He shouldn’t find out about it like this. Kneel down and show him love. Look at him, aye? He’s wondering what this all means. Your son is scared. Come on, lad.”
 
   Elias looked down at the boy – Freddie – and saw that George was right. He peered up at Elias with open confusion in his little eyes. Elias signed and knelt down. “Freddie,” he said. “I know this is going to sound mighty strange, but I’m your father.”
 
   “My pa?” the boy said in wonderment. “My real pa?”
 
   Elias nodded. “Yes, your real pa.”
 
   A wave of regret washed over him as he regarded the boy. Here was his child, and he had never spoken to him before now. Here was the product of that passionate night, and Elias was a complete stranger to him. The boy’s mouth slowly fell open, and then he reached out and touched Elias’ shoulder. “You’re real,” he said slowly. “You’re really real.”
 
   “I am,” Elias said. “I’m sorry I wasn’t around before, young sir. Do you think we can be friends?”
 
   Elias’ sanity hung on this question. If the boy denied him now, he would fall into a fit of despair. He felt as though he were standing before a king, waiting for his decision on some important matter. And that, he decided, was what he was doing: standing before his son, more important than any king, and waiting to be hated. After a pause, the boy smiled. “We can be friends,” he said. “I’ll show you the rock pools down the shore.”
 
   Without waiting for a reply, Freddie sprinted down shore. He stopped a few feet away, looking over his shoulder. “Are you coming?” he said.
 
   Elias looked to Lollie, who had been watching this scene in rapt fascination. “What do you think?” he said.
 
   Lollie looked to George, who shrugged and nodded at the boy. “Go with your son and his father, Lollie, but only if ye want to.”
 
   Lollie smiled. “I want to, Da.”
 
   “Then go. I’ll not stand in your way.”
 
   Lollie followed her son. Elias was about to follow when George touched his arm. “Be a good man to them, lad.”
 
   “I will, sir,” Elias promised. He was not the sort of man to lie to his lover’s father. “I promise, I will.”
 
   “Aye, I believe you. Go, then.”
 
   Elias ran down the shore with Lollie and Freddie, heading toward the rock pools. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Five weeks later, when the workmen had arrived and the lighthouse was half-built, Lollie peered at herself in the reflection of the water. She looked brighter, more alive; she looked as though the kelpie were living behind her eyes, infusing her with energy. She splashed water on her face, and grinned at herself. After a few moments, Elias knelt down beside her. “You are grinning at yourself,” he remarked.
 
   “I am,” she said. “Does it scare you?”
 
   “Everything about you scares me,” he jested, nudging her playfully. “I am terrified by your very presence.”
 
   Elias often said things like these, thinking that he was joking. But Lollie knew the truth. He wasn’t joking at all. He really was terrified of her and Freddie. He wasn’t so terrified that he would leave them; his terror actually made him more likely to stay. He was terrified because she and he had experienced one night of pure pleasure together, and he had never expected life to spring from it. He was terrified because he had missed six years of family.
 
   “Why did you want to meet all the way out here?” Elias asked. “Is there something wrong?” His voice was tinged with panic. Lollie knew that he lived in the perpetual fear that she would cast him aside, and he would be forced to leave her and Freddie. “Lollie?”
 
   “Nothing is wrong,” she laughed. “I am here to ask something of you, sweet Elias. I have spoken to Miss Colquhoun, the oldest and wisest lady in the village. For a long time she had married the people of Karankay. I have asked her if we may be married, upon Finger Rock. She has agreed. She doesn’t like it, mind you. She says that we should’ve been joined long ago. But she has agreed all the same. I just need to know if you—” Here her words ran out. She had expected him to ask this, but he had been busy with the lighthouse—and bonding with Freddie. Plus, these weren’t his lands. He was still getting used to their customs. She shrugged. “You know.”
 
   He nodded. “I know, Lollie. Why do you look so nervous?” He kissed her upon the forehead. His lips were warm. “I have wandered for six years. I have been as a homeless vagrant, apart from my masonry. And all the while I thought of you, Lollie. Of that magical time upon the rock.I tried to imagine what you were doing, how you were feeling, how live was treating you. Imagine my surprise when I discovered we had a son together! Imagine my surprise when I was welcomed back here!”
 
   He shook his head slowly, as though he could barely believe it. “And imagine my surprise when your father – bless the man – did not treat me as a brute. As he might’ve.As he had every right to.No, instead, he treated me with kindness, and he allowed me to court you.” He reached out and touched her hand. Their finger brushed, and then interlocked. “I will go there with you this moment,” he said. “Yes, Lollie, let us go there!”
 
   Lollie asked him to wait whilst she fetched Miss Colquhoun. The old lady was bone-thin with paper-thin skin and stick-thin arms and legs. Her skin was normally saggy over her face. But today it seemed lighter, tauter. She was smiling; Lollie had never seen her smile. “Aye, a fine day,” the old lady said. “A fine day indeed.” When she saw Elias, she clapped her hands. “Go and get a boat, man!”
 
   Elias grinned as he jumped to his feet. “Yes, Miss,” he laughed, and ran off to get a rowboat.
 
   He returned with Father and Freddie, Elias and Father carrying the boat upon their shoulders. They lowered the boat into the water, and Elias helped Miss Colquhoun in, and then Lollie, and then he climbed in after them. 
 
   “Will you be back, Ma?” Freddie said.
 
   “We will,” Elias said, before she could answer. He had gotten more confident in speaking to his son. “We’ll be back before you know it, and we’ll be married.”
 
   “Married.” Freddie said the word like a prayer. 
 
   Elias began rowing them toward Finger Rock, where they had met all those years ago, and where their future would be made real. 
 
    
 
   &
 
    
 
   There were still rules about Finger Rock, and Elias was not allowed to actually stand upon the rock. But the ladies of the village, upon hearing of his story, had been surprisingly flexible. They had contrived to create a rule declaring that – in special events – a man may wrap his feet in cloth, and thus stand upon the rock. Elias could not help but smile to himself as he pulled his boots off and wrapped his feet in cloth. The lengths they are going to for mine and Lollie’s happiness, he thought with a smile.
 
   He and Lollie jumped from the boat upon the rock, and then together they helped Miss Colquhoun onto the rock. He limped to the edge, and then turned to face the two of them. “Once you are bound here,” she said, “there is no going back. You will be man and wife in the eyes of the kelpie. Do you trust in the kelpie, Englishman?”
 
   “It brought me to Lollie,” he said. “And it bade me return here after so many years. Yes, I trust it.”
 
   “And you, daughter of the sea, LollieMcArkam, do you trust the kelpie?”
 
   “I do,” Lollie said. “I want to be with this man, in the eyes of the kelpie.”
 
   Lollie, more forward and confident than any lady back home would have been allowed to be, reached out and grasped his hand. Elias gripped her hand and squeezed. He had never been so full of impending contentment in his life. All his life lay before him in one long contented breath. He was looking forward immensely to teaching Freddie how to build rudimentary things from stone. He was looking forward to sharing Lollie’s bed every night. He was looking forward to becoming a family.
 
   Miss Colquhoun leaned over and touched Elias’ head. “You are a child of the kelpie now, and so you must obey its laws. You and this woman are united in the eyes of the kelpie, and you shall never part, even when the kelpie grants you death. In the realms of the crashing waves, you shall entwine eternal.”
 
   Miss Colquhoun then took her hand from Elias and placed in on Lollie’s head. “You, too, are a child of the kelpie.Obey its laws, for you and this man are united in its eyes. Never shall you part; when death takes you to the realms of crashing waves, you shall entwine eternal.”
 
   She brought her hands to her chest and closed her eyes. “The connection is almost made,” he said. “If you would deny it, throw yourself off Finger Rock.”
 
   Elias looked to Lollie, half-afraid that she might do just that. But instead she smiled at him. The two of them stayed silent. The bond was made. They were married.
 
   “We will make that place of yours a home,” Lollie whispered into his ear. “Aye? Make it a lovely home.”
 
   “I’m never going back to England,” Elias said, stroking her hair. “There is nothing left for me there. A ruined name, a lifetime of training to restrict myself in almost every way.You do not realize how lucky you are up here.”
 
   “So we shall make it a home?” Lollie said, kissing his chin.
 
   “We shall,” Elias said. “Yes, me and you and Freddie.”
 
   He smiled.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   They obtained permission from the village council to officially move into the McGregor house. Lollie watched with a profound sense of pride and completion as Elias set to work on it. He had housed himself in a room at the back, which was quite sturdy. But the rest of the house was full of holes and instability. Elias, when he was not working on the lighthouse, threw himself into these tasks. He would return from the lighthouse and take Freddie around the house, explaining what he was doing. Freddie had even helped with some minor tasks.
 
   Months passed, and the stone house became a home. A great fire burned in the fireplace, and she lay in Elias’ arms. The lighthouse had been built, and soon Englishman would be here, fishing, mixing. “Won’t you be tempted to go back?” Lollie said. She often asked him this. She couldn’t help it. Their life must’ve seemed simply when compared with England. “Won’t your countryman find your way of life odd?”
 
   Elias laughed, as he always did. And then he brought her hand to his lips and kissed them tenderly. Freddie slept contently beside the fire, his back to them, rising and falling with his precious breaths. “They will find it strange,” Elias said. “They would find everything about us strange. The way we met, the way I returned here, the marriage ceremony. But I don’t care, my love. I used to think the kelpie was a silly story – as did you, and as will they –but I believe in it now. The kelpie brought me here. It must have. What are the chances of me coming here twice, in such mad circumstances?”
 
   “Low,” Lollie whispered. She smoothed her hand through his hair. Was this a good time? Lollie didn’t know if any time was a good time. She would just have to go for it. “Elias.”
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “I am with child.”
 
   She didn’t know what to expect. He hadn’t been here when Freddie was growing inside of her. But she needn’t have feared. He jumped to his feet and then pulled him up with her. “You madman!” she cried.
 
   He lifted her off the ground and hugged her tightly to him. “This makes me the happiest man alive,” he said, kissing her over and over, on the neck, on the cheek, on the lips. “Not just the happiest Englishman in Scotland. But the happiest man alive!”
 
   They shared a long kiss. Then they stared at each other, deeply, intensely. They were smiling. Lollie thought the baby in her belly was smiling, too.
 
    
 
   
  
 

Bound by Pleasure
 
   1815.
 
   Dolores Sykes gazed out of the window as her late husband’s nephew approached. Mervin Sykes was here, she knew, to try and rob her of her home, of her security. Mother and Father had married her off to the old man because they’d wanted to secure her future. But they hadn’t counted on the one certainty: that eventually the old man would die. She shivered at the mere thought of Thornton Sykes. He’d been a fat, old, depraved man. She was two-and-twenty. He’d been five-and-sixty. When he’d looked at her, it was like watching a farmer evaluate his livestock. And when he’d taken her to bed . . . She shivered again. And finally, after two years of marriage, he was dead. The fat, old, depraved man had died. Dolores didn’t weep. She had never loved Lord Thornton. Only her parents had, or, at least, they’d loved his income.
 
   Soon the footman announced that the nephew had arrived. Dolores stood up and stared at the door, standing as straight and unflinching as she could. Here was the man who wanted to take her home, to leave her penniless and alone. To leave her to retreat to Mother and Father, who were old, and didn’t want the burden of an unmarried daughter. She could already hear Father’s words. “Why can’t you just be like your sisters? They’re all married. And they don’t make a fuss. Why did you have to return?”
 
   For some reason, she’d expected Mervin to be around the same age as his uncle. She knew it was foolish, but she had never met a young Sykes. But when he entered the room Dolores was greeted with a man of around thirty years, with deep brown hair and earth-brown eyes. His body was muscular, his arms out to his sides as though preparing for combat. His face was strong, his jaw square. He wore long-tailed jacket, high-knee boots, and tight britches that accentuated his muscular legs. 
 
   Dolores curtseyed. “My lord,” she said, not daring to say more.
 
   He looked at her, and then spun on his heels. “Where is Uncle?” he said. 
 
   Dolores hurried after him. “At the funeral parlor, my lord,” she said.
 
   Mervin nodded and then returned to the drawing-room. “Last time I left he was in fine health. Am I to believe that he simply collapsed from—from what, precisely? What, exactly, am I supposed to believe?”
 
   That he was old. That he was an old man and he’d lived out his putrid years. “He was over sixty, my lord,” Dolores said quietly. 
 
   “Yes, I know that,” Mervin snapped. “But he was showing no signs of degeneration. What am I to think, hmm? What am I to assume?”
 
   His tone was every bit as supercilious and suspicious as she’d expected it to be, judging from his letter, in which he’d all but accused her of murder. “My lord, won’t you take some tea?” Dolores said, trying to return things to a sense of normalcy. 
 
   Mervin looked at her for a few moments, and then turned away. “I will see you at dinner,” he said. She heard his footsteps as he ascended the stairs. 
 
   Dolores had some tea herself, trying not to be afraid.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Brickwall Manor stood at the top of a steep, finger-like hill, overlooking the town of Wells. When ascending this hill, one had the feeling of being in a fairytale, and half-expected to find a trapped damsel at the top. The feeling was not diminished by the Manor itself. It was old, with gray stone walls which were covered in creeping ivy. The windows were ornate glass, and the main doors were like a castle drawbridge, their size intimidating. In past generations it had been used by the Sykes’ to house their most privileged guests. Now it was just a home. 
 
   Dolores would often climb the steps of the Manor to the uppermost room and look out upon the country and the town below. The July sunlight was exquisite causing the landscape to burn golden yellow. The country rolled in soft hills, the green so sharp it almost blinded the eye, the trees tiny, like children’s constructions. The buildings, too, appeared like the playthings of a child, or a giant, depending on how one thought and felt. At the edges of the hill, the ruins of the wall from which the Manor had taken its name marked the land like pebbles.
 
   She was about to turn and leave the attic when she heard steps behind her. Mervin stood at the top of the stairs, watching her. She started, and then grabbed at her chest. “How long have you been watching me?” she breathed.
 
   Mervin shrugged. There was something like pity on his face. But then it vanished, and was replaced with coldness. “I am going into town today to make inquiries,” he said. 
 
   “About what, my lord?” Dolores said, her voice calmer now. 
 
   “About you and Uncle,” Mervin said. “I need to know what kind of relationship you had. It is my understanding that he had some friends in the town with whom he was close. And I need to see the body on any account, and talk to the doctor.”
 
   “I will answer any questions you have, my lord,” Dolores said.
 
   Mervin grinned, and then shook his head. “If you want the truth of the relationship, never ask the wife. If she is a bad wife, she will make her husband out to be a demon, even if he is a saint. If she is a good wife, she will make her husband out to be a saint, even if he is a demon.”
 
   With that he left, pounding down the steps. Dolores listened to him go. “How very profound,” she muttered sarcastically. She watched him ride down the lane, toward the steep decline of the hillside path, and then out of sight. When he was gone, Dolores went downstairs and broke her fast. 
 
   Her heart was pounding madly in her chest. Mervin wanted to oust her from Brickwall Manor, to send her home to Mother and Father, the disgraced widow of a horrid old man. She took a deep breath, willing calm to descend over her, willing her heart to stop beating so rapidly, willing her hands to stop shaking.
 
   But she could not rid her mind of Father’s accusing face, or Mother’s disappointed shaking of the head. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   She didn’t speak to Mervin for four days. He seemed very busy in trying to make her homeless. She saw him a couple of times, but only from behind. He never stopped to greet her, and it seemed he purposefully ate his meals in Wells, so he didn’t have to speak with her.  She felt snubbed, angry, offended. He was in her home – for it was her home now – and he was treating her like this. It was understandable, she supposed. Thornton had never made a will gifting his estate to his beloved nephew Mervin. In name and deed it belonged to Dolores. And Mervin wasn’t happy about that.
 
   On the fifth day, when she was sitting in the drawing-room trying and failing to focus on the book before her, Mervin entered. He said nothing for a time, only seated himself opposite her and laid his hands upon his knees. 
 
   “I have heard troubling things about my uncle,” Mervin said, at length.
 
   “You have, my lord?” Dolores said, keeping her voice level. She would show no fear, no desperation, to this man. She would keep herself as calm as water, as still as a stone. If he wanted to steal her money, her home, fine, but he would not steal her dignity. 
 
   “I have, my lady.” My lady was said meaningfully, with an inclination of the head. He was addressing her properly again. Something had changed.
 
   “What have you heard, if I may ask, my lord?” Dolores said. 
 
   Mervin took a deep breath, and then leaned forward on his knees. “I have heard that you were rarely seen in town, though he was seen often. I have heard that when you did appear, it was with bruises on your face, poorly covered with powder. I have heard that he was wont to brag about his young bride, and say—dishonorable things. I have also heard that, in this past year, he has smoked, eaten, and drank to excess. All of this I have heard. Can you confirm any of this, my lady?”
 
   Dolores was about to talk when something occurred to her. She would gladly set the record straight about the lecherous old man, but this could easily have been a trick. Mervin could be lying, to make her say something disparaging about her late husband, and so build a case of slander against her. It would not look good, a Longford lady spreading rumors about the noble Sykes. 
 
   Dolores shook her head. “I cannot speak of that, my lord,” she said, keeping as impassive as possible. She looked straight ahead, and didn’t move her head, her hands, her feet, at all when she spoke. Still as a stone.
 
   “You will deny it, then, my lady?” Mervin said.
 
   “I cannot speak of it, my lord,” Dolores said. “It would be wrong of me to speak in that vein of my late husband, who has so recently past.” She made a small gesture to her attire. “Can you not see that I wear mourning colors?”
 
   “And you’re smart to do so,” Mervin muttered. “There are those who would say the old man had every right to do anything to you.” Mervin leaned forward. “Let me tell you how things are, my lady. My mother sent me here to try and dislodge you from your home. She is furious that Uncle did not leave her anything more substantial than two rather nice chairs. She wants it all. She wants me to break you, cast you aside, and claim this place for our own. She wants, specifically, for me to prove that you murdered the old man.”
 
   Dolores said nothing, just watched him. More tricks? More lies? 
 
   Mervin looked at her for a moment, and then smiled ruefully. “You’re being careful. That is good. You have taught yourself well. Okay, just listen, then. I have no desire to cause you any more harm. Here is what I think. Uncle beat you, abused you, used you, hurt you, humiliated you. I think he did all of this because he was a bad man. Yes, I could not say it publically, but he was a bad man.”
 
   “What has caused this change, my lord, in your perception of your uncle? Not a week ago you were eager to see his body, and your voice was ever so full of remorse.”
 
   “I had to act, did I not, as though his passing troubles me? And I had to keep my plan in mind. I had every intention of taking this place from you.”
 
   “Had, my lord?”
 
   “Yes, had, I don’t want this place, not if it means further hurting you.”
 
   “I apologize, my lord,” Dolores said. I do not understand. Why are my feelings of any concern to you?”
 
   Mervin grinned again. “You don’t remember, do you?”
 
   “Remember what?”
 
   He laughed. When he laughed, he looked so young Dolores could weep. She had spent so much time around Thornton, with his wrinkled, grasping hands, and his gravelly laugher, and his mean, sunken eyes. To be with someone closer to her own age was like a blessing. But she would not allow it to show, mustn’t allow it to show. “We’ve met, before,” he said. “About four years ago now.We didn’t speak. Perhaps that is why you don’t remember. You were in London, for your sister’s wedding. I was also there. I knew the husband. We touched hands briefly, and said our helloes, but we didn’t speak further.”
 
   Dolores straightened her back even further, looking down at him. She couldn’t recall the incident. It could’ve easily been offended. “If we presume for a moment that this is true, my lord,” she said, “it still does not explain why you care for my feelings.”
 
   “Yes, it does,” Mervin said. “Because I remember thinking that you were the most beautiful lady I had ever met. And now you look scared, and you’re all closed up. Something dreadful happened to you, did it not?”
 
   Dolores didn’t say anything. Mervin nodded. “You don’t believe me. I cannot blame you. Well, here is what I propose. Mother expects me to stay for around a month. In that time I’ll either be able to prove your complicity, or I will have to return, defeated. I plan on doing the latter. I could stay in Wells, but it may arouse suspicion if Mother ever hears of it. I wish to stay here for a month, waiting out the allotted time, and then returning. You will not lose your home; I will not lose whatever small inheritance Mother has rabbited away for me.”
 
   “What will you do, my lord, whilst you are here?”
 
   “Rest, my lady,” Mervin said. “A year ago I was in France, being shot at, stabbed at, being dragged from town to town for battle upon battle. The idea of rest does not disturb me in the least.”
 
   “You were in France?” Dolores said, unable to hide her excitement. She had grown up with the war in France looming in the background, but she had never heard much about it. It wasn’t for the youngest daughter of a middling family to worry about things like that. 
 
   “I was,” Mervin said. “And, you know, that is the first hint of emotion I have heard in your voice since I arrived.”
 
   Dolores forced coldness back into her voice. “So you will stay, then?” she said. “Of course, you are welcome to. My home is open to you.” My home.
 
   Mervin stood and bowed. “My thanks, my lady,” he said. When he bowed, Dolores say that he had a scar on the side of his neck, like a lover’s bite. He saw her looking, and bared his flesh, showing her in more detail. Despite herself, she leaned forward. It was fascinating. “Cannon fire,” he said. “It hit a support for a shack, and the wood flew outwards. Caught me in the neck.”
 
   “Were you close to death?” Dolores said.
 
   “No,” Mervin said, standing up. “It wasn’t as bad as all that. Hurt, though. If you like, whilst I am here, I can tell you more of the war. You seem interested.”
 
   Dolores was extremely interested, but she didn’t want to give this man anything. Perhaps what he said was true, or perhaps he was just spinning heratale to win her confidence. Perhaps all of this was a performance to make her lower her guard. “If we can find the time, my lord,” Dolores said, forcing the formality back into the conversation.
 
   “My lady, I hasten to remind you that we are upon a steep hill, with nobody but servants for company, in the middle of the country. I do not imagine time is a rare commodity.”
 
   Dolores nodded. It was true. Time stretched in Brickwall Manor until it seemed endless. 
 
   “On the morrow, we will take a walk around the grounds, my lady, if you are willing, and I will sate your curiosity.”
 
   She made to talk – to refuse – but he held up his hand. “Think on it, my lady,” he said. He bowed and left the room.
 
   Dolores was left alone, wondering which parts of what he’d said were lies, and which parts were truths. It was almost impossible to tell. But she knew one thing. She wanted to take that walk with Mervin, and hear of his time in France. She wanted to spend more time with him. It was a dangerous impulse.
 
   But she couldn’t ignore it. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   She awoke the next day with an inexplicable smile upon her lips. She hadn’t woken with a smile on her lips in years. As she readied herself for the day, the smile stayed. She felt lightheaded. She shook her head, and forced the smile away. It was a shame to kill whatever this happiness was, but there was a man in her house who might very well be a viper. When she entered the breakfast room, Mervin was already there. He stood as she was seated, and then sat back down.
 
   “My lady,” he said.
 
   “My lord,” she replied.
 
   They broke their fast, and then sat in the drawing-room. They hadn’t discussed that they would retire here together. It had just sort of happened. Mervin lit a pipe and smoked, and for almost half an hour they said not a word. But the strange thing was, Dolores didn’t feel the need to say anything. With Thornton, she’d always had to think of something pretty or nice to say, to please him. But now she was content to be silent, and it seemed Mervin was, too.
 
   When he finished smoking, he laid his pipe aside. “So, my lady,” he said, “shall we take that walk?”
 
   “I hope you are not planning on pushing me off the hill, my lord,” Dolores said, only half-joking.
 
   Mervin watched her for a few moments, as though trying to gauge whether or not she was in earnest, and then shook his head. “I have not lied to you, my lady,” he said. “I swear it; I swear it on God.”
 
   “Swear it again, my lord, and say it all.”
 
   “My lady, I swear it on God that everything I said to you yesterday was the truth. I wish He would banish me to the hottest depths of hell if I am lying.”
 
   Dolores gasped. “I hope you are sure you didn’t tell any accidently lies, my lord,” she said. 
 
   “I didn’t,” Mervin said, his voice full of confidence. “I wanted to tell you the truth, and that was what I did.”
 
   “Good,” Dolores said. 
 
   “You still don’t believe me, do you?”
 
   “No,” she said, “but I believe you more than I did before.”
 
   “I did not realize there were shades of belief.”
 
   “Neither did I,” Dolores said. “But it appears that there is.”
 
   “Very well.” He rose to his feet. “Let’s get out of the stuffiness for a time. The sun is up, the heat is rising. It is a lovely day. Take a walk with me. Do not worry, we will not descend the hill. We will not be seen together. I know you are still in mourning. But what harm is there walking your grounds together?”
 
   “The servants will gossip,” Dolores said.
 
   “Yes, they will,” Mervin agreed. “But servants will always gossip. It’s better to give them something to gossip about, than to let them invent their own stories. Anyway, I am sure the footmen that go to town for supplies have already spread the word that we have been alone in the drawing-room. That in itself is enough to ignite a scandal in some circles in London. But we are not in London. You are a widow and I am the son of a poor sister. The higher echelons of society care little for us, I’d wager.”
 
   “One walk,” Dolores said, rising to her feet. “No pushing. And nothing dishonorable. I have had my fill of that.” She knew they were unwise words to speak, but despite herself they escaped her lips. She was becoming more comfortable around Mervin. It was like he was casting some kind of spell on her. He had an easy smile, and his presence was strong and reassuring. “That is not to say that—”
 
   “I did not hear a thing,” he said. And then, shyly: “Dolores.”
 
   Dolores’ cheeks reddened. “Very well.” And then, even more shyly: “Mervin.”
 
   He smiled, and she found herself smiling with him. It felt good, to smile at somebody at mean it. She had spent the past year fake smiling at Thornton until her mouth ached. He would grow angry if she was not smiling, if she did not appear the pinnacle of happiness. But with Mervin, she was smiling because she wanted to, because it felt good, because it was a respite from a bleak pit of nothing. 
 
   “You seem far away,” Mervin said. They were leaving the Manor, walking toward the ruins of the brick wall.
 
   “I was,” Dolores admitted. Stop this, a voice called, deep in her mind. Don’t trust him. Don’t open up to him. He is your enemy.“But I don’t wish to speak of it,” she added quickly.
 
   “Very well,” Mervin said.
 
   “How long were you in France for, Mervin?” Dolores asked, as they reached the outer gates that led to the stretch of grassy land, which itself led onward to a copse of trees and then the ruined wall. “You don’t seem old. You could not have been there long.”
 
   “It felt longer than it was,” Mervin said. “Two and a half years. Napoleon really put us through our paces. It’s strange – you’ll think I’m mad, I bet – but when I was over there I found myself thinking of you quite a lot.”
 
   “Of me?” Dolores said in disbelief. 
 
   “Yes,” Mervin said, smiling sheepishly. He shrugged. “I remembered your face remarkably well from your sister’s wedding. The smooth, soft skin.The sky-blue eyes.The spark of intellect and life behind them.It brought me comfort, to think you your countenance, when I was near death, when there was death around me. You were a reminder of what life could be.”
 
   Spoken by another man, this could have been sentimental and mawkish, but Mervin said it matter-of-factly, like a man discussing the weather. There was no pleading in his voice at all, not exaggerated or poetic dramatism. There were just the words, spoken in his smooth voice, said rather shyly, and with downcast eyes. Dolores found herself trusting him more by the moment. He risked a look at her, saw that she was looking at him, and then looked away. 
 
   “I have embarrassed you,” she said. 
 
   They were walking across the grasslands now toward the copse of trees in which squirrels and birds would sometimes hide. Dolores had no idea why they came all the way up here. As far as she could tell, there was nothing up here but isolation. Mervin didn’t reply immediately. Finally, he bowed his head. “I have embarrassed myself,” he said. 
 
   “I cannot believe that you are here to ruin me,” Dolores said. 
 
   “I am not.”
 
   “Hmm, but you were. And you still might be. This could all be a ploy.”
 
   “It is not,” Mervin said. “I wrote to God.”
 
   “Many men have sworn to God,” Dolores said. “More serious oaths have been taken for less serious matters.”
 
   “I am not a liar.”
 
   “That is exactly what a liar would like me to believe.”
 
   Mervin laughed aloud. 
 
   “Do I amuse you?” she said.
 
   They stopped when they reached the trees. He turned and faced her. A playful smile lifted his lips. Dolores found herself wonder what it would feel like to brush her thumb along one of those lips. She pushed the thought away, buried it. 
 
   Mervin held his hands up, as though in defense. “I was just thinking,” he said, “how I have endured countless horrors at the hands of the French in the war. Fire, gunpowder, steel.Hoof, even. But never have I truly known what it is to be assailed by an opponent until now. You, Dolores, are a fierce lady. We should have sent you to France; Napoleon would have bowed immediately.”
 
   “Do you mock me?” Dolores said. 
 
   Mervin shook his head swiftly. “No,” he said. “I do not wish to mock. I was trying to be funny. Am I to assume that I failed?”
 
   Dolores smiled, couldn’t help but smile. “Let us say that that has not been decided yet,” she said. 
 
   “As you say,” Mervin said. “Dolores, may I take your hand?”
 
   What? No! How dare he ask a question such as that! Push him away! Cast him out! 
 
   “If it would please you,” she replied, offering her gloved hand. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Impure thoughts assailed Dolores’ mind. She knew that it was a mess and that she was getting herself into something dreadful, but she couldn’t help it. She remembered her hand in Mervin’s, and felt a warm glow in her belly. It was the first moment of kindness she’d experienced in years, and it had affected her profoundly. She lay awake at night, reliving the moment, remembering how it had felt to be escorted by him through the grounds. It was almost as though she was allowed to be young, and a handsome young suitor was courting her. Almost, but her parents had married her to a pig of a man. And Mervin was his nephew. And might well be plotting to take her home from her.
 
   Despite this, she found herself wanting to be with him more and more. She would wait for him before she broke her fast, and intentionally leave the drawing-room door open when she was reading, so that he might see her in there and join her. She wouldn’t think about this. She would just do it. It came from somewhere deep inside of her, somewhere she hadn’t heard anything from for years. It came from the hopeful, fun-loving part of her. The part of her she’d thought Thornton had killed.
 
   Three days after the walk, she and Mervin were sitting in the drawing-room. They were a strange match, the nephew of her husband, and a widow, in mourning attire. Legally, Mervin was her nephew-in-law, but he was older than her and she knew that neither of them felt that way. She was just a lord and she was just a lady. That was all. He was telling her about a day in France when he had awoken to a charging attack, and had had to scrabble through dirt and bury himself in leaves to stop from being murdered. Dolores listened eagerly. She was fascinated that this man before her had so recently experienced horrors like that, and yet he was able to sit perfectly normally and discuss it. She would never discuss her time with Thornton. It was too horrid.
 
   “Shall we go outside?” Mervin said. “We could take another walk, take some air.”
 
   Midday sun slanted through the windows, beckoning them. 
 
   “Okay,” Dolores said simply, and then rose to her feet.
 
   She and Mervin walked toward the edge of the hill, where they could look down upon Wells. “I wish to apologize, Dolores,” Mervin said. “I was a brute to you when I first arrived here. I keep remembering how offhand I was with you – not even granting you your proper title – and it makes me ashamed. I do not know how I could be like that with you. It was horrible of me.”
 
   “And yet this could all be a ploy,” Dolores said. She said it half-playfully, as she had been wont to of late. Mervin was dissembling the walls she’d built around herself, the walls that had been necessary when Thornton was alive. “You could have planned the entire thing, from your rudeness to your apology.”
 
   “I did not,” Mervin said. 
 
   They stopped at the edge of the hill and looked down. The sun lit the landscape so that it appeared on the verge of catching fire. Mervin moved closed to her and touched her arm. She allowed him. She did not pull away. Though she knew it was wrong. It was all wrong. And yet it all felt right. He moved his hand down from her elbow to her hand and then interlocked his fingers with hers.
 
   “Do you mind?” he said.
 
   Her breath was coming fast. Mervin was different to Thornton in every way. He was young and strong and handsome and kind. But Dolores could not shake the idea that it may be a trick. If it was, it was the most beautiful and the cruelest trick that had ever been played. 
 
   “No,” she said, sighing out a breath of pleasure and suspense. “Your hands feels nice in mine, Mervin.”
 
   “Perhaps—” He cleared his throat. When she looked at him, she saw that his cheeks were glowing red. “Perhaps we could remove our gloves?”
 
   A thrill ran through Dolores. She watched him for a moment. He bit his lip, without realizing it, Dolores thought. He held her gaze, his earth-brown eyes unsure. But void of any malice, any hatred, void of his Uncle’s spirit.Dolores pulled her hand away. Mervin’s dropped, but then lit up again when he saw that she was taking off her glove. Hastily, he took off his glove, too.
 
   They held their bare hands inches from each other. Dolores felt like a little girl again, doing something naughty. She reached out, and Mervin reached out. And their bare hands touched. Mervin’s eyes went wide when he felt her flesh. Dolores interlocked her fingers with his, and squeezed his hand. He squeezed her hand in return, and they stood like that for a long time, staring at each other in disbelief and mutual pleasure.
 
   Then they turned to the hillside, and regarded Wells: the homes, the church’s spire, the fields. “I have not stopped to appreciate the beauty of this place for a long time,” Dolores said. “When Thornton was alive, it was difficult to appreciate beauty. Now he is gone, I . . .” She stopped herself. “But I shouldn’t speak of such things.”
 
   “I am not your enemy, sweet Dolores,” Mervin said.
 
   Sweet Dolores.Her palms pricked with sweat. Something totally disconnected from high society and hits etiquette rose within her. Something animalistic, atavistic.Something from her as a woman and not a lady.She forced it down. A lady did not listen to urges like that. 
 
   “I am beginning to believe you, Mervin,” she said. “But you must know that I cannot know for sure. How can I? Short from seeing within your mind, I will not know.”
 
   Mervin sighed. “I understand,” he said. “Your hand is so small.”
 
   “And yours is so large.”
 
   He turned and faced her, their hands still interlaced between them. She faced him, looking into his face, into the strength of his jaw, the softness of his eyes, the emotion underlying it all. He closed his eyes for a few moments, and then opened them again. “Impure thoughts attack me,” he said, his voice weak. “You would blush if I shared them.”
 
   “Share them!” Dolores said, on impulse. She bit her lip. “I apologize. That was--”
 
   But she didn’t finish her sentence. Mervin leaned in and laid his lips upon hers. He kissed her deeply, as she had never been kissed before. Not greedily or selfishly, not stealing the kiss, but inviting her into it, coaxing her. After a moment, she kissed him back, their bare hands touching. Their teeth clicked together, and their tongues touched. Nerves sprung up all over Dolores body, nerves she hadn’t known existed, all of them beaming pleasure through her. A hunger rose in her, and with her free hand she touched Mervin’s face. He moaned, and she moaned with him.
 
   Then she broke it off, panting. 
 
   “I am sorry,” Mervin breathed, standing away from her. “I am sorry. I don’t know what came over me. I am—Oh, what a brute! What a fool!”
 
   Dolores faced away from him, feelings roiling within her. She wanted him to kiss her again, and yet she knew it was wrong. She wanted to at least place her hand in his, but she knew it could lead to other things. She wanted to hold him, but it was improper. She wanted so many things, but none of them would do. They had crossed a line, a line that should never be crossed.
 
   “Perhaps we should return to the house,” she said softly, still unable to look at him. Not because she was angry. But because if she looked at him again, her feelings might take control.She would lose herself to him, and they would cross the forbidden line once more. 
 
   “Yes,” Mervin said, “perhaps we should.”
 
   They stood apart as they walked back toward the manor. Dolores held her head high, the picture of unimpeachable honor. Mervin walked with his shoulders wide, clearly furious with himself. She could tell that he thought he’d ruined things. She wanted to scream at him. That was the most pleasure I have ever had, sweet Mervin. That was everything to me. But she couldn’t. It wouldn’t be proper. She was not ready to utterly cast aside propriety. Not yet, anyway.
 
   And there was the fear that he had kissed her as a ploy of some kind, to muddy his reputation, and steal the manor. 
 
   As though reading her thoughts, he whispered: “That was truth, Dolores. What just happened—I know it was wrong. It shouldn’t have happened. But it did. And it was true.”
 
   Dolores nodded, saying nothing, and then walked ever faster. Soon, they were at the manor. They said nothing. Dolores almost ran up the stairs to her bedroom. She slammed the door shut behind her. 
 
   In a moment, she heard the slam of the guest bedroom door. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   One week passed like a play. Dolores and Mervin, when they ran into each other, pretended as though nothing had happened. It was like there were two versions of them. There were the outward versions, which were the picture of propriety and could not be accused of any dishonorable conduct, and then there were the true versions, which peered at each other through their hidden eyes, begging to be set free.
 
   But Dolores would never make the first move in that direction. She had not cast her honor aside to do that. So she found herself waiting for him to do something. Just waiting for him to once again break the rules, to ignore etiquette, to resume their relationship.He had done enough now to ruin her. If he wanted to, he could leave and report what had happened, and begin a case against her. But he didn’t leave. He stayed. 
 
   She was in the drawing-room late one night. The summer sun had long since set, and she was gazing out of the window at the blackness. A solitary candle burnt upon the table. She took a deep breath. Her thoughts were consumed with Mervin, with the pleasure his lips had revealed, with his strong face, with his muscular body, with his stoic heart which had come through the war unscathed. With the man who was not at all like his evil uncle.
 
   There was a slight rasping at the door. She turned, and there he was, stepping into the room. The façade has started to slip, she could see. His clothes were no at immaculate as they had been, and when he looked at her, he could not keep a smile off his face.
 
   “If you keep smiling at me, my lord,” Dolores said, “I will not be able to stop myself from joining you.”
 
   “That would please me, my lady,” Mervin said, stepping into the light. “May I sit?”
 
   She nodded, and he sat close to her, so close that she could feel the heat from his body. The naughty part of her urge her to reach forward and touch his face, to feel his warm skin against her palm. She sat straighter, and smiled at Mervin as though she was just his uncle’s widow and he was just a troubled nephew.
 
   “Is something the matter, my lord?” she said.
 
   “You know there is,” Mervin muttered. “Dolores. Let’s not pretend we are not on first-name terms, now, sweet Dolores.”
 
   Dolores nodded shortly. “Mervin.” It felt good to say his name aloud. “What troubles you?”
 
   “Dreams,” he said. “Dreams of your lips. Dreams of your body pressed against mine. Dreams of the passion and heat between us.Every night for the past week, these dreams have disturbed my nights.And yet perhaps disturb is the wrong word, for I would not banish them for the world.”
 
   Dolores let the words wash over her, into her, around her. The words enveloped her. Passion rose within her and when she looked at him she felt something strong and impossible to ignore in her chest. Something that was not quite love, not quite lust, but somewhere between the two. He was leaning forward. She leant forward so they were sitting very close.
 
   “I, too, have had these dreams,” she said. “I have had them more times than I can count. They have taken home in my mind. I can hardly close my eyes without thinking of the kiss, of the heat. I know it is monstrously unladylike to say aloud, but I enjoyed our time together immensely. Truly, I did. It was wonderful. The heat, the passion . . .” She shook her head in disbelief. “I hardly knew these things existed before I met you. They are otherworldly and sensational, Mervin.”
 
   He watched her with a serious expression upon his face. Then he leaned even further and brushed a wisp of hair from her forehead with his finger. His finger lingered on her skin, and then moved down her face, past her nose, to her lips. He rubbed her bottom lip, and then moved his head close. Dolores closed her eyes as they kissed, as the passion erupted between them. Every fiber of her being stirred. Lust moved through her. Her womanhood ached for the first time since she was a young, naïve girl. Her womanhood ached and she was not ashamed of it.
 
   “Come with me?” Mervin said, as the kiss stopped. “Come with me, Dolores?”
 
   “Where?” She could hardly speak; her breath was coming so fast. 
 
   “Upstairs,” Mervin said. “I don’t want to fight this anymore. I came here to ruin you. Yes, that is the truth. I monstrous truth. A truth I am ashamed of. But now that I know you, I could never ruin you. Not if a thousand Frenchman holding muskets stood at my back. I would rather die. I love you, Dolores. I hardly knew what the word meant until I came here.”
 
   “You love me,” Dolores whispered, savoring the words. 
 
   “I feel like I’ve known you for far longer than these shorts weeks,” he went on. “I feel like I’ve known you for a very long time indeed. Perhaps it is because I often thought of you in France. Or perhaps it is because of your beauty, or your quiet strength. I hardly know how it has happened. But I happy about it. And I wouldn’t change it. It is immutable. My love for you will never waver. Even if you push me away now, and shun me for the rest of your life, I will keep on loving you.”
 
   Dolores sighed with relief. “I love you, too,” she said, and knew it to be true.
 
   Blast the etiquette. Blast the uncertainty. She loved him. She loved him for all he was, and all he wasn’t. She loved him imperfectly. If love existed, if it was anything, then it was this. It was how she felt about Mervin. She knew it in her bones.
 
   “I will come with you,” she said. 
 
   Together, they rose to their feet, unmarried man and unmarried woman, about to commit a wonderful, euphoric sin.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   He laid her upon her back and leaned over her. His breath was hot upon her body as he undressed her, slowly removing each garment until she was stark naked. The room was warm, and yet her nipples were hard. He looked down at her naked body with wide eyes and then fell to his knees. Baring his lips, he suckled her nipple and rubbed her breasts, palming the flesh, squeezing it. Dolores moaned in pleasure, biting her lip to stop from screaming.
 
   He kept suckling her nipple, and then moved his hand down her body to her womanhood. Pressing his finger upon her lips, he began to rub. There was a spot on her mound that produced a wonderful amount of pleasure. She threw her head back and closed her eyes, hanging in the pleasure, basking in it as though it was sunlight. He rubbed her harder, faster. She heard her moans as though from a long distance. A wave was building within her, a wave of pleasure. She had never felt pleasure like this. It seized her entire body. She saw red, nothing else. The red of pleasure.
 
   And then it all released, his fingers prompting a thousand spasms in her muscles as she gyrated upon the bed. She wriggled here and there, catching the pleasure, stopping it, making it stay. Her womanhood was wetter than it had ever been now. When the massive pleasure has passed, she opened her eyes. They felt foggy, as they did after a long sleep. She was lightheaded and a rictus smile captured her lips.
 
   “I have never felt that before,” she whispered.
 
   “I have never—anything like this before.”
 
   “Neither have I.” She paused, and then touched his head. “Take off your clothes, Mervin, love.”
 
   He stood beside the bed and undressed. His body was rippled with muscle and marked here and there with a scar, pink and faded. His manhood was huge and rock-hard. She gulped. 
 
   Then he climbed atop her, supporting himself with his arms. “Do you want it, Dolores? Are you sure?”
 
   “I want it,” she said. She had never been surer. “I want it. Now.”
 
   He reached down and touched his manhood, moving the tip so it brushed her lips. Then he pushed forward, entering her. She closed her eyes as his manhood filled her, pushing her lips aside and filling her completely. He grunted, and then thrusted into her, and out of her. Into her, and out of her.Slowly at first.And then faster.
 
   Her womanhood was tight around him, but then his slow thrusts opened her, and she spread her legs wide to take him into her. She moved her hips with the motion of his thrusts. He took her hard, pounding into her. She heard herself screaming in pleasure and could hardly believe that it was her own voice she was hearing. “Yes, yes, yes,” she moaned.
 
   Mervin groaned loudly and stared at her breasts, his eyes glassed over in a look of animalistic lust. “You are perfect,” he moaned, as he made love to her. “You are so, so perfect.”
 
   “Harder,” Dolores willed. “As hard as you can.”
 
   He buried his head in her neck and then thrust hard. Very hard.So hard that the sweet spot within her felt as though it were on fire. She shifted her hips with each thrust, pushing down as he pushed up, feeling the length of him enter and leave her three times a second. He was like a machine as he made love to her. The sweet spot grew even hotter. Dolores slammed her eyes shut tighter, and then the pleasure came once more, the massive pleasure. It made her womanhood tight, and she moaned loudly. It pricked every part of her body. Her head was fiercely warm. She felt like weeping in ecstasy. 
 
   Then Mervin grunted and fell atop her, his thrusts mad, frantic. He grunted once more, and then rolled upon his side, his muscular chest rising and falling in tandem with hers. His seed spilled from her womanhood, but she didn’t care.
 
   She rolled onto her side and rested her head on his chest. She was terrified for a moment that he already devalued her, as most men would; that he already saw her as a whore. But then he cradled her head and kissed her hair, smelt it, moved his hands over her shoulders and massaged her.
 
   “Do you still love me?” she said.
 
   “Of course,” Mervin replied. “I’ll still love you later, too, when we’ve done it again.”
 
   Dolores felt another thrill run through her.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   It was time for Mervin to leave. His time here was done. As far as his mother was concerned, he would be returning with news that he had ruined his uncle’s widow, to that he had fallen in love with her and bedded her. Dolores ascended the stairs to his bedroom and knocked twice. He opened the door and quickly ushered her inside. She could see by his room that he hadn’t started packing. The desk was full of his things, and his clothes lay scattered about the room. 
 
   “I thought you were going,” she said, confused. “You mentioned that you would leave, make your excuses, and then return here when it was convenient for you.”
 
   “I did,” he said. “But I don’t want to leave you, and so I have decided on another course instead.”
 
   “Oh?” Dolores said. “What course might that be?”
 
   He wrapped his arms around her and kissed her neck. A warm imprint upon her skin. “I have decided to marry you, instead,” he said. “That is, if you will have me.”
 
   “Mervin!” Dolores gasped. “You must know what this would mean, for the both of us. The rumors will fly like arrows, and you will be impaled just as much as I.”
 
   “Yes,” he said. “I am aware of that. I am also aware that it would mean breaking with my family. By my family I mean my mother, and her two sisters, all of whom treat me with disdain because I returned from the war with scars instead of riches. They look upon me as a nuisance, anyway. And it will mean that your family will cast you out, of course, but as far as I can tell—”
 
   “They have done that already,” Dolores finished. “Yes, that is true.”
 
   So this is the choice, Dolores thought. A life of widowhood and loneliness, with nominal connections to a family that has no interest in me, or a lifetime of dishonor with the man I love. A lifetime of rumors and ruin.A lifetime of joy and happiness.A lifetime of contentment. A lifetime of waking up next to the best man I have ever met.
 
   “What do you say?” Mervin said, uncertainty suddenly flickering across his face. “Are you going to say no?”
 
   Dolores laughed. I was a strange sound, even to her own ear. She was still getting used to it. It had been an awfully long while since she laughed like that. “I will marry you, Mervin!” she cried, hugging him close to her. “Oh, you silly man, of course I will marry you! But promise me that you will always be this man. Of course, time changes all. But remember the man you are now, and always carry a piece of his essence with you as the years trundle along.”
 
   “I promise that my love for you will always remain, Dolores,” Mervin said, stroking her cheek. “I promise you that I will never stop loving you, no matter what happens. I promise you that no amount of rumors, or hatred, or ignoble whispers will make me change my opinion of you. I love you. That is a fact that cannot – and will not – change. I promise you that. Is that enough, my sweet love?”
 
   “It is,” Dolores said. “Yes, Mervin, it is.”
 
   He kissed her deeply and for so long that Dolores began to feel as though they were one person, bound by pleasure. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   1819.
 
   Dolores, Mervin, and little Harry sat in the drawing-room around a blazing fire that fought off the winter cold. Mervin bobbed Harry up and down on his knee, and Harry squealed in delight. Wind battered Brickwall Manor, but no cold, no icy bite, entered this room. This was a happy room, a happy moment. Nothing could ruin it. Dolores had been wondering of late if it was all worth it, if Father and Mother’s silence, Mervin’s family’s hatred, the high-society whispers and the malicious rumors—if they had all been worth it.
 
   Sitting in this room with her child and her husband, her body warmed by the dancing flames, smiles fixed upon all of their faces, she knew the answer.
 
   Yes, it was worth it.
 
    
 
   
  
 

The Duke's Nephew
 
   Zita Cross – she still did not think of herself as sharing her husband’s name – sat beside the old, snoring man in the drawing room and sighed heavily. The old, snoring man who shouted more than he spoke, and who took pleasure in making others feel small. Zita laid her novel aside as he woke, leaned up, and reached across and pinched her knee. “Were you watching me sleep, you hussy?” he spat, his jowls quivering with the words. “I bet you were.”
 
   “I was not, husband,” she said. “I was reading.”
 
   “Eh, yes, of course you were. Some awful novel no doubt. Women, all you can do is read tripe. And then you wonder why nobody respects you.”
 
   Zita took this placidly, as she took everything Maynard Bagstock, Duke of Bainmore, her husband, said. She couldn’t speak back to him. There was no point. He might slap her. He’d done it before, when she’d dared to ask to walk the gardens. He’d said he wasn’t in the mood. Well, she was. And then his hand had cracked across her jaw. The memory of that strike – casual, offhand, painful – still haunted her. Still made her flinch.He was six-and-sixty this year, thirty years her senior, and she had been married to him for one year. Her parents, dear old Mother and Father, had carted her off to this man without a thought. He was, after all, a Duke. There was no way they were going to refuse him, nevermind that he was old, sick, and revolting. Depraved, too.
 
   “I am sorry, Your Grace,” she said, with downcast eyes. It was a title she did not owe him, but one she used for the sake of survival. 
 
   “Good,” he grunted. He lit a hip pipe and suckled on it between raspy, unhealthy breaths. “My nephew, Lord Saul Cartwright, will be here soon enough. And the last thing I want him seeing is some disrespectful little slut making me look like a fool. I am a Duke, in case you’ve forgotten.”
 
   Obviously I haven’t. Otherwise I wouldn’t have honored you with the title. You fat, stupid oaf. She didn’t say this, of course. She could never have said something like this aloud. But it was nice to think it every now and again. 
 
   “Go and find a servant,” he said, waving his hand. “I’m hungry.”
 
   Dinner would be served in less than an hour, but that wouldn’t stop him stuffing his face with lemon cakes and sausages until then, and then eating an entire banquet on top, and afterward more lemon cakes and other delicacies. She nodded, happy for the chance to retreat, and fled from the drawing room.
 
   It was a woman’s lot, Mother had said, to be married when she reached a certain age. One could not remain alone forever. Whilst Zita did not massively disagree with this reasoning, she did wonder if one had to marry such a horrid man. He was a Duke; that was the only reason. But that meant less to her than the year of depression. A year in which he had slowly stripped away her sense of self until she no longer recognized the scared woman in the mirror. A year in which she had fell from a proud woman who laughed often to a woman for whom the sound of laughter was alien. 
 
   She found the servant and ordered him some food, and then returned to the drawing room. He turned away and leant over some old book, his eyes narrowed, pipe smoke pluming and curling around the room. She focused on the novel, which was a Spanish novel about knights and ladies. She lost herself in this, and imagined—imagined she was somebody else, somewhere else. Away from the Duke.Away from his awful demands.Away from his grasping hands and sickening leer.
 
   On the morrow, Lord Saul Cartwright would be here. Zita shivered. It was always worst when visitors came, for she had to pretend that she simply adored her husband. She had to pretend that he was the nicest man God had ever created, lest he grow angry. The necessity for it made her queasy. But if this year had taught Zita Cross anything, it was survival. 
 
   So she steeled herself against the humiliation, readied herself for the lies that would pass her lips, and adopted an air of civility as though donning a suit of armor.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   *****
 
    
 
   Maynard Bagstock was a fat, old man. His wrinkles, deep and lined, folded over and developed wrinkles of their own. His jowls were huge and sagging. His eyes were deep-set and bordered with deep black pits. The bags were thick and black. His hands were mottled and his face was one mass of old flesh. He never smiled. He only leered. In his eyes there was the capacity for hatred. The love of hatred.
 
   His nephew, Saul Cartwright, was the opposite in every way. He was young, perhaps two or three years older than Zita. His face was strong and smooth. His jaw was square and strong. His eyes were ocean-blue, a blue so pale they were almost clear white, and he was a well-built man. Maynard look as though he was always on the verge of toppling over; Saul looked as though it would take many men to make him fall. Zita liked his hair. It was cute. Brown, mid-length, and curly.
 
   Maynard struggled from his chair when Saul entered the drawing room. “Nephew,” he grimaced. “Good to see you.”
 
   “And you, uncle,” Saul said. He looked at Zita and then bowed. “And you must be Zita Bagstock. Your Grace, Zita Bagstock.”
 
   “You give her the title and not me?” Maynard coughed. “Just call her Zita; she doesn’t deserve the title. Married into it, she did. It’s mad, that a woman can just marry a man and steal what he has. They don’t even have to give much in return, but open their—”
 
   “Uncle,” Saul said hurriedly. “I am sure you do not mean that.”
 
   “Did you come here to tell me what I do and do not mean?”
 
   “I came here to visit.” Saul inclined his head. “I am sorry if I gave offence.”
 
   There was a long silence, in which Saul’s face twisted with anxiety. Then Maynard let out a booming laugh. “Give me offense! No, I’m too old for that. Look at my wife, my boy! Look at her. The smooth skin, the beautiful smile. Go on, Zita, smile for the man.”
 
   Zita blushed fiercely. This was his favorite thing to do when company visited. Making her smile as though she was happy. As though she didn’t lie awake every night wishing she was somewhere else. 
 
   “I am sorry, uncle,” Saul said. “I am tired from the journey. Would it be possible to bathe and rest, and continue this later?”
 
   “Sure, fine,” Maynard said.
 
   He’d already lost interest in his nephew. He turned back into the drawing room and slumped down on his chair. He waved a hand. “Zita, go and show my nephew to his room.”
 
   “Uncle, that won’t be necessary,” Saul said. “Surely a servant can—”
 
   “This is my house!” Maynard snapped. “We do things my way. Zita.Now.”
 
   Zita walked to the door with as much dignity as she was able. “This way, my lord,” she muttered, and left the room, Saul at her side. 
 
   She walked through the winding corridors of Bainmore Castle and kept her eyes on the ground. She even walked like a servant these days. It was almost impressive what one year of sustained verbal and physical abuse could do to a woman. She reached the rooms, and finally looked at Saul. “You can stay here, my lord,” she said. “If it is not to your pleasing, we can find you different rooms.”
 
   “It’ll be fine,” Saul said. “You don’t have to call me lord. You’re far above me in station?”
 
   Am I? So why does it feel like I’m smaller than a dormouse these days?
 
   “As you say, Saul.”
 
   “Can I use your name?”
 
   “Sure.” She just wanted the conversation to end.
 
   “Thank you, Zita.”
 
   Zita made to leave. Saul cleared his throat. Zita could have kept walking, could have ignored him. She needed to get back to Maynard. If she wasn’t back soon, he would begin to get angry. And then angrier and angrier. Until he finally burst and did something awful and violent.But she turned. She was curious.
 
   “He’s a brute,” Saul said. “I know it. You don’t have to say anything. I know it would be dangerous for you. But you should know that I know. He was a brute before you married him, and he’s still a brute. I am sorry, Zita. I wish there was something I could do. I am sure you were not always like this. I am sure you still remember happiness.”
 
   Zita almost agreed with him. But this could easily have been a trick. Maynard could have put his nephew up to this, made him say it to trap her. She held her head up. The perfect picture of a proud Duchess defending her husband’s name. “My husband is not a brute,” she said, the words like acid on her lips. “He is a fine, upstanding man.”
 
   A small smile touched Saul’s lips. “My mistake,” he said. 
 
   Zita turned and walked away from him as quickly as she could. His eyes were on her as she walked. She could feel them. But it didn’t make her uncomfortable. 
 
   It made her curious again. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Saul had business to conduct in Wells. He had a stake in a silk business which had a base of operation in Wells, which was only a few miles from Bainmore Castle. In the mornings, he would ride to Wells and conduct his business. He would return just after luncheon, and then spend the rest of the day in the library. This routine kept for around two months. Two months in which the hell continued, in which Maynard used her, hit her, called her names. In which Maynard was, in fact, an awful, despicable man. Sometimes, Zita would imagine ways to end his life. Push him down the stairs. Lay a pillow over his old, drunken face. Feed him lemon cakes until his body exploded.
 
   But she would never do any of this. She wasn’t a killer. She didn’t have it in her. But she didn’t need to do anything. It was April, and spring had just begun. The trees were turning green again and birds sat in the gardens and tweeted in the mornings. A servant came to Zita’s room and asked if she would join her husband. She couldn’t refuse this, even though she knew that at the end of the walk there would be some horror.
 
   She was wrong. His Grace was dying.
 
   He sat propped up in his bed, his fat tongue lolling from his mouth like a diseased dog. Sweat covered every part of him. The physician from Wells sat beside the bed, taking measurements, and then left the room to talk with Saul. Saul stood at the doorway, watching. Zita knew what she was expected to do. She was expected to let out a cry of anguish and run to her husband’s bedside.
 
   The cry was convincing, she thought, and she ran to the side of the bed and slumped down in a chair. “Husband,” she said, hating the anguish in her voice. “Are you sick? Oh, please do not tell me you are sick!” Perhaps a tad melodramatic, Zita.
 
   “They’ve poisoned me,” he coughed. His voice was a raspy whisper. “The bastards’ve poisoned me.”
 
   “Who has, my love?”
 
   My love. Never were falser words spoken.
 
   “Them.” His fingers fidgeted. Zita got the sense that he wanted to wave a hand over the room. But he was too weak. “All of them. They’ve always been jealous of me.”
 
   “Of course they have. You are an impressive man.”
 
   An impressively evil man, and I’m not sad a bit that you’re dying.
 
   He soiled himself shortly after. Zita fled the room and found the nurse standing outside. “My husband needs you,” she said. Saul was standing alone just outside the door. The nurse went into the room, and Saul closed the door after her. “Where is the physician?” she said.
 
   “Gone,” Saul said. “There’s nothing he can do. He’s instructed the nurse how to make him most comfortable. He smoked too much. That’s what the physician thinks.”
 
   “He did,” Zita confirmed. “He did everything in excess.”
 
   “You don’t seem sad,” Saul said. He moved closer to her. 
 
   “Oh, I am.”
 
   No, I’m not. In fact, it’s taking a substantial amount of effort to keep a smile from my face.
 
   Saul glanced at the door, and then leaned close to Zita. “Walk with me, Zita,” he said.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I want to speak to you.The real you.Where people cannot overhear us.”
 
   “I am sure I don’t know what you mean.”
 
   “Yes, you do,” Saul said. “And you know that I know. Please, let’s not play this game.”
 
   Zita looked into his eyes and tried to gauge what sort of man he was. What kind of game he was playing. Perhaps Maynard had asked him, even on his deathbed, to make sure that Zita was faithful. Perhaps this was a trap. But there was another consideration. Zita hungered for human companionship that wasn’t Maynard’s. She couldn’t exactly talk to the servants. She nodded briefly. She would go on a short walk. But nothing more.
 
   Saul led her through the corridors to the library. He closed the door behind them. Zita sat on one of the chairs at the desk, and Saul took the other. He leaned his forearms on his elbows. “I’m sorry,” he said.
 
   “Sorry?” Zita raised her eyebrows. “What do you have to be sorry about?”
 
   “I am sorry that we live in this world. That so often our hands are tied. I am sorry that you had to marry a depraved old man. And I am sorry that I couldn’t do anything about it. I’m sorry for it all, Zita.”
 
   “You hardly know me, sir,” Zita said. “Don’t you think you’re being presumptuous?”
 
   “Tell me to leave, then,” Saul said. “Look inside yourself. And if you want me to leave, I will. No questions. I will leave the Castle this very night. My business in Wells was concluded two weeks ago, anyway.”
 
   “Then why are you still here?” Zita asked.
 
   He looked at the ground. His hands worried each other. A brush crept into his cheeks. “I was trying to get the courage to do this, what I’m doing right now. Speak to you, that is. Tell you that I understand. That you’re not alone. Uncle was a horrid man. It’s okay, nowhere else is here but us.”
 
   Zita wanted to believe him, wanted to believe that whatever she said would be just between them, but it was difficult. This past year had taught her to become an amazing actress; it wasn’t simple to cast aside her role. She took a deep breath. “You could be lying,” she said simply. “You could be an agent of my husband’s. He is dying, and he wants to reassure himself that I love him, so he has sent you to find out.” She swallowed, and made herself go on. “I love him very much. He is the best man I have ever met.”
 
   Saul shook his head slowly. “I hate the man, too, Zita,” he said. “You don’t have to lie to me.”
 
   “I won’t say that I’m lying.”
 
   “That’s not an outright denial.”
 
   “No, I suppose it’s not.”
 
   “Then we are getting somewhere.”
 
   “If you say so.” She paused, and took a deep breath. This man made her nervous. But not in the same way that Maynard made her nervous. There was no fear in it. There was excitement. “Why do you care, anyway? Why do you care if I do or do not love my husband?”
 
   “Because you deserve better,” he said. “Every woman who marries a wretched, abusive man deserves better. And it is a sign of the shame of England that so few of you ever have the chance to experience anything other than a man’s wont.”
 
   “Very pretty words,” Zita said. “But you will be gone soon. And I will still be here.”
 
   “Oh, no,” Saul said. “I am not leaving until . . .” He smiled to himself. It was a faraway smile, as though he was looking at something in the distance.
 
   “Until what?”
 
   He turned the smile on her. “Until I know the real you.Meet me here, on the morrow.”
 
   “That would look incredibly bad,” Zita said. “I would have to attend to my husband.”
 
   “Attend to him, then,” the young, handsome man said. “And then come here. I know you must keep up appearances, but do you not deserve a little relief?”
 
   “Who says you are a relief?”
 
   “Your smile.”
 
   Zita had not even known she was smiling. Only once he said it, she felt the smile on her face. It felt strange, a twisting of the lips which she hadn’t felt for so long. And there was a warm glow in her stomach, and a vibrant energy moving around her body. It took her a moment to identify it as fun. 
 
   She rose to her feet. “I will be here on the morrow,” she said, “after luncheon, after I have attended to my husband.”
 
   Saul nodded. “I will see you there, Zita.”
 
   “Very well, Saul. I will see you there.”
 
   That night, as she lay awake, she didn’t think of Maynard or her sadness. She thought, instead, of Saul’s handsome face, his energetic voice, his strong body, his square jaw. She thought about his ocean-blue eyes and the way in which he had looked at her. Like she was a real person.And not just something to be ordered around.Like she really mattered.
 
   She kept telling herself that it could be a trick, but became harder and harder to believe. And when she finally slept, she dreamt of Saul. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Thankfully, Maynard was so ill that he was unable to talk, or touch her, or do any of the horrid things which normally brought him pleasure. Zita supposed it was wrong of a wife to be so pleased with her husband’s ill health. But she was pleased. And she wouldn’t denyherself that. Seeing this evil torturer on his back, moaning in pain, unable to move or speak, brought her relief. She knew she should feel bad about it, should question herself, but she didn’t. She didn’t feel the need to. This man had hurt her; let him suffer.
 
   She met with Saul after she attended her husband in the morning. She met him fifteen times over the next couple of weeks. They fell into a sort of routine. She would attend to her husband, whose health weakened by the day, and then she would walk through the Castle to the library, where Saul awaited her.
 
   This day, the sixteenth, he was on his feet when she walked through the door. She nodded to him and together they sat. Sometimes they didn’t say anything for several minutes. It wasn’t needed. They were just two people, sitting together. Sitting with him, she found, brought her a great deal of peace. When they did speak, it was about everything. Zita told him of her childhood, when she and her sisters would hide in the dining room and giggle madly when Father stopped around the house trying to find them. She told him of her love of painting, and how she had had to quit whenshe came here. Maynard would not tolerate that. He told her about his time in the war in France, and the horrors he had endured, and his relief when he had finally come home.
 
   Today, he rested his chin on his knuckles. “You still don’t trust me,” he sighed. “You still think this could all be a plot to trick you.”
 
   Zita wanted to deny this, but she knew that Saul would see through her. They had become so close that he would definitely see through her. She didn’t bother denying it. Just nodded her head slightly. “I have become cautious, it is true,” she said. “I cannot stop now.”
 
   “But I am not your enemy,” Saul whispered. He regarded her for a few moments, his eyes brimming with emotion. “I am your friend, Zita. I want to be your friend. Maybe even—” He stopped, and shook his head. “Let me tell you a story from when I was young.”
 
   “Okay,” Zita said. “Tell me.”
 
   He nodded. “I was around nine years when I first met uncle Maynard. He was a grotesque man, even back then. He talked to my sister and her husband – who was just a lord – like they were peasants. He made sordid comments about bedroom matters. He laughed too loud and he used the house as though it were his own. He even tried to touch Bessie, our beloved maidservant who had been with the family since before I was born. I learnt all of this later. At the time, I just saw a big, scary man.
 
   “I was in the gardens, playing with some children – I forget who – when he came out and slapped me across the face.”
 
   Zita gasped.
 
   Saul nodded and went on. “I didn’t know why he did it. He just walked up, slapped me, and then walked away like it was the most normal thing one could do. I cried, of course. But when I told my mother, she said: ‘He is a Duke, sweet. Just try and stay out of his way.’ He was a Duke, and so he was allowed to his children. It was only years later that I realize why he did it. It wasn’t because of anything I’d done. It was because he enjoyed it, plain and simple. He liked inflicting pain.”
 
   Saul watched her and waited. All their conversations, their meetings, over the past two weeks led to this. She could tell the truth, or she could retreat into herself. The ever-present fear was still there; it was always there. She couldn’t ignore it. She could never ignore it. But she could run away from it, as she always did. And hide it. And pretend to the outside world that she was happy, a regular English wife, as she had been doing for over a year.
 
   But something in Saul’s face stopped that. It was so open, honest, and shrewd. She knew, by looking at him, that he had seen through her long ago, and any lies she told would be purposeless. He already knew the truth. He already knew that she was unhappy. There was no point in pretending otherwise.
 
   She sighed. It was a risk, but it was a risk, she discovered, that she wanted to take. 
 
   “I hate him,” she said. The words were oddly calm. She had imagined saying these words before, and they had been fierce and full of rage. But they were placid. They could have been discussing the weather. “I hate him, Saul. I have always hated him. He treats me worse than a dog. He hits me, calls me brutal names, and—and other things.” The degradation whirred around her mind. The humiliation.The lack of personhood.“To tell you the truth, I was glad when he fell ill. I hope he dies. I know that is a horrible thing to say, but it’s true. That’s how much he’s hurt me.”
 
   She waited and watched, as he, moments ago, had waited and watched her. He could laugh at her, reveal himself as Maynard’s ally. He could go to her husband right now and tell the man all of this. But he didn’t do that. Instead, he opened his arms.
 
   “Come here,” he said. 
 
   She leaned forward in the chair and rested her head upon his chest. She could hear his heartbeat. It was quick, frantic. She breathed in the scent of him, and he laid his hand upon her head. 
 
   They stayed like that for a long time.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Three days passed in which she and Saul, when they met, held each other. There was nothing less innocent than that. He did not try anything dishonorable with her, and for that she was thankful. She had endured too much dishonor at the hands of her husband. She didn’t want to experience it at the hands of the man who had pulled her out of her shell. Sometimes, he would kiss the top of her head. But there was nothing salacious in it. It was about closeness. And Zita didn’t mind. It had been over a year since she’d felt close to another human being. Since she’d felt she could step outside of her cage.
 
   Maynard was so ill now that he could barely open his eyes. He just laid there, a sack of old, wrinkled flesh, breathing hollowly. The nurse would often try and reassure Zita that it was possible he would pull through. Zita was glad that the nurse was lying. After being with her husband for the appropriate amount of time, she left the depressing room and made her way to the library.
 
   Saul wasn’t there today. She started, and immediately dreadful thoughts filled her mind. Saul had left the Castle, had left her alone with the dying man. Saul was right now in the sickroom with Maynard, whispering in his ear everything he had learnt. When took a deep breath, forcing herself to calm down. And then she saw the single red rose upon the desk. Beside it was a folded piece of paper. 
 
   She picked up the rose and unfolded the paper. Meet me in the gardens. S. She smiled to herself. With Maynard, she had never had any of this excitement. She had not even met him before her wedding day. Her parents had just carted her of like cattle. A thrill ran through her. She knew it was wrong, to meet Saul so openly in the gardens where the servants might see, but she no longer cared. If she was selfish for considering her own wellbeing now that she had the chance, then call her selfish. 
 
   I won’t be his plaything any longer. Let me attend to myself for once.
 
   She made her way through the Castle and out into the startling spring sunlight. The flowers were like rainbows in the flowerbeds. She looked around the garden, and then saw Saul sitting on a bench at the far end. She breathed in the scent of the flowers. She didn’t think she’d breathed them in before. They had always been tainted by Maynard. Now, she could smell them for the first time.
 
   Saul rose when she met him. 
 
   “I hope you do not think I am inappropriate, Zita,” he said.
 
   “Oh, you are,” Zita said. “But I don’t mind.”
 
   He let out a sigh of relief. Then he moved beside her and offered her his arm. “Would you care to walk with me?”
 
   Despite her conviction, Zita still looked around. She couldn’t see anyone, but that didn’t mean they weren’t watching.
 
   “We are not doing anything wrong,” he said. “Just a nephew and his aunt-in-law taking a walk.”
 
   “Aunt!”Zita could not help but giggle. “You are older than me.”
 
   “Yes, the world is a strange place.”
 
   “I couldn’t agree more,” Zita said, feeling like a lady for the first time in recent memory. “I will cast caution aside and take this walk with you.”
 
   She took his arm, and Saul led her away from the Castle, toward the private Bainmore woods. The Castle grew smaller and smaller in the background until Zita could cover it with her thumb. This was the furthest she had been away from the Castle since her marriage, since her imprisonment. The Castle had been her cage. It was a beautiful, well-furnished cage, but a cage all the same.
 
   “What are you thinking about?” Saul said, as they stopped at the edge of the words. 
 
   “I am thinking that this is like a holiday for me. This is so far away from where I usually stray. It is as though we are in a different county.”
 
   Saul laughed. He often laughed at the jokes she made. At first, it had made Zita blush. She was so accustomed to being something to be laughed at, that when Saul had first laughed at her joke, she hadn’t known how to react. That was how seriously Maynard had warped her sense of self. But now when he laughed, she laughed with him, only blushing slightly.
 
   “Shall we walk?” he said, gesturing at the woods.
 
   Maynard would sleep for the whole day now. He only woke in the mornings, before the nurse gave him medicine to ease the pain, and then he slept again. For the first time in a long time, she was free to say, “Yes.”
 
   His arm felt firm and strong in hers. Holding onto that arm gave her strength. She found herself wishing that she could always hold onto his arm, that she never had to let it go. It was a silly, fanciful wish, but it came to her again and again. After the hell of Maynard, Saul was heaven.
 
   They walked until they came to a giant oak which had been here long before them. Saul sat on a log and smiled up at her. “I know it is not a divan, but it is comfortable enough.”
 
   Zita smiled and sat beside him. Their legs touched, and Zita felt something moved through her body. A desire she had not known she possessed. They sat in silence for a long time, like two nervous children, unable to look into each other’s eyes.
 
   “I’m nervous,” Saul said. He laughed, and then looked at her. “Are you nervous?”
 
   “Yes, and excited, but I don’t know why. Do you know why you are nervous?”
 
   “Yes, because I want to kiss you. Do you know why you’re excited?”
 
   “Now?Because you want to kiss me.”
 
   Zita knew that the words were wrong, that as a Duchess – as a lady, she should not be speaking them, and yet she could not help herself. Saul was so handsome, so nice, so different to what she had known. It was as though a painting existed of her life before he had arrived at Bainmore Castle. A stark, brutal painting. And now the artist had painted a reinterpretation, with Saul as the centerpiece. Her heart pounded in her chest with the illicitness of it, and yet she did not stop herself. She looked bravely into his eyes and parted her lips.
 
   “You may kiss me if you like,” she said.
 
   She put his hand on the back of her head and drew their lips together. They touched, and energy buzzed between them, moving through Zita’s body to her chest, warming her. The kiss was over quickly, and when it was done both of them looked away, embarrassed. But not ashamed.Zita licked her lip, savoring the taste of him. 
 
   This is the most pleasure I have had in my life, she wanted to say. This kiss is the pinnacle of my pleasure. Thank you, Saul, for bringing me something other than pain.
 
   But she did not say that; she did not say anything. If she’d tried to talk, her words would have stuttered. Her frantic heartbeat choked her, stilled her words. When he met her eyes, she saw that there were tears in them. Wordlessly, she reached over and brushed the tears away.
 
   She took a deep breath and wet her lips. “Why are you crying?” she said, though tears had started in her eyes, too.
 
   “I never expected this,” he said. “When I came here on business, I never expected to feel like this.”
 
   “Neither did I,” Zita said. “Not in my wildest dreams.”
 
   “Are we evil, Zita, because we are glad an old man is dying?”
 
   Zita considered this. Her mind filled with the depravity of the past year, with the wicked things Maynard had made her to, with the wicked things he had done to her. She steeled herself. He would not take this from her. He would not steal this tiny piece of pleasure from her.
 
   “No,” she said. “We are not evil. We have done nothing wrong. It is him that has done the wrong. He struck you as a child. Do you imagine he has treated me any better?”
 
   Saul wiped his eyes and grinned weakly. “I am happiest when I am with you,” he said. “Is that mad? We have not known each other for long.”
 
   Zita shrugged. “Sometimes, I suppose, it is not time that dictates us. It is circumstances.”
 
   “May I kiss you again?” Saul said.
 
   Zita nodded, and they shared another kiss. Longer, deeper. Urges awoke within Zita, urges that had been stifled and hidden for the longest time. His hands braced her shoulders, as though she would fall. When the kiss was over, they held each other, as they had done in the library countless times. Held each other against the evils of the world.Held the warmth and the glow between them.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Five nights later, Zita awoke to a scratching at her door. She breathed quickly, frantically, as memories of other nights when the same sound at her door had pulled her from sleep. Is it possible? Is he better? Has he returned?She padded barefoot to the door and opened it. It was dark, and for a half-moment she thought the silhouette that greeted her was Maynard. But then her eyes focused, and she saw that it was Saul.
 
   “What are you doing here?” she hissed, looking up and down the corridor.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said. “I just wanted to see you.” 
 
   Part of her screamed that she should push him away, that this was unladylike, scandalous, awful. But another part – a stronger part – willed her to pull him into the room. It was the latter that won after a few lengthy seconds, in which time seemed to slow and the atmosphere became tense. She grabbed his hand, bare skin upon bare skin, and pulled him into her bedroom. She lit a candle and sat on the edge of the bed. She was wearing naught but her nightclothes, but this did not bother her. Not around Saul. He was no an animal like his uncle.
 
   “I am sorry,” he repeated. “I don’t know what came over me.” He laughed ruefully. “That is a lie. I do know what came over me. I woke from a beautiful dream. It was our day in the woods. When we kissed. Do you remember?”
 
   “Of course I remember, you silly man,” Zita smiled. “It was not that long ago.”
 
   “I’d feared you blotted it from your mind.”
 
   “I couldn’t if I tried.”
 
   He held his hands up. “I hope you know I am not here for any dishonorable reason.”
 
   “I wouldn’t have let you in if I thought you were.”
 
   He sighed, and rested his face in his hands. “I’ve killed men, Zita. You know that, don’t you?”
 
   “You were in France. I’d assumed as much.”
 
   “I was thinking . . . It sounds silly, but in 1816 – the same year you were married, I suppose – when I returned from the war, I pitied myself for what I did over there. I gave myself all the pity in the world. I wept, like a child, at the things I had had to do. Now, it seems strange to me. Now that I have met you, I cannot believe that I was so self-indulgent. You have had things done to you over which you had no control. Awful things. And there I was pitying myself, like surviving the war was something to be distraught about.”
 
   Zita nudged his leg with her hand. “And you came to my chambers in the middle of the night to tell me this?”
 
   “Yes.” He smiled again. His smile was the kind of smile that draws you in and makes you feel as though nothing bad will ever happen again. It was innocent and roguish and sweet at the same time. He touched her hand before she withdrew it from his knee. “I am a silly man, I know.”
 
   “You are,” Zita agreed. She grinned at him to show she was joking. “But I am glad you are here.”
 
   They said nothing for a time, and then Saul leaned across and kissed her on the cheek. His lips were warm, and left a comforting impression upon her skin. “What was that for?” she said.
 
   He shrugged. “Does there have to be a reason?”
 
   “You know that what we are doing is dangerous, don’t you?” Zita said, touching the skin where he had kissed her. “If anybody were to discover that we had kissed, that we were here together now . . .”
 
   “I know,” Saul said. “Yes, I know it. But I will not let it stop me. Will you?”
 
   Zita considered, and then shook her head. “No, I do not think I will.” She yawned, her tiredness returning.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Saul said. “I should go. I just wanted to see you.”
 
   He made to leave.
 
   “Wait,” Zita said. “Stay here for a while, just until I fall asleep.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   Zita nodded. Without waiting to see if he would stay or leave, she climbed into bed, pulling the sheets around her. In a moment, Saul sat in the chair beside the bed. He gave her his hand, and she held it, feeling the security, the safety of it. Usually, nighttime was a wicked time, full of dread and nightmares. With his hand, she found she could sleep. It was a simply comfort, but it was invaluable.
 
   She kissed his hands in the moments before sleep took her entirely. 
 
   When she awoke, just as the sun was beginning rise, she saw that he was asleep in the chair. She reached over and shook his knee. His eyes opened slowly, and when he saw her a sleep smile lifted his lips. “I should go,” he said. “Though I don’t want to.”
 
   “I know,” Zita said. “But we’ll be together again. Soon.”
 
   “I don’t want soon,” he replied as he rose to his feet. “I want forever.” He leaned down over her and kissed her softly upon the lips. She closed her eyes and let the kiss go on, until she wished it would never end. But it did, and then she was left alone.
 
   As soon as the door closed behind him, she wished he was back in here with her.
 
   I love you, she thought, staring at the door. I love you, Saul. You are the only man I have ever loved.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Zita had to sit with Maynard in his last moments. It would have looked strange otherwise. There was nothing that could be done. The nurse made offered her condolences even before she left the room. Zita had expected to feel joyous as the man died, but she couldn’t bring herself to feel anything for him. Her mind went back to when she had first met him, on their wedding day. He had leaned forward after the vows had been exchanged and whispered in her ear, his breath thick with wine. “I own you now,” he’d said, loud enough for the vicar to hear. “You are mine.”
 
   Nobody had stopped him. It had carried on. And she’d found herself in this loveless marriage.But now he was dying, right before her, and she was free from him. She didn’t smile, or cry. She didn’t show any emotion at all. She just watched as the last of his life wilted out of him, and then she left the room. 
 
   “He is gone,” she told the nurse. “Make the arrangements for his body to be moved.”
 
   The nurse nodded quickly and paced away to carry out the orders.
 
   There was no question of where Zita would go now. There was only one place she could go. She went to Saul. She found him in the library, leaning over a book the two of them had been reading together. She sat next to him and looked down at the words.
 
   “Is he gone?” he asked.
 
   “Yes,” Zita said, her voice oddly calm. “He’s dead.”
 
   Saul nodded and turned back to the book. 
 
   “What now?” he said, after a pause. 
 
   “We can be together,” Zita said. “That’s what.”
 
   “Marriage?”
 
   Zita nodded. “If it would please you.”
 
   He shut the book and faced her. He laid his hands on her face, on her cheeks, and pulled her to him. His lips had never been more welcome. “I love you, Zita,” he said. “I have fallen in love with you. Of course I wish you to be my wife. Nothing would please me more.”
 
   Zita let the words wash over her, let them wrap around her. Here was a man with whom she could gladly spend her life. A kind man.A gentle man. The kind of man who would never dream of doing the things Maynard had done.
 
   “We’ll have to see how the will turns out,” Zita said. “He may have cut me out of everything.”
 
   “Thank God you had no children together,” Saul said.
 
   Zita nodded her agreement. “I don’t think he was able,” she said quietly. “It is one blessing, at least.” She ran her nails along the desk. “If he has given me the estate, we will have to wait an appropriate amount of time until we marry.”
 
   “I know.” Saul nodded. “That doesn’t trouble me. I can still live here, still be with you. There is nothing in society that says a nephew cannot comfort his aunt in her time of need.”
 
   Zita grinned and nudged him playfully. “I really wished you’d stop calling me that.”
 
   “Don’t worry,” Saul said. “If all goes well, I will be able to call you my wife.”
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Maynard gave her nothing in the will. He gave everything to some obscure cousin of his, another old man, who had moved to Scotland before Zita was born. She had expected this, and yet it still shocked her. Even from the grave, he could not grant her a small mercy. She was in her bedroom – which was no longer truly her bedroom – when Saul entered behind her. He wrapped his arms around her from behind and kissed her neck.
 
   “He was a cruel man,” Saul said. “We expected this.”
 
   “My parents are devastated,” Zita muttered. “In their letter they strongly insinuated that I must have done something to deserve this. He was a reasonable man, they said, and would not have cut me out of the will for nothing. They are furious. They expect me home within the week. It is quite a scandal for them.” Zita was unable to keep the mirth out of her voice.
 
   “You don’t seem devastated,” Saul said, his breath tickling her neck.
 
   “They sold me to him like cattle,” she said. “Now they can feel one tenth of what I have had to endure this past year.”
 
   She felt Saul smile, felt the curving of his lips against her skin. “I suppose you must return, then. And we will never see each other again. Ah, what a horrid ending to a horrid play. Oh, well, my love. I suppose I will see you again, someday.”
 
   “Do you enjoy making me nervous?” Zita said, turning in his arms and facing him. “Does it bring you pleasure?”
 
   “No,” he said seriously. “Jokes aside, I know what we are going to do now.”
 
   “And what is that, my lord?”
 
   He raised his eyebrows, as though he didn’t understand the question. “We will marry, of course,” he said. “You and I, Zita, will become husband and wife. You don’t need to go to your parents’ house. Not now. Not ever if you don’t want to. I don’t want to rule you. I am sick of that paradigm. Let’s make our own paradigm.”
 
   She kissed his lips, and he held her close to him. She had never felt such strong emotion for a man before. It was overwhelming, and before she could control it, she started to cry. He kissed the tears from her cheeks and then brushed them with his fingertips. “Does the prospect of marrying me frighten you so much?” he smiled. “It needn’t drive you to tears.”
 
   “I am happy, you fool,” she laughed through the sobs. “I am ruined, I am shamed, society will shun me, and I am the happiest I have ever been. It’s just me and you now, Saul. Just you and me against the world.”
 
   “I know,” he whispered. “Nothing, I believe, could ever make me happier than that prospect. In years, when all of this is a memory, and we have children, and a home, and we are a family, we will look back on this time as though it were a dream. A horrible dream where you were married to a tyrant and I was just the Duke’s nephew.”
 
   “Oh, you silly man,” Zita said. “You were never just somebody’s nephew; you were always a man in your own right.”
 
   “And you were always a lady, even if he tried to take that away from you. Lady Cross.”
 
   “No,” she said. “Lady Cartwright.”
 
   This time, she thought, I will have no problem owning my husband’s name.
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
   Zita touched her bump and smiled out upon the autumn fields. The house in which she and Saul lived was nothing as grand as Bainmore Castle. It did not have a long and storied history in which Dukes and Duchesses fought and married and loved and hated. It was a simply estate with three servants and an old deaf cook. But it was theirs. They had a small garden, nothing like the private grounds of Bainmore, and yet they seemed to Zita infinitely larger. Like the whole world was laid out before her. Like nothing could ever stifle her again.
 
   They had travelled for a year before settling here. And then Saul had needed to return to work to maintain their income. But it was not a blow. They had seen much of the world. Europe, Asia, even Australia. Yes, those journeys had changed them markedly. But within them there still dwelt the man and woman who had fallen in love in dire circumstances two and a half years ago. Zita was older, and yet when she looked at herself in the looking glass, she appeared younger and fuller of lie than she ever had with Maynard.
 
   Society had cast them out. They were not noble; they were just in love. Zita smiled. That was more than enough for her.
 
   Saul joined her in the drawing room. “What are you thinking about, love?” he said, as he walked over to her and placed his hand upon hers. They both held the bump for a moment, held the life that was half his and half hers and grew inside of her. Contemplated the majesty and the beauty of their happiness. It was unspoken – no words were needed – but it was there. A profound thankfulness for all they now possessed in one another.
 
   “Nothing in particular,” she said. “It is strange, my love.”
 
   “What is?”
 
   “All of the society considers me a failure. I lost a great fortune, upset a Duke, and was shunned by my family. And yet if I had done things their way, I would have considered myself a failure.”
 
   “High society can go to ashes, for all I care,” Saul said. He knew how they spoke of Zita, and it angered him. He laughed at his own fury. “But they cannot enter this house. No nastiness, no pain, no violence will ever enter this house.”
 
   Zita kissed him upon the lips, over and over, and then allowed herself to be held.
 
   You see, she would have said, if she could bend time and talk to the Zita that was still married to Maynard. You see, you lost the frightened girl. It does get better.
 
    
 
   
  
 

Scarred Lovers
 
   Alone at the party, Lilla Scower retreated into a corner in which she could feel invisible, in which she didn’t have to endure the curious, judgmental eyes of the London elite. Her hands bunched into fists; her nails dug into her palms. Her breath came quickly and she felt like screaming. She felt like screaming at them all: I am happy as I am! Yes, my face is scarred! But my heart is even more scarred and I don’t want to drag that back up. Leave me alone! But she was already a specter at the party, the daughter of a minor family whose man and woman – Lilla’s mother and father –had long since passed. She would just make things worse if she showed her true feelings about these people.
 
   She was only here because of her brother, because of her weak, dying brother. The cough that now threatened Isaac’s life had started harmlessly enough. Lilla had assumed it was the cold winter air, testing him. He was her older brother, a strong man of six and twenty. A cough couldn’t take him. But as winter had turned to spring, and the cough had gotten worse, not better, Lilla knew that something was horribly wrong. She watched from behind a vase almost as tall as her: watched him limp around the party, smiling and laughing, trying his best to appear as his old self. But Lilla could see in the eyes of those he laughed with that they didn’t believe his act. They knew, and the pity and amusement in their faces made her even angrier. He was a dying man, and they laughed at him.
 
   He had begged her, a woman of two and twenty who was resigned to spinsterhood, to attend the party to find a husband. She would have been happy now to ride out life in obscurity, without love. She had tasted the love. It tasted bitter. It had scorched her mouth and left her scarred. Not even paint could mask the crescent-shaped scar that joined to the left side of her mouth. Lilla had given up no trying to hide it. She was lucky, she supposed, that she wasn’t burnt.
 
   The fire had come when she and Lord Miles Sawley were lovemaking, when his hands were on her body. At first, she had thought the heat of the fire, the warming floorboards, had been a product of their passion. She knew it was madness now, but back then her head had been whirring with love, her body alive to the possibility of magic. Now, she scoffed at the idea. It was absurd. But the young Lilla of eighteen summers hadn’t known that. And then the fire had spread. Miles heard a baby crying, upstairs. She could hear the words now.
 
   “Perhaps he is trapped!” Miles exclaimed. “I’ll have to go for him.”
 
   “Go, go,” Lilla had said, waving her lover away. “I will make my own way out.”
 
   “Very well, my love.”
 
   He had pulled on his shirts and britches and fled the room. That was the last time she had ever seen him. Lilla had made to walk out of the door, but then a shard of wood had splintered from the ceiling and cut her face, leaving her scarred. The pain bloomed in her mouth. Her vision turned hazy. Her steps became heavy. She collapsed, smacking her head against the drawers. When she awoke, she was lying in the street, her breath coming quickly, desperately. But even more desperate was her desire to see Miles, to have him hold her, to have him help her through this tough episode. But he was nowhere to be seen; he had fled.  At first, she thought he was dead. But she saw him, in the crowed, moving away from her. She made to call out, but her voice was raspy, and no words came.
 
   “Sister.”
 
   Lilla started and turned. “You frightened me,” she said. “Is it time to go?” She tried to keep the hope out of her voice. She would’ve been happy indeed if it was time to go. She had only been here for an hour, but even that was too long in the company of London’s high society.
 
   “No,” Isaac said. “But it can be, soon, if you like.” He coughed into his handkerchief. It was a raking, hollow sound, as though at any moment his chest would simply collapse.
 
   “Thank you.” Lilla bowed her head as Isaac turned and rejoined the party. 
 
   She watched from afar and prayed silently that nobody would try and talk to her. The memories had come to her, and with them the desire to be left alone. It was always that way. When she remembered that day, when she saw Miles’ back, moving away from her, his hands shoving through the crowd, she wanted to sink into the ground, to disappear, to be silent and invisible. He had moved with such meaning; he truly wanted to flee from her. Even now, it hurt, stabbing her in the gut with the pain. Her lover had despised her or pitied her or perhaps had not even loved her so much that he wanted to flee her. A shiver went through her.
 
   She made her way around the periphery of the party, wearing the expression of a woman on an errand. The occasional lord or lady would glance at her, but she was beneath their notice and soon they would glance away. She didn’t care. She wanted to be beneath their notice. She wanted to be beneath everybody’s notice. If she had her way, she would disappear. 
 
   Nobody noticed when she slipped out of the door and walked down the hallway to the library. She breathed a sigh of relief when she was away from the party. It was good to be alone. Life is so much more peaceful when there aren’t dozens of eyes glancing over you, she thought.
 
   She walked up and down the stacks, occasionally studying a book. She picked one up, read the title, and set it aside. She adored libraries. They had a small one at home, but it was nothing like this. This library must have had at least a thousand books in it. She breathed in the scent of them. It was comforting. Books didn’t judge. Books simply were. 
 
   She was about to sit down with a novel – she thought she could speed the time to the end of the party if she read – when something shifted in the corner. The library was long and narrow, with just enough space for two high, long rows of shelves and a desk and chair in the middle of the room. But what she had not seen, and what she saw now with a gasp, was a chair in the corner, in the darkness, between the shelf and the wall.
 
   She jumped to her feet. “Excuse me,” she said. “I did not know there was anybody in here.”
 
   The man looked like a ghost, a black silhouette sitting alone in the dark. Lilla felt a strong, childlike urge to run. But she fought it. This was most likely some lord who had had the same idea as her and wanted some respite from the party. If she fled, she would look ridiculous. But even so, the urge was there.
 
   “You don’t have to apologize, Lilla.”
 
   Lilla. She gasped again at the use of her given name. And there was something familiar about the voice. It was like hearing a voice from her dreams, hearing a voice from the depths of memory. 
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   “You don’t remember me?” The voice sounded tired, like it had expected no less, but still wished that she did.
 
   “It is difficult to judge the identity of a man when he is shrouded in darkness,” Lilla said. “Show me your face.”
 
   A possibility rose within her mind. It was a mad possibility. It was an absurd possibility. And it was a possibility which filled her with a warring mixture of emotions. Dread and glee and shock and anger danced together within her breasts. He gripped the edge of the chair until her knuckles turned white. Her mouth was suddenly dry.
 
   Time seemed to slow as the man climbed to her feet and stepped into the light.
 
   “Miles!” she gasped, and emotions exploded within her.
 
   “Lilla,” he muttered, with downcast eyes, like he was ashamed to see her.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   He should be ashamed, Lilla thought, as anger beat the other emotions back. It was anger unlike anything she had felt before. It was a bone-deep anger. She gripped the edge of the chair so hard now that splinters bit into her palms. It hurt doubly from when she’d clenched her fists earlier, in the party proper, when her nails had bit where the splinters bit now. It seemed mad to her that less than a half-hour ago she’d been that angry by the very existence of a party. Her anger now was so large it dwarfed even the recollection of that.
 
   “You left me!” she spat, only keeping her voice low so the party didn’t stampede in here to witness her rage. “There was a fire. I got this!” She pointed to the scar on her face. “And you left me. I saw you. Maybe you thought I wouldn’t. Maybe you thought I would still be passed out. But no, Miles, I saw you, running from me. A girl of eighteen summers who’d given you her honor, her life, her everything. And you fled from her.”
 
   Miles sighed and slumped into the chair opposite that in which she had sat. “Let me explain,” he whispered.
 
   “Explain!” She felt like slapping him across the face. She had never been this full of rage. It was black and abyss-like, eating her insides. It clouded her vision and if she had held a club, she would have battered him across the face with it. “There is nothing to explain! You left me, ran from me. I had no clue – I still have no clue – where you went. We were to be married.” 
 
   Miles laid his hands upon the table. He looked at her with an expression of patience. That angered her even more. What right did he have to look at her as though she was an unreasonable child? He was the one who had left. He was the one who had destroyed everything. 
 
   Crack!
 
   The back of the chair snapped in Lilla’s hands. She looked down in shock as the wood of the back clattered to the wooden seat. After a moment, she realized she was holding broken pieces of wood. She dropped them to the seat with the rest of the chair. “You see how angry you make me,” she said. “Do you see?”
 
   “Lilly.”
 
   The old lover’s name.A nickname just for him.
 
   “Don’t call me that!”
 
   He sighed. And then the patience fled from his face. He slowly rose to his feet and leaned forward, placing his fists upon the table. He looked as though he might pounce across at her. Her heart crashed madly in her chest. Tears welled in her eyes. Only the horror she would feel at crying before him gave her the strength to beat them back. 
 
   “He hasn’t told you, has he?” Miles growled. His stance told her he was not angry with her, as she had assumed. He looked down at the ground. His anger seemed to turn inward. 
 
   “Who hasn’t told me what?” she said, still angry but curious now, too. 
 
   “Your brother,” he said. “He was supposed to tell you.”
 
   “Tell me what?” Lilla demanded, her voice quivering. 
 
   Miles looked into her eyes. He still had the same sky-blue eyes and the same muscular build. He still had the same strong jaw and the same short, curly brown hair. His face was still kind and strong at the same time. And for a moment Lilla was transported to four years ago, when she would have died for this man. She stamped the feeling away. It was a dangerous feeling. It had scarred her. She could not allow it to scar her again.
 
   “I have asked your brother to allow us to marry,” Miles said. “And he said yes. He said he would talk to you.”
 
   Lilla said nothing. She just turned and paced from the room. Events were moving too quickly. Her heart barely had time to feel one way when something else happened to make it feel another. Anger at Miles and anger at Isaac played tug-of-war in her chest. The injustice of it– of all women who are playthings of men – swept over her violently. She hardly cared when innumerable eyes turned upon her when she re-entered the party. She was too angry for that.
 
   “Isaac!” she called. The patrons flinched. She hated them all the more for that; they would judge her because she had raised her voice. They were all so cold and devoid of emotion that a raised voice was like a landmine to their stunted sensibilities.
 
   Isaac turned at the sound of his voice. His cheeks bloomed red. Lilla felt a small, malicious glee at that. Good, she thought. Let him feel one tenth of the shock I am feeling right now.
 
   “We need to talk.” Her voice was lower now. 
 
   Isaac approached and the party resumed its pointless babble. There was nothing in the world more important to these people than the appearance of civility, even when a real drama was happening in the next room, even when hearts were being broken and old wounds were bleeding. 
 
   Isaac grabbed her elbow. “Is he in the library?” he said. 
 
   “He is,” Lilla said through gritted teeth. “I don’t like playing chess, brother. You know that about me. By I like far less being used as a chess piece. I want answers.”
 
   “And you’ll get them,” Isaac said. His tone of voice was that of a wrongly accused man. He coughed into his handkerchief, a wracking cough which caused his whole body to spasm. “Please, sister, just come to the library with me.”
 
   She couldn’t say no. He looked too pathetic. And he was, after all, her brother. Despite her rage, she loved him. She resented him a little in that moment, too. She knew he wasn’t doing it on purpose, but his illness made it much more difficult to be angry with him.
 
   “Fine,” she hissed.
 
   Without waiting to see if he would follow, she turned and walked from the room. 
 
    
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “I will be dead soon, sister,” Isaac said. “I will be dead and there will be nothing for you. Nothing.”
 
   Isaac had walked into the library, looked at the ruined chair, bent down and brushed away the debris, and then sat upon it. Miles sat opposite, where he had sat when Lilla left. Lilla couldn’t sit. She was too full of energy, too full of pain and shock and a hundred other emotions which she couldn’t identify. She paced up and down, from shelf to shelf, gripping her hands together.
 
   “You know as well as I do that Father left us with very little,” Isaac went on. “What you perhaps do not know is that my physician bills have almost completely exhausted the rest of our income. We are on the brink of destitution, Lilla. When I die, you will be left with nothing. You will be alone and lost.” 
 
   “Why would you even want this, Miles?” Lilla snapped. “You ran away from me, if you do not remember. You fled through the crowd like you were fleeing a leper.”
 
   She couldn’t stop pacing. She felt like a woman about to run a race. She wished she could tear this cumbersome, heavy dress asunder and walk freely. The library was so small, the walls so close, the dress so constricting. All of it combined made her feel as though she was in a cage. 
 
   “I love you, Lilla.” 
 
   He said it matter-of-factly, like it was obvious and she shouldn’t even have needed to ask the question. But it wasn’t obvious, not to her. The only thing that was obvious to her was that he had run away.
 
   “Please,” Isaac said. “Let him explain.”
 
   He coughed again, leaning forward, his throat sounding like razorblades were being pulled out of him. 
 
   “There is nothing to explain—”
 
   “Please!” Isaac wheezed. “Just—please.”
 
   Lilla sighed and walked around to the side of the table. With an effort, she forced her fists to unclench. The manic energy was still in her body, but she forced her limbs to be still. Her lip trembled and she thought she might shout or cry. Only Isaac’s pitiful appearance stopped her. Her dying brother had asked something of her. What sort of woman would I be if I denied that?
 
   “Fine,” she said. “Fine. Explain.”
 
   There was a pause in which the three of them regarded each other, three actors in this private drama, only yards away from an elite party. Then Miles’ forehead creased. She had to resist the old urge to smooth the crease with her thumb, as she had done when they were lovers. Images flitted through her mind: her hands in his hair; his naked body standing at the window, the muscles in his legs and back taut and tense; his lips upon her gloveless hand. She forced the images away. She could not feel tenderness for this man. She would not. She knew where that led.
 
   “I went to war, Lilly—Lilla.”
 
   Lilly. Every time he said it she felt a stab of recollection. It was like smelling a flower one associated with a particular poignant childhood memory. Every time one smelt the flower, one invariably conjured up the memory. Lilly was her flower, and Miles was her memory. But she did not want it.Liar, a voice whispered. She pushed the voice and the memory away. She was angry, she told herself. That was all.
 
   “I was planning on going over to fight Napoleon in the last month of our courtship. I couldn’t bring myself to tell you. I was so in love and we were so young and everything was happening so fast. No, please, let me finish.”
 
   Lilla’s fingers tapped the desk. She closed her eyes, breathed deeply, and then nodded. “Go on, then,” she said.
 
   He interlocked his fingers. It was an old gesture, one she recognized intimately. He was as full of emotion as her, that gesture told her. “I kept hearing stories about the war,” he said. “Horrible stories of men being slaughtered. You know how it was back then. Boys younger than I was then were going over there and being slaughtered. I desperately needed to go. I felt it in my soul. But I could not leave you. I was torn, and soon, I knew, I would be ripped apart by my indecision. And then that fire came. Do you remember? Of course you do. Yes, of course you do. It was like a sign from god.
 
   “I went up the stairs and saved the boy. And then I returned to the room we had shared. When I got there you were bleeding from the mouth, and you were unconscious. I threw you over my shoulder and carried you from the inn. I left you with some women to tend you. And I fled. Yes, I fled. I fled because I knew if I waited for you to wake up, I would never join the war. The day after the fire, I left for France. I returned two weeks ago.”
 
   Lilla didn’t want to believe this story. She wanted to push it aside, to name it as lies. She wanted to tell herself that it was a vicious trick. Hating him would have been easier then. Justifying her anger would have been easier. Tolerating this rage was difficult when Miles looked at her with such open, honest eyes, when his reasoning was something with which she could empathize. She did believe it, though. Everything he said was something the Miles she had known four years ago would have done. Isaac’s somber face and his slight nod when she looked to him confirmed it. He was telling the truth.
 
   “You could have written to me,” she said. “You say you could not tell me, that it would have caused you to stay. Fine. I have my problems with that but fine. But what stopped you from writing me after?”
 
   “War,” Miles said. “Just war.Blood and pain and death.I was in no state to write to anybody. I was consumed with day-to-day survival.”
 
   The pain of memory in his voice called out to something deep within Lilla. She felt the old urge to wrap her arms around him when he was sad, to make everything better with the warmth of her body, to lift his spirits with a well-placed kiss. All of these old urges rose within her. The mad energy within her quieted, and she no longer the need to drum her fingers upon the desk. 
 
   But she couldn’t forgive him. The realization rose as though from a mist, and then struck her. She understood him, she empathized with him, but she couldn’t forgive him. Perhaps it was selfish, but the pain she had felt was too stark in her memory. It was knife-sharp, and cut her every time she thought about it. 
 
   “I cannot marry you,” she said.
 
   “Lilla, think what you say,” Isaac said. “We are poor. Yes, we are. I am not asking you to love him again. But you know him. And he knows you. He loved you, even if you don’t—” The cough cut him short. His body shivered and blood and mucus sprayed the handkerchief. He inspected the dirty piece of cloth with dreadful eyes. “I will be dead soon,” he muttered. “The physicians have told me as much. I cannot force you, Lilla. But please, make the right choice.”
 
   “We are both scarred, Lilla,” Miles said. 
 
   “I do not see a scar,” Lilla replied, pointing at his face. For a moment her hand was inches from him. To reach out, to touch his cheek, to run her thumb along his lower lip as she had done countless times before, in what seemed like a different life . . . But no. The pain of desertion was stronger within her than the happiness of reunion. 
 
   “I have my fair share,” he said. “On my back and my belly. But that is not what I meant. I am scarred in here.” He touched the place on his jacket under which his heart beat. She had rested her head on that chest and listened to that heartbeat before. She had fallen asleep to that heartbeat. 
 
   “Let me think on it,” Lilla said. “Give me that, at least.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   The three of them rose. “Write to me, as soon as you have made your decision,” Miles said. His gait had changed from before the war. He carried himself like a soldier now. She had not noticed before because he had been sitting and then standing still, but he walked with the measured steps of an officer. He stopped at the door and turned. “Lilly, please say yes. I can win your love again. I know I can.”
 
   Lilla didn’t say anything. He waited for her to speak, his eyebrows raised, but she only looked down at the floor. With a sigh he left. Lilla slumped into the chair he had been sitting in. It was still warm from his body, and for a moment she felt close to him. The closeness filled her with warmth even as it filled her with shard-like memories: memories that sliced.
 
   “He is your best chance,” Isaac said.
 
   “My best chance of what, brother?” Lilla asked, unable to keep the exhaustion from her voice. For four years she had been like a windmill, trundling along but feeling nothing. Now the emotion had exploded with her, and it exhausted her.
 
   “Your best chance of making it,” Isaac answered.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Part Two – The Marriage
 
    
 
   1
 
    
 
   Four months later.
 
   Lady Lilla Sawley sat at the window of the library and watched as November snow blanketed the garden. Her mind was in the past today, in the crypts of pain and love and fear that haunted her dreams. She remembered Isaac, only three months ago, ill but alive. And then the cough had taken him. He had moved into The Sawley estate with Lilla and Miles. A maidservant had told them. Lilla had received the news with odd numbness. She loved her brother, but she had expected it. Everybody had expected it. At the funeral, she hadn’t wept. Only when in her bedroom, with the doors bolted, had she given herself to tears. 
 
   The wedding had been quick and formal. The vicar had muttered his words, and then they were leaving, man and wife. Lilla had wanted to flee the church as soon as she entered it, but common sense had prevailed. Miles, at least, was not a brute. He would not hurt her. He would see that she was cared for. He was also the man that had broken her heart and deserted her all those years ago. That was the trade she made.
 
   She and her husband were not close. As the months waned, Lilla found it more and more difficult to start anew, to wipe clean the memory of his retreating body, eager to desert her, desperate to get away from her. When she studied herself in the looking glass, it was difficult to feel anything but anger and betrayal when she regarded the crescent-shaped scar. Life had tossed her up, battered her, thrown her about. And she had landed as the wife or Lord Miles Sawley, her old lover. Sometimes, she would wake in the early morning, and for a breath of a moment she would not believe it. And then she would remember, and the anger would surface. It would have been simple if anger was all she felt. But there was something else under the anger, cushioning it. It was not happiness. It was more subtle, less warm, but still there. It was the potential for happiness.
 
   She sighed and rose from the chair. The book she had been reading lay face down on the desk. Her body ached from sitting so long. She stretched her arms and wiggled her legs. 
 
   She turned swiftly when he cleared his throat.
 
   “Lilly,” he said.
 
   She flinched. He had been calling her by her lover’s name ever since they were married. She resented it even as she adored it. A potent brew of conflicted emotions bubbled up within her every time he said the name. It brought hundreds of memories, each of them tinged with pain even as they filled her transient pleasure. 
 
   “Miles,” she muttered. “How long have you been watching me?”
 
   “I just arrived,” he said. A small smile touched his lips. It was the smile he had given her after their first kiss. Everything about him reminded her of the past. That would have been lovely, if it had not also included the fire. “I didn’t expect to see you stretching, however.”
 
   Lilla blushed. The implication hung in the air. How many times had she stretched with him, but in different, heated circumstances? How many times had her body writhed under him, or atop him? She had given her honor to this man. The thought caused remembered pleasure to move through her for a moment.
 
   Then the fire, bright, painful, forced away the pleasure.
 
   “What do you want, my lord?” she said.
 
   “I want you to walk with me in the gardens, Lilly.”
 
   “And why would I do that?”
 
   “Because we are husband and wife, and we never spend time together.” 
 
   His voice was strong, but there was a note of desperation in it. He was trying to hide it, but it was there. Lilla felt for him, even as she tried to discard the feeling. She wanted to make him happy, she realized. She wanted to make them both happy. But it wasn’t as easy as that. 
 
   She sighed. “I can’t make myself into who I was back then, Miles,” she said, using his Christian name because my lord made him flinch as though she struck her. It was too distant, and he wanted the two of them to be close again. “I wish I could reverse time and make it so we were who we were, but I cannot.”
 
   “Just walk with me,” he said. “That is all I ask. Please.”
 
   Lilla sighed again. The atmosphere between them had shifted these past months. Before, it had been one of combat, of war. She had wanted to tear his eyes out every time she saw him. She couldn’t look upon him without seeing his retreating figure, without feeling the sting of abandonment. But that had waned as he had persisted, and had demonstrated to her that he would not leave her again. Even when she avoided him, he sought her out. He was trying. Now the atmosphere was that of a man carrying a heavy burden, trying manfully to pull it up a hill. Lilla was self-aware to know that she was the burden which troubled her husband. He was trying to pull her forward with him, to soothe that which had burnt for the past four years. 
 
   She interlocked her fingers, drummed her forefinger onto the back of the opposite hand. His sky-blue eyes were open and loving. They pulled Lilla in. She sighed a third time. “Okay, I will walk with you. But do not think that I have forgiven you.” The last words came out harshly, with a bite in them.
 
   Miles nodded slowly. “Will you ever forgive me, do you think?”
 
   Lilla shrugged. “I honestly cannot say.” 
 
   It was the truth. She could feel the emotions within her with naked brilliancy, but judging whether or not they would still exist at some nebulous time in the future was more difficult. All she knew was the pain and the confused affection and the regret and the timid love that she felt now and had felt for years. It was not an easy thing to make sense of so much turmoil.
 
   “I will still try,” Miles said. “I will never stop trying to make you love me again.”
 
   Part of me still does love you, she thought but did not say.
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   Lilla wore walking boots and held her dress up around her knees as she and Miles walked through the garden. The plants had withdrawn for the winter, and only a few brave blades of grass poked through the uniform whiteness of the snow. Despite the absence of colorful flowers, despite the leafless branches that stuck out like thin, decrepit arms, despite the white shield of clouds overhead, Lilla thought the scene was quite beautiful. It was more honest, and it seemed to match her heart utterly: barren but with hints of life and color and love.
 
   “Did you miss me, when I first left?” Miles said.
 
   Lilla could have lied. She could have told him that the anger was all there was, that she hadn’t thought about him except to curse him. But she didn’t lie. They had been married for four months. Lying now would serve no purpose. She was with this man forever, after all. 
 
   “Yes,” she said. “I missed you. I missed you as I imagine an amputee misses an arm. Oh, I know, it is not very ladylike of me to make such a comparison. But it is truth, and when have I been ladylike, Miles? Our entire romance was predicated upon the assumption that I would shun ladylike values. We did things no married man and woman should do. Yes, Miles, I missed you. I felt as though a part of myself had been taken away. It was a part I could not do without, I thought. But then it scabbed over, hardened, and anger took its place.”
 
   “And you are still angry,” Miles said.
 
   “Yes, I am.”
 
   “But not as angry as you was.”
 
   Lilla considered this for a moment, and then nodded. “But not as angry as I was,” she agreed.
 
   “And why is that?”
 
   They had walked to the end of the garden where the grass usually met with the trees that led to Wells, the village on the outskirts of which they lived. Now there was no grass and no trees. There was just a white blanket leading to a crisscrossing maze of skinny brown white-flecked limbs. Miles turned and walked along the edge of the trees, and Lilla followed.
 
   “Because I know the anger serves no purpose. We are married. We will die together. I don’t feel angry as much as tired.”
 
   “Tired of me?” Miles said.
 
   “Tired of everything.Tired of the necessity of breath.Tired of sleep.Tired of waking.Tired of reading.Tired of sitting.Just tired.”
 
   Miles gasped. “You cannot mean that.”
 
   She reconsidered her words. Lately she had been feeling tired, but not to the extent she had just said. She wondered why she was being dramatic, why she was trying to make her emotional state seem frightening her husband. Could it be sympathy? Did she desire his attention, his love, even as she threatened to shun it?
 
   “Perhaps not,” she said. “Fine, perhaps not. But confused. I don’t know—” She pointed to a rock that bulged out of the snow. “For the longest time, my mind, my emotions, were like that. Stone, still. Not calm, by no means calm, but there was an equilibrium. I had become intimately acquainted with rage, and I had settled into a sort of angry calm. Now—” She spread her hands at the scene around them. “I don’t know how to feel. One minute I am sorrowful, the next I am angry.”
 
   Suddenly, Miles reached across and touched her scar, near her lip. Lilla was about to pull away, but then something stopped her. An emotion she neither understood nor ignored moved through her. It was as though all the emotions she had felt up until now combined, and forced her to stand still as Miles ran his thumb along her scar.
 
   “I wish I could take that for you,” he said.
 
   She closed her eyes and focused on his thumb. It was warm against her skin, warm against the November cold. She released her dress, letting it fall into the snow, and reached up and touched his hand. It was abrupt, this change, this action. It pushed aside all other considerations. She found herself wanting to pause this moment and allow it to stretch on forever. This was a remnant for their old love. This moment reminded her of her youth, when she had been a young, naïve girl with a head full of roses.
 
   She was only two and twenty, but she felt ancient. 
 
   “Why are you touching me?” she whispered, even as she caressed his hand.
 
   “Because I have not touched you for a long time,” he said.
 
   Their voices were hardly louder than the soft breeze which stirred the snow. She gripped his hand, gripped the warmth and the security of it. She had taken such solace in this hand, once upon a time. For the first time since their marriage, she seriously considered that she might take solace from it again. 
 
   “Do you still love me?” she said.
 
   She hadn’t known that she would ask the question. It came from another part of her, a part she usually kept buried. It came from the part of her which had almost died when he left her. Almost, but not quite. Now that part of her was rising in her consciousness, taking predominance. 
 
   He moved his hand to her cheek and stroked her skin, the way he had stroked her chin after the first time they made love, and they were lying spent and weary and satisfied in a single bed in the backroom of a forgotten inn. “Of course I still love you,” he said. “But that is not the important question. The important question is, do you still love me?”
 
   She opened her eyes and saw that his face was close to hers. His breath was warm on her face, her nose and her mouth. She moved her hands up his arms to his shoulders. They were firm, like a mountainside. That was, she realized, what she was doing: clinging onto a mountainside, trying to stop the wind from whipping her away again.
 
   “I never stopped loving you,” she said, and even as she said it, she wondered if it was a mistake; if he could hurt her again. 
 
   But this moment was apart from all that, somehow. This moment existed in its own realm. This was the moment when all the emotion and the pain and the regret would be forgotten. He leaned in and she did not pull away, could not pull away.
 
   His lips were warm despite the cold. Her heart hammered in her chest. The sweat on her hands was cool. After a moment, she kissed him back. 
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   The kiss haunted Lilla’s dreams for the next week. She and her husband walked together three more times, and they kissed again, but none of it had the magic that the first time did. It was as though Miles had reached within her and rearranged her feelings, pulling some to the foreground and pushing others into the background, where they were dim and hazy. She found herself remembering with more poignancy their time together, before the fire, before the war, before the scar. She realized that she still loved him. But she did not know if the love was strong enough to overcome the anger and the regret.
 
   She had just awoken when there was a knock at her door. She answered it and Miles walked in. His expression was serious, without the hint of a smile. Lilla’s first instinct was that he was angry at her. She was surprised by how much the thought hurt her. She didn’t want him to be angry at her, she realized. She thought on what this said about her feelings for him. They were, indeed, shifting, reforming. 
 
   “Is something wrong?” she said, unable to keep the anxiety from her voice.
 
   “No.” He sighed. “Yes. There is something wrong.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Us.”
 
   The word hung in the air like a knoll. Perhaps he had come to confront her, finally. Perhaps he had come to drag out the secret, hidden emotions and bring them into the steely blue winter sunlight. 
 
   “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean,” Lilla said, forcing her voice to remain calm.
 
   “I love you, Lilla,” he said. He took her hand. She didn’t fight him. A dim, quiet part of her begged her to pull her hand away, warned her that he would only hurt her once more. But it was much quieter than it had once been. And the image of him running from her no longer possessed the pain it had before the kiss. His fingers were cold.
 
   “You’ve been outside,” she said.
 
   He nodded. “I have. All night. I needed to think. And time escaped me.”
 
   She led him to the bed and pushed his chest so he sat down. He slumped onto the mattress. Lilla sat next to him. Their legs touched and Lilla felt a thrill she had not felt in years. It was the thrill of lust, the thrill that brought dishonorable, scandalous feelings into her mind, the thrill that made her think of sweat and sex.
 
   “I need to explain myself,” he said.
 
   She waited silently. She would not interrupt him now. He had the appearance of a man preparing a speech. He would not have looked out of place standing before a lectern. He had prepared these words, Lilla intimated. She did not judge him for that. Sometimes, she knew, it was easier to prepare what one said, so one did not color it with sudden impulses. A long time passed. Birds began to tweet out of the windows. A pale imitation of sunlight filled the room. Lilla thought about speaking, but the silence was sacred, somehow. She guessed that Miles needed these quiet moments to compose himself.
 
   Finally, he spoke.
 
   “I am a coward. That is the truth, Lilla. I ran away to the war because I wanted to serve my country. But do you want to know something? This is something I have never told anybody else. Almost as soon as I was over there, I wanted to come back. There was no glory, no service. There was just mud and blood and depression. There was nothing noble about it at all. The only thing that kept me sane was the memory of our time together. It was the only thing that pulled me through the darkness.
 
   “And then I came back, and I wanted us to resume our love. But I realized, too late, that that was impossible. And by then you were already angry with me, already hated me.”
 
   Lilla made to interrupt, to tell him that she did not hate him, but he raised his hand.
 
   “Let me finish, please.”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “No you are my wife, and I can see in your eyes that you are torn. You are torn as I was once torn. I was torn between the war and my love for you; you are torn between the past and your love for me. You think that I am still the man I was. Or you suspect it. I need to tell you, for certain, that I am no longer that man. The man who would leave a loving, beautiful, intelligent woman for some muddy field in France died out there. If I had the chance, I would reverse all of that. I swear on God that I would. I know we cannot go back to what we were, but I wish – I need – us to try and start anew.”
 
   Lilla knew – intellectually – that these could be naught more than pretty words, that this could be calculated deception. But it wasn’t about what she knew; it was about what she felt. And what she felt was an almost overwhelming urge to throw her arms around him. As he’d spoken, she’d laid her hand on his knee. She hadn’t even realized that she’d done it. His words had touched the old Lilla, the unscarred Lilla. And though she agreed that they could not go back, that she could not be unscarred, she discovered that she did want to start again.
 
   The hurt which had sustained her for four years was now in the way. It was obstructing her happiness. She delved deep inside of her and tried to let it go. It fought viciously. Torment wracked her. She squeezed Miles’ knee and took a long, deep breath, willing the resentment and the anger to go away, to fly into somebody else’s life. I don’t need you anymore, she thought. 
 
   To her shock, when she opened her eyes it was like opening them after a long sleep. A weight fell from her. For the first time in ages, she felt light and free. She reached up and touched her husband’s face, and then moved her hand down and touched his shoulders. “We can start again, if that is what you desire,” she said. “But know this, hear this. You will never hurt me like that again. If you hurt me again, I want to know why. I don’t want to be left in the dark, alone, wondering what happened for four years. Hurting a woman is one thing; deserting her is quite another.”
 
   “I will not hurt you again,” he said.
 
   There was a note of promise in his voice, and Lilla nodded. She believed him. It shocked her. But she could not deny it. Somewhere between kissing him that day in the gardens and this conversation, love had overcome her other emotions. It had beat back resentment, fought off anger, melted pain. Now there was a warm glow in her belly.
 
   She turned her head, looked up into his sky-blue eyes, and parted her lips. “This is the part where you kiss me,” she said.
 
   He did.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Two and a half years later.
 
   If there was a single thing which could cement a new love, it was a child. Harold had been conceived the day she and Miles had found each other again. The night seemed like a blur now. He had come into her bedroom in the morning, and he had made his speech, and then they had kissed and lay in each other’s arms. And then he’d moved his hands down her body, awaking the old lust, the old places of pleasure. Their two bodies had become one in the cold November half-light.
 
   Lilla sat in the drawing room with Harold on her knee. He was perhaps the cutest baby in existence. She knew that all mothers thought that, and yet she could not shake the conviction that her baby truly was. He looked exactly like his father, right down to the curly brown hair and the square jaw. He would be a handsome man, Lilla thought.
 
   Miles walked into the room and knelt beside them both. “Hello, little man,” he said. Then he lifted his son above his head and smiled widely as Harold giggled like a little madman. The warmth in Lilla’s belly which, two years ago, had replaced the anger and everything else, bloomed even warmer when she watched her husband and son. She could never watch the two of them without feeling warm, without being filled with irrepressible love.
 
   The nurse collected Harold, and then Miles offered her his hand. “Let’s walk the gardens,” he said.
 
   “If you wish,” Lilla replied, taking his hand.
 
   They left the house behind them and walked to the trees. The first hints of summer made the trees green and beautiful. It seemed that each winter the trees threatened to wither and die, and then, inexplicably, they grew new leaves and fresh bark and lived once more. 
 
   “What are you thinking?” Miles said, as they stared into the trees.
 
   A squirrel hopped down from a high branch, tilted its head at them for a moment, and then hopped away. For a crazy moment Lilla was jealous of the squirrel, jealous of how it got to live always in the peace of the copse of trees. But that was the old Lilla thinking, and when she truly considered it, she realized that being jealous of a squirrel was silly. 
 
   “That is silly,” Miles laughed, when she told him. “Are you unhappy, my love?”
 
   “No,” she said honestly. “I was just thinking of before we came together once again. It was a whirlpool of emotion. I hardly knew whether I was standing or falling. It is nice to be able to stand next to these trees once more, and know for certain that I am standing, that we are in love and our love in not under attack.”
 
   He wrapped his arms around her in the familiar motion. She fell into him, resting her head on his chest as she always did. It was a practiced movement, and it brought her comfort. Her eyes always felt heavy the moment she rested her head on her husband. He was comfortable and comforting. He was her lover and she could have slept in his arms forever.
 
   “But you are happy now,” he said, his voice muffled because he was speaking into her hair.
 
   “Happy?” She let out a giggle, stifled in his shirt. “Happy is an understatement, my love. If you had told me that a fire and a youthful fling would lead to the greatest happiness I had ever known, I would have laughed in your face.”
 
   “But look at you now,” Miles said.
 
   The squirrel returned one last time, blinking its little eyes. A soft summer breeze caressed husband and wife. Behind them was the house, in which their strong, beautiful child slept. And before them was their forest, in which life bloomed and flourished. 
 
   “Yes, look at me now,” Lilla breathed, a smile upon her lips.
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In Bed with a Duke (by Sarah Thorn)
 
   It should have been the best day of Sophia's young life. Just three hours earlier, she had stood at the alter with David Marshall. Westminster Abbey had been full and it was supposed to have been a great occasion. However, despite the fact that David was the most handsome officer in the Coldstream Guards, Sophia didn't love him. Neither did he love her.
 
   Their marriage was the idea of their respective fathers. Both men presided over companies of vast wealth. The Marshalls owned the largest tea plantations in the British Empire, and the Moncriefs the largest shipping company. A family liaison of that nature would cement them together and make each family richer still.
 
   Sophia had tried her best. She had made a tremendous effort with her appearance. Tall and slender, she'd looked radiant in her wedding dress. Her blonde hair was bedecked with the finest flowers money could buy, and her jewelry made her sea blue eyes sparkle. As she'd walked down the aisle with her father, she'd reduced many of the women to tears with her beauty. When her father handed her to David, his reaction had been one of total disinterest. From that moment, Sophia's day had been ruined.
 
   Despite a lavish reception and the well wishes of all the guests, Sophia's mood didn't lift. It wasn't until she and David were sitting in their carriage on the way to the Grosvenor Hotel that she began think of her future. David was very attractive and giving herself to him sexually would be a pleasure, but she was worried that they had been forced to marry. She didn't yet have very strong feelings for him. She comforted herself with the thought that her love for him would come in time.
 
   In the hotel, they sat next to each other on the bed and stared into space. To Sophia, David seemed distant and cold. It was as if a ghost was sitting next to her. She wanted to change the mood. Sophia had often dreamed of her wedding night. In fact she had often dreamed of naked men taking her, teaching her erotic things. Now she wanted to do it for real.
 
   She took the initiative and stood up. Once in the middle of the room, she looked at him and began to unfasten her wedding dress. He didn't flinch. Even when she revealed her luscious breasts, he didn't move. When Sophia was naked she stood and looked at him in expectation. Still nothing.
 
   ''David please, get up and hold me,'' she pleaded. He did as she wished. He took her in his arms but he didn't touch any place that would lead to her arousal.
 
   Sophia had talked about sex with her married sister. She'd been a fountain of information. Sophia had listened intently, and now she was about to try something she was sure would get David's attention.
 
   When she felt for his bulge she felt no sign of arousal at all. Surely a red blooded man, even one who is not in love, would jump at the opportunity to have sex with a beautiful woman, she thought.
 
   She got to her knees, snapped open the buttons and pulled his penis out. When she took him into her mouth, she'd expected it to swell and begin to throb. That is what her sister had told her. But David's member just remained flaccid. Sophia sucked for many minutes, but eventually gave up. She walked to the bed and got under the covers.
 
   ''David, today we stood in front of God and our families and expressed our love for one another. I know that our marriage was an arrangement, but I do hope in time you will come to love me, as I will you. Tomorrow you will go to your regiment and then to France, please come and talk to me.''
 
   ''What do you want to talk about?''
 
   ''Our marriage and the future.''
 
   David took off his clothes and lay down next to her. When she felt for his penis again, there was still no reaction.
 
   The next morning David left early. Sophia had so wanted to feel her husband naked on her, penetrate her and take her to places of such an erotic nature it would make her gasp. But now she lay frustrated, and as sexually laden as it was possible for a young woman to be.
 
   *****
 
   Sophia and David were to live in Netherton Hall, a mansion in the countryside. It was given to them by David's father. It was Sophia's job to decorate and furnish the house, before David returned from military duties in France.
 
   She applied herself busily and soon the house was full of workmen. Sophia spent much of her time looking at their buttocks and the bulges in their trousers. At times the men would wink at each other in the knowledge that she was sneakily looking at them. In their tea breaks they would fantasize about which one of them had the package that would satisfy her the most. Sophia wouldn't have cared, in her state she could easily have taken them all and still been left wanting more.
 
   When the workmen had finished, it was the turn of the merchants. They arrived in a steady stream, one after the other. Sophie sat next to them and looked at curtains and matching bed linen. She had been particularly attracted to one tall merchant who was about her age. He'd spent most of the time they'd been together, looking at her breasts. She, equally interested, had spent most of their meeting looking at the erection hiding in his underwear. When he got up to leave, Sophia looked down at him and noticed how big he was. She was sorely tempted to take him to bed with her, but with great difficulty, she managed to quell her lust.
 
   When the house was finally finished, the men stopped coming to see Sophia, and she was left with her thoughts and frustrations. Instead of men, she had to put up with her female friends. Alice, Emily and Charlotte.
 
   One fine afternoon, they sat in the garden and looked over the lawn to the flower border beyond. It was June and a wet spring had given way to a beautiful summer. As Sophia poured the tea, her three friends chatted about men. All of them single, and not yet engaged, they looked to Sophia for guidance. Alice was the prettiest of the three. She was a little shorter than Sophia and she had blonde hair. She wore a lovely blue dress, with high waist line and puff sleeves. Her décolleté left absolutely nothing to the imagination.
 
   ''Tell me Sophia, what is it like to lie with a man?'' Alice asked.
 
   ''Well, it's, er, interesting.''
 
   “Interesting?'' Alice repeated. ''I had hoped it would be more than just interesting.''
 
   ''To tell the truth ladies, I don't know what it is like to lie with a man. Well, actually that is not true. I know what it is like to lie next to a man but I don't know what it is like to feel a man lie on me.''
 
   The three ladies gasped. ''But how can that be, you are married?'' said Emily.
 
   ''Yes,'' the other two added, in unison.
 
   ''I know, and that is the very worst thing. I am married and I don't know what it is like.''
 
   ''But surely on your wedding night?'' Alice said.
 
   ''No, nothing. My husband was not interested.''
 
   After Sophia's friends had digested this information they felt a good deal of sympathy for her.
 
   ''My dearest Sophia, what are you going to do? I mean, if your husband is not interested in you, do you really want to live without a man in the bedroom?'' Alice asked.
 
   ''No, I do not. To my friends, I make no secret of the fact that I am utterly frustrated. In fact, to the point where I have been staring at the workmen who built this magnificent house.''
 
   ''You should take a lover,'' Charlotte joked.
 
   ''That's a good idea,'' Alice remarked. ''Why not? What do you have to lose? If your husband won't make love to you on your wedding night, when on earth will he? Probably never.''
 
   Sophia realized what Alice was saying, wasn't without truth. Indeed, if David didn't want her on their wedding night, when everything was fresh and exciting, he would in all likelihood, never want her. ''Just for arguments sake, say I wanted a lover. How would I go about it?''
 
   The Ladies, not being at all expert in matters of this kind, looked at each other with blank looks on their faces. It was Alice who spoke first. ''A party to which you invite lots of attractive single men.''
 
   ''Yes, a party that's it,'' Charlotte gushed. Emily nodded in agreement.
 
   ''You just want a party so you can find yourselves a handsome husband,'' Sophia retorted. Each of them shook their head. ''Alright, I will organize a party. I will invite as many unattached men as is possible and take one as a lover.''
 
   Alice now regretted her suggestion. ''Sophia you can't, not really. I said it in jest. You are married, think of the scandal if it were to become known.''
 
   ''But I want to feel a man on me. I can't stand it anymore,'' Sophia exclaimed.
 
   The three suddenly looked away, embarrassed by Sophia's outburst.
 
   Sophia turned to her sister for assistance in the matter. Her sister had been married for several years and was much more of an authority on love and sex than any of her friends. As they sat in the garden, where Sophia had discussed the same problem with her three friends the previous day, she listened intently to Helen.
 
   ''I think you should,'' Helen said. “If he didn't consecrate your marriage on your wedding night, of all nights, he never will. You can't go through life without the touch of a man. It is quite impossible.''
 
   ''Thank you, dear sister. Then I shall go ahead and find a lover.''
 
   ''Make sure it is someone who is discreet, and make it is clear to him that you only want a carnal relationship, nothing more. The last thing you want is your husband finding out, or your lover getting jealous and exposing you to society.''
 
   ''I'm having such terrible thoughts all the time. I look at any man I come across, and simply want to bed him, irrespective of class. I feel......''
 
   ''Deprived is the word you are looking for. Your husband has denied you the most basic of rights. You are feeling what married ladies call, 'The Urge.' That means your body needs a man. Until a man satisfies you, that feeling won't change. Women have needs, just as much as men. Just remember, make sure it's someone who can be discreet.” Helen patted Sophia on the hand. “Have you had news from your husband? Napoleon is marching on the British and Prussian forces. There will be a battle very soon.''
 
   ''No, I have heard nothing from him at all.''
 
   *****
 
   The Ballroom on Tavistok Square was splendid. It was large, and had six enormous chandeliers hanging from the ceiling. On the evening in question, it was filled with the guests Sophia had invited. Sophia had invited three hundred people, and almost all of them had come. There was nobody over the age of thirty five.
 
   Most of the ladies were wearing the latest fashionable high waistline dresses. There was an enormous variety of colors on display.
 
   ''What a spectacular ball, Sophia,'' Alice said. ''You really have invited all of young society. There are some very handsome men here.''
 
   ''I am pleased you like it. You may find a future husband here if you play your cards right. The number of handsome men really is most overwhelming. The choice is bewildering.''
 
   Alice looked at Sophia. She had known her since they were at boarding school together. Alice was quite jealous of her dress. It was white muslin and decorated with a cross pattern of roses. It had puff sleeves which showed off most of Sophia's arms and a low décolleté which enhanced her ample bust. Her hair was parted in the middle and swept up in a spectacular column of curls. Sophia's facial features were fine and delicate, her smile dainty. She looked sweet and innocent, but this evening her intentions were anything but sweet and innocent.
 
   ''Your dress is beautiful,'' Sophia complimented.
 
   ''Thank you. Like you, I love white, it is so clean and I think it shows men what they are missing. Wearing white means I am young, untouched and available.''
 
   ''Heavens, Alice, you sound as desperate as I.''
 
   ''I would very much like to meet a man. It will be this evening, I hope,'' Alice said.
 
   ''Look at them. For example, that group of men there.'' Sophia pointed to a group of five young men engaged in conversation close to them. ''They are so handsome in their evening dress. Which one would you choose, Alice?''
 
   ''I like tall men, with long slender legs and a strong upper body. I like that man there, the one with the red waist coat.''
 
   ''Yes, he is quite dashing. He is handsome. I will have him sent notice that you want to dance with him.''
 
   ''Sophia, no. That is quite indelicate. He should ask me''
 
   ''Very well, then you should at least stand close to him that he may see you. Go closer and catch his eye. Smile at him.''
 
   ''And you, dear Sophia. Have you seen anyone you would like to be your lover?''
 
   ''Sssh, not so loud. The fact I am looking for a lover should be a secret. To answer your question, yes. I have seen someone I like. But I have no idea who he is. He was certainly not on my list of invitees.''
 
   ''Where is he?'' Alice asked, most curious to find out.
 
   ''The man in the blue tailcoat next to the group we have just been talking about.''
 
   ''The man with the glass in his hand?''
 
   ''Yes, do you know him?''
 
   ''Oh Sophia, I hate to disappoint you but please do not involve yourself with that man. He is dangerous. He is one of the richest men in London, the Duke of Beaufort. He came with Charlotte's brother. He is married and a full time philanderer. If you involve yourself with him, you will find it very difficult to end the affair should you want to. He has ruined many a lady.
 
   ''In what way ruined?''
 
   ''I am not very sure, but I have heard that he is demanding and jealous. I heard, when one lady's husband became suspicious of their affair, and she wanted to end it, he threatened to tell her husband. She didn't believe him and called his bluff. But he did tell her husband, and he had it printed in the newspaper. She was cast out by society. I hear tell that she had to work in a factory after that.''
 
   ''He is most handsome, though.” Sophia paused. “A philanderer you say? Just the kind of man I have been looking for. A man who has affairs professionally, so to speak. He will know what to do and he will be discreet, I am sure.''
 
   ''But Sophia, haven't you been listening to a word I have been telling you? He is dangerous.''
 
   ''All the more exciting. I don't want a lover to be boring. He should excite me. There should be an element of danger to the affair.''
 
   ''But suppose you tire of him and want to end your liaison? Suppose also he doesn't let you, and threatens to tell your husband. What would you do?''
 
   ''In the first instance, how could one ever tire of a man like that? My husband is of no use to me in bed, why would I ever want to end an affair with such a man?''
 
   ''I am not sure about it. Please, there are a lot of other men here this evening. Look, over there. Three men who would worship you, and be far less dangerous.''
 
   ''I am not looking for boring, I want excitement. Thank you, Alice you have whetted my appetite no end,'' Sophia said as she walked towards the tall man.
 
   Alice looked on, aghast, as Sophia began to speak to the dangerous man.
 
   ''Sir, I don't believe we are acquainted.''
 
   ''Jeremy Beaufort. Duke thereof,'' he replied.
 
   ''And do you know who I am?''
 
   ''I do not, you have me at a disadvantage.''
 
   ''I am the person who sent out the invitations to this ball and I do not recollect sending you one, my Lord.''
 
   ''Ah. You've caught me.''
 
   ''Indeed, Sir. How did you get in?''
 
   ''I am well known in these parts. I own half of the buildings in this street. I just nodded at the doorman, and he let me in.''
 
   Before he said anymore, Sophia wanted to look more closely at him. He was wearing a blue tailcoat, white shirt and a blue cravat. He was at least six inches taller than she, slender and dark haired. His face was angular and his nose fine. When he looked back at her, she noticed what an extraordinary color his eyes were. A blue of such clarity they could have been made of ice. She estimated his age to be thirty.
 
   ''You own half of the buildings in this street? You must be wealthy, this is an expensive part of London.''
 
   ''I suppose one could call me wealthy. I don't count my money. It seems to accumulate without me doing much about it.''
 
   ''Tell me, my Lord, why did you come into my ball, uninvited?''
 
   ''I have a good friend, Charles Needham. I believe you are friendly with his sister, Charlotte. He brought me. He told me you were very beautiful and I wanted to see for myself. ''
 
   ''Really? And what do you say now you have seen me?''
 
   ''Quite the most beautiful woman I have ever seen.''
 
   ''Thank you.''
 
   ''Are you lonely, madam?''
 
   ''I am married, why would I be lonely?''
 
   ''Your husband is away in France. Charles told me you were, perhaps, looking for a companion for a short time.''
 
   ''I really must talk to Charlotte. It is obvious she has been indiscreet.''
 
   ''I would very much like to be your companion for the times when you feel lonely.''
 
   ''Indeed. Are you a discreet man?''
 
   ''You insult my position in society by asking that question.''
 
   ''Forgive me.''
 
   ''What is your answer? Will you befriend me?''
 
   ''I am a married woman. Any slip of the tongue will have me cast into exile and poverty. In addition, any meeting between us for the purpose of intimacy will be just that. You can never claim me or come into my life in any other capacity. Do you understand?''
 
   ''Perfectly madam.''
 
   Sophia glanced around. ''We can never meet at my house. You should provide a place.''
 
   ''I will, indeed. 12 Greys Inn. I will wait for you.''
 
   ''I will not be early. I have guests to say goodnight to.''
 
   ''No matter, I will wait.''
 
   *****
 
   It was well past midnight when Sophia knocked on the door at number 12 Greys Inn. As she looked at the building, she knew what it was. It was a place where the Duke brought his conquests. A small love nest, away from prying eyes.
 
   He opened the door and gestured for her to come in. “Let me take your mantel.''
 
   As she took off her mantel, Sophia looked at the place she found herself in. It was a simple town house. There was no entrance hall, and she was standing in a corridor. To the right, there was a door to the lounge, and straight in front of her were the stairs. She presumed the corridor to the right of the staircase led to a kitchen. The house was decorated tastefully.
 
   ''Would you care for a drink,'' he asked.
 
   ''No my Lord. I want you to take me to bed.''
 
   Without saying anything he waked to the staircase and began to ascend it. Sophia followed him, heart pounding. She was about to be unfaithful to her husband. She was excited but frightened at the same time. Could she really trust the Duke? He was so dashing, she wanted him desperately, but could she trust him? Lust led her to his door, and lust was leading her into his bed.
 
   The Duke opened the door directly at the top of the stairs and allowed Sophia to enter first. For a small town house, it was a magnificent room. To the right was a large four poster bed and to the left a fireplace. The wall paper was deep red and the bed sheets crisp white. It made a beautiful contrast.
 
   He closed the door and looked at her. He noticed how nervous she now was. Before, at the ball she had found him, and led their conversation. Now here in his bedroom, she was silent and reserved. She was waiting from him to lead her.
 
   He stepped towards her and stood extremely close. Without putting his arms around her, he leaned down and kissed her. Sophia flew at him. She pulled him by his jacket to her, and pressed her lips tightly to his. He had to break from her and gather himself.
 
   ''Madam is hungry, is she not?''
 
   ''Yes, my Lord.''
 
   ''Then this evening, madam will be fed.''
 
   He grabbed her and lifted her off her feet while he thrust his tongue deep into her mouth. He kissed her passionately and she loved it. She squealed with delight as he held onto her buttocks and squeezed. He put her down and looked deep into her eyes. She felt his finger trace a line across her cheek and hover at her lips.
 
   The Duke was eyeing up his conquest, forming a plan of attack. When he did attack, it took her breath away. He picked her up, carried her to the bed and threw her down onto it.
 
   He stood at the end of the bed and began to take his clothes off. He was a confident man. He knew he had a good physique and he knew she would like it. She did. When his shirt came off, Sophie looked at his chest. It was smooth and hard looking. His upper chest was well defined and his stomach showed the muscles underneath. His upper arms were large and strong.
 
   When he put his hands to his belt, Sophia licked her lips. He laughed when he saw her do so. In no time his trousers were open. He slowly lowered them past his thighs and down to the floor. In his underwear, she could see him. He was already hard. Behind the thin material his penis looked large. She yearned to take it in her hand, but she waited for him.
 
   The sense of anticipation was great when he hooked his fingers into the waist band of his underwear. As he began to lower them, she saw his black pubic hair come into view, and then what she had been waiting for. His magnificent shaft. It was long and thick. Longer than her husband’s, of that she was sure. His thighs were strong and sturdy and his legs lightly covered in black hair. She noticed how tight his balls were against his hardness. He was primed and ready for her. He walked slowly around the bed to her. She was impressed with him, he was angular and she loved the way his cock stuck out, breaking the symmetry.
 
   As he bent to kiss her, he took one of her hands and placed it on his shaft. Sophia looked at the contrast between her delicate hand and his manly part. She instinctively began to rub him up and down. He became impatient and took her other hand and placed it on his balls. She couldn't believe how coarse they were.
 
   ''Rub me faster, my dear lover,'' he said.
 
   Sophia grasped him harder, and rubbed faster. Sitting in front of him, holding his penis and balls, she could smell the scent of him. He smelt fresh and manly and it was making her ache for him to open her legs and fill her.
 
   He put his arms on her shoulders and pushed her back onto the bed. When she felt his arms on her ankles she knew what he wanted. He slid his hands gently up her stockings and stopped at her garters. When his hands left her stockings and arrived on the soft flesh of her thighs, she moaned. When she felt his hands on her underwear, she raised her bottom and allowed him to pull her undergarment from her. She felt his hands on her again, this time griping her legs harder as they slid up.
 
   Sophia's breathing quickened when his hands arrived at her center. She bit her lips and clenched her fists when a hand stroked over her pubic mound, feeling her soft curls. When his other hand touched her wetness she shivered and let out a sigh. His hand was strong and insistent as it massaged her vagina. When his thumb found her clitoris he rubbed her gently, but consistently. Sophia opened her legs fully and began to pant. When he let go it was only to lift her skirt up. Now she felt his breath on her. When his hot mouth met her soft folds she screamed. His tongue licked along her inner and outer lips and circled her clitoris. He put a hand on her stomach and felt the pressure building up in her. Her stomach normally soft, was rock hard with the strain.
 
   His tongued lashed at her until she moaned and trapped his head between her legs. She pulled his hair and came on his mouth.
 
   When her tremors had faded, he pulled her up and removed her dress. He took her breasts in his hand, feeling the weight of them. Sophia was exhausted. All she had done was lie on her back, but he had licked her so expertly. She had experienced such a deep orgasm that it had made her clench every muscle.
 
   He cradled her in his arms as she recovered. His fingers played with her nipples and she rested her head against his chest. After a few minutes, she lowered herself to him and took his throbbing hardness into her mouth. She loved the smooth feel of his head, and the ribbed feel of his shaft, as she moved herself down his length. The Duke was impressed how deep she took him. When she put her hand on his balls and squeezed, he wanted to hold her head and come inside her wet mouth. She felt him jerk and she pulled away.
 
   She wanted him come inside her, not in her mouth. Now she took charge. She pushed him onto his back and straddled him. She felt his cock at her entrance and slowly lowered herself onto him. She put her hands on his large chest and began to grind herself against him. Once again, she felt wave after wave seep up from her sex to her brain. She rode him faster feeling him slide in and out of her. When he thrust up into her, she came again.
 
   He loved the sight of her breasts as they wobbled under the strain. He grabbed her shaking body and rolled her over without pulling out of her. She was still on a high plateau when he began to thrust hard into her. Her legs wrapped around him and she clung onto him as he ravaged her sex. As his cock slipped in and out of her, it rubbed against her clitoris. She was so overcome she dug her nails into his back and raked upwards. It hurt him but he just gritted his teeth and pushed harder.
 
   When he started grunting, Sophia reached down for his balls. She felt them swell and when she felt his semen splashing inside her, she came again.
 
   ''Thank you, my Lord. That was most satisfying.'' Sophia said as she lay naked next to the Duke.
 
   ''You will come to me again in three days. You know where this house is now. Meet me in the afternoon at two o'clock. Please don't be late. This evening I waited for you, as you obviously could not leave until all your guests had gone. Generally, however, I have a hatred of waiting, so please don't disappointment me.”
 
   ''No, my Lord,'' Sophia said. She liked him taking command.
 
   *****
 
   ''Sophia, Sophia,'' Alice shouted.
 
   ''I'm here in the conservatory. What's the matter? You are shouting as if the world is about to end.''
 
   ''I have news from France. There has been a terrible battle at a place called Waterloo. The Duke of Wellington has defeated Napoleon. Thousands have been slain. Look at the newspaper here. I borrowed it from father.''
 
   Sophia took the paper and began to read the short article.
 
    
 
   'News has arrived from France, that British and Prussian forces, led by the Duke of Wellington and General von Blucher, have defeated the forces of the French army, led by Napoleon, at a village called Waterloo, in the United Kingdom of the Netherlands.
 
   The British casualties are thought to be heavy, with 6500 men losing their lives and 10,000 injured. It is known that most of the Duke's brave officers have been slain.
 
   We will print more details when more news arrives.
 
    
 
   ''Most of the Duke's officers have been slain? David was an officer... he......'' Sophia stopped in mid-sentence. She glanced at Alice with a blank look on her face. ''David,'' she repeated.
 
   She didn't know what to feel. It was probable that David was dead. She had only just married him, and now she was in all likelihood a widow. She thought of David's impotence on their wedding night, and, while it had been a very important matter to her at the time, and since, now it seemed trivial. A tiny insignificance that they could have come to terms with, and sought help for.
 
   ''My dear, are you alright? You look suddenly very pale.''
 
   ''Yes, I'm fine. This has been quite a shock. That's all.''
 
   *****
 
   ''Two weeks and I have heard nothing of my husband,'' Sophia said as she sat with her three friends in her garden. ''No news at all. There have been detailed reports in all the newspapers but no names of the dead have been published.''
 
   The other three didn't know what to say to their friend. ''Sophia, we are very sorry that you are being kept waiting in the cruelest way,'' said Emily.
 
   “Yes, it is most unfortunate. We all feel for you, dear Sophia,'' Charlotte added. ''Tell us how you really feel, perhaps it will do you good to speak out your true feelings.''
 
   ''My feelings are difficult to put into words. I had a husband and now I don't. We married and spent one unsuccessful evening together, and that was our marriage. Since I have neither seen nor heard anything from my husband. It must be the shortest marriage in history.''
 
   ''Have you been seeing the Duke?'' Alice asked.
 
   ''Every three days.''
 
   ''And how do you feel about him?''
 
   ''What is there to feel? I lie with him and he satisfies my feminine urges. There is no more to it than that.''
 
   ''But you must feel something for him?''
 
   ''No, not really. I tend to be more frightened of him.''
 
   ''Frightened? I told you to be careful. He ruins people,'' Alice said.
 
   ''I didn't know he was an unscrupulous man,'' Emily said. ''To me he looks ever so charming, dashing even.''
 
   ''He takes the wives of men and when they tire of him, he exposes them, ruining the husband’s reputation and the lady's life. Can you imagine what it would be like to be cast aside by your husband? Banished from society forever?'' Alice said.
 
   ''I can't think of anything worse,'' Emily said, quite shocked that any man could do that to a woman.
 
   ''Can we please change the subject of our conversation?'' Sophia asked. She was drained. The Duke had drained her of energy both emotionally and physically and she was anxious to know what had happened to her husband.''
 
   *****
 
   ''Don't scream or I'll put an end to you,'' he said. ''I want you to stay calm and listen to what I tell you. Do you understand?'' the man said as he held his hand over Sophia's mouth.
 
   Sophia nodded. It was totally dark in her bedroom and she could not see her attacker. ''I will do as you say. Please don't hurt me.''
 
   ''Then do all I command and you will not be hurt.''
 
   Sophia had woken suddenly when she'd felt a cold hand on her. She was lying on her stomach and wasn't able to kick or punch him. She lay passively waiting for his next move.
 
   Sophia began to whimper and tremble when she felt his hands lifting her night dress. ''Please, sir. Do not....''
 
   He said nothing as he lifted her nightdress higher and higher. When it reached her buttocks he began to stroke her soft flesh. He leaned down and kissed her there. He placed a thousand tiny kisses on her and as he did so, he put a hand down between her closed legs and felt her warmth. Sophia was petrified, but she liked the feel of his hand wedged between her legs.
 
   ''Open your legs wider,'' he told her. She obeyed. As she did so, his hand began to move on to her vulva. Lying face down she involuntarily lifted her bottom and opened her legs wider still. He felt her sex beginning to warm to his movements.
 
   ''So tell me. How do you want me to take you? Do you want to lie on your back with your legs open or be up on your knees with me at your rear? How does madam like it?''
 
   ''I don't know, please stop.''
 
   ''I can feel that you do not want me to stop. Or is your body betraying you? If you cannot decide how you want me, I will decide for you. I will enter you from behind. I will caress your back and the cheeks of your delicate behind as I thrust into you. Do you like the sound of that?''
 
   Sophia didn't reply.
 
   ''First though, I will prepare you some more.'' He pulled Sophia up slightly, lowered himself and put his mouth onto her sex. She jolted and tried to slam her legs shut. He held them apart and massaged her opening with his tongue. He felt her getting wetter. When he'd first felt her, she was dry and closed, now she was moist and opening up like a flower in spring. ''Please, keep your legs open, it will be a tiresome evening if I have to hold them open all the time.''
 
   As his tongue continued to lick over her softness, he let a finger glide down between her buttocks. It was the most erotic feeling, and Sophia began to accept her fate. She actually wanted to enjoy it now. Her husband was dead. She would let the Duke do what he wanted with her, but she was quite unhappy he had chosen to come to her house in the middle of the night.
 
   Suddenly he pulled away from her and stood up. She heard the rustle of clothing and then she felt a hand on hers. He took her hand and placed it onto his manhood. Sophia marveled at the weight of it. His balls were hard and tight and his shaft was rock hard. She could feel his pulse.
 
   ''Do you like what you feel?'' he asked
 
   ''Yes. It is a beautiful feeling.''
 
   She let go as he bent down and continued licking her. When he felt her hips lowering to the bed again he lifted them up assertively. ''Madam will keep herself open for me,'' he commanded. ''I want to see how long it will be before you come.''
 
   His words were daring and Sophia began to get more and more excited. He felt it too. His tongue located her clitoris and suddenly Sophia was no longer scared. She lifted her bottom higher into the air and opened her legs more. When she reached round and pulled his shoulder to her, he knew she wanted him to put his face into her. He stretched her open with his hands and pushed his face into her warmth. Again he found her tiny bud and took it between his lips. His tongue flicker over it and it was more than Sophia could bear. The Duke had never done this to her before and it was fantastic. She loved the sheer animal nature of his approach. As he flicked her clitoris, he inserted two fingers into her and slowly began to massage her inside. This was more than Sophia could handle and she bellowed out into the night. As his fingers continued their work, she started to shake. When he felt her clitoris swelling between his lips and the flow of juices soaking his fingers he spoke to her.
 
   ''Now madam. Come for me.''
 
   He put his tongue back on her and as soon as he did, she arched her back and pushed her behind so hard against him, it threw him off her. She reached around and pulled his arm so that his fingers came out of her. She was on fire and it had made her so sensitive, she couldn't bear to be touched.
 
   He put his hand on her back as she shook. It went on for minutes. When he felt her slowly recovering, he knelt behind her and massaged her vulva with the head of his penis. When it stroked over her clitoris she gasped. She was still sensitive but just able to stand his soft tip. The more he massaged her with it, the less sensitive she became, and the more her next orgasm approached.
 
   His hand held his shaft steady against her clitoris as he felt her beginning to shake again. At the exact moment a giant wave of lust hit her, he pushed his length into her. She raised her head and cried out again with another huge orgasm.
 
   He kept his penis inside her and she pushed her night gown up and over her head. He leaned forward and felt for her breasts. As they hung down into his hands, he was turned on more by the feel of them.
 
   ''Please, move inside me, I want to feel more.''
 
   ''Ah, madam speaks. In the dark with a penis inside her, she finally speaks of her desires.'' He started to thrust into her with long hard strokes. As he did so, he caressed her breasts and felt as the muscles inside her responded to his hardness. He let go of her breasts and began to massage her back. Sophia was warm now and her muscles responded to his fingers. It was superbly erotic. A man taking her with the passion of a wild animal but at the same time being caring and considerate. Two completely different feelings engulfed her but both led to the same result, another massive orgasm.
 
   ''Please, I am tired now. Please finish and lie with me.''
 
   ''Finish madam? I have just started. Do you really want me to stop?''
 
   ''I want you to fill me with your seed and then stop. I am exhausted.''
 
   ''Very well,'' he said as he started to pump into her again. This time he pulled her hair and held onto it, as he thrust harder.
 
   ''Please, my Lord, it's too much, please finish now.'' When he heard these words, he pushed hard into her, and unleashed his semen.
 
   When Sophia collapsed, he collapsed on top of her. After a few minutes, he spoke.
 
   ''Have I satisfied you this evening?''
 
   ''Yes, you have.''
 
   ''I am sorry for my poor performance on our wedding night.''
 
   ''David? Oh my God, David, you have come back to me.'' Sophia rolled over and hugged him. ''I thought you were dead. What happened to you? How have you been?''
 
   ''It was terrible. I would rather not speak of it. I have seen things that no lady should ever see or hear about. Let’s just say, it was a terrible battle and I am lucky to be next to you now.''
 
   ''But....but. Alright. I understand. Are you injured in anyway?''
 
   ''No, I am not injured. I have been lucky. I am tired and thirsty now. Shall we drink some wine to celebrate my return?''
 
   ''Yes, let's celebrate your triumphant return.''
 
   They lay naked entwined in each other and sipped the finest red wine they possessed. ''You have done a splendid job of decorating our house. It is magnificent.''
 
   ''Thank you. Will you please tell me something?''
 
   ''Of course, anything you like.''
 
   ''It's delicate, but how is it possible that you couldn't make love to me on our wedding night but you have devoured me this night?''
 
   ''On the night of our wedding, I was petrified. I knew I had to go to France and that at some stage I would in all probability lose my life. I was scared. Very scared indeed. It would have been wrong of me to make love to you, and never return to you. It was better to leave you whole. When I didn't return, you could have started a new relationship, and given yourself to your new husband in the knowledge that he was the only one that had made love to you.''
 
   ''Why didn't you talk to me, David. Why didn't you tell me you were scared? I would have understood. I could have comforted you instead of acting like a selfish schoolgirl. Of course, how ridiculous of me. Of course you were petrified, I can see that now. Oh David. Will you ever forgive me?”
 
   ''Yes. Of course. What do you know of war? You could never have known how I felt. To you I was just useless. A man who couldn't, get it up, shall we say?''
 
   ''Well, you certainly don't have that problem anymore. What you did to me was most......impressive.''
 
   ''Sophia, I love you. On the day of our marriage I fell in love with you. You looked so beautiful and you spoke so gently to me. I am sorry I treated you badly at the alter.''
 
   ''Oh, David, how happy I am to hear those words. I love you too. You are the most dashing man I have ever seen. And now, you are my lover, as well as my husband. It's perfect. Let life begin here and now.''
 
   As David slept, Sophia lay awake. She was wracked with guilt. She told herself she should have been a more understanding wife. Now, it was obvious to her why David had been like that on their wedding day. He was probably going to be killed a few days later. How mean she had been to him. Now she would end her ridiculous affair with the Duke and be faithful to her husband for the rest of her life.
 
   *****
 
   Sophia left David to rest at home and took the carriage to Alice's house. It was a manor house just three miles away. When the carriage stopped, Sophia jumped out, ran up the steps and rang the doorbell. Alice's parents were not as wealthy as her parents, and they could only afford two maids. It was Alice's father who opened the door, not a butler.
 
   ''Sophia, how pleasant to see you. I so enjoyed your wedding, it was splendid affair. And now you must be very proud of David. A war hero and no mistake.''
 
   ''War hero? He has returned, but he won't speak of what happened.''
 
   ''Then come in and I will show you what a brave man he is.'' They walked into the drawing room and Alice's father rummaged through some papers and handed her a newspaper cutting.
 
   Sophia read it eagerly.
 
    
 
   News has reached our correspondent of a deed of the utmost bravery by a Captain in the Coldstream Guards during the Battle of Waterloo.
 
   Captain David Marshall is to be decorated with the highest military honor after he single-handedly held onto a position whilst thirty of his men escaped certain death. He himself was captured but escaped.
 
   He is the only officer to be awarded an honor of the magnitude after this most difficult battle.
 
    
 
   ''What do you think of that, then?'' Alice's father asked her, when she'd finished reading.
 
   Sophia was too emotional to answer. ''Is Alice at home?'' she asked after a short time. I must speak to her.
 
   ''I believe she is. Alice,'' he shouted at the top of his voice.
 
   ''Father why do you have to shout so.....oh hello Sophia. What a hero David is. I am so pleased he has returned to you safely.''
 
   ''So am I. Alice can I please talk to you? I need your help most urgently.''
 
   The two ladies walked into the garden and sat under an apple tree.
 
   ''Alice, I have been most senseless and shortsighted. May the Lord strike me down for the injustices I have done to David. When he returned to me he was magnificent in bed and totally exhausted me.''
 
   ''Then why was he so pathetic on your wedding night?''
 
   ''He was afraid. He knew he would go to war and the poor man was frightened. It is totally understandable, if you give it some thought.''
 
   Alice looked at Sophia and nodded. ''Indeed it is. Oh, I have just realized your problem. You and the Duke.''
 
   ''Yes, precisely. I now have the most enormous problem. I do not want to be unfaithful to David. He is the most wonderful man. Sensitive and brave. But I know you told me how difficult the Duke can be. What am I to do?''
 
   ''Go to him and tell him. All you can do is throw yourself at his mercy. Your husband is a national hero, he may understand and let you go.''
 
   ''Very well, I agree. I have no choice but to ask for him to be sympathetic to my situation.''
 
   *****
 
   12 Greys Inn didn't look so inviting as it had when Sophia stood outside the door. She knocked and waited. After what seemed like an age, the Duke answered. His shirt was open and his hair disheveled. He had lip rouge on his neck.
 
   ''Sophia, it isn't' our day. Go away, I'm busy.''
 
   ''Please, my Lord. I need just the briefest moment of your time.''
 
   ''Then prey speak woman. I haven't got all day.''
 
   ''I am afraid I cannot see you any longer. My husband has returned home and it is my intention to remain faithful to him from now on. I am sorry. I ask you to accept my decision.''
 
   ''Madam, you are a disgrace. First you come to me because your husband can't get it up. You beg me to relieve you of your sexual burden, and now you are rejecting me for the very man that drove you to me.” The Duke grabbed Sophia’s arm. “Unfortunately for you, I will not be used in that way. You will uphold the arrangement we have. You will visit me, every three days or I will expose you and your husband. I don't think he would find it very amusing if society suddenly finds out he has problems satisfying his wife.''
 
   ''Is that your final word, my Lord? Can I not throw myself on your mercy? I have been foolish and feel punished enough. Please my Lord, don't make my suffering any greater.''
 
   ''You should have thought about that before you betrayed your husband. What kind of a woman are you?''
 
   ''The very worst kind, it seems.''
 
   ''Yes. And if you are not in my bed on Wednesday as we agreed, you will regret it for the rest of your life.''
 
   *****
 
   Sophia stood in front of the most imposing building she had ever seen. As she looked up she saw the words, 'War Office.' She held her breath for a second and pulled the giant oak door open. When she was inside, she saw the most beautiful staircase. It was a split staircase that joined on a platform halfway up. The hallway she was in echoed with footsteps, as civil servants walked to and fro about their business.
 
   She walked up to a desk behind which a bald man was sitting. He looked over his spectacles and said, ''Yes, madam. How may I help?''
 
   ''Good afternoon. I was wondering, if it might be possible to have a word with the Duke of Wellington?''
 
   The man looked her up and down and began to laugh. ''The Duke of Wellington? THE Duke of Wellington,'' he mocked. ''The Commander in Chief of all British Forces. The man who has just won our country its freedom at Waterloo. Do you mean that Duke of Wellington or is there someone else here with that name?''
 
   ''You mock me, sir. Perhaps I am deserving of it. However, I would kindly ask you if it is possible to make an appointment with the Duke?''
 
   ''Madam have you just lost your husband at the Battle? Because if you have, there is a building just down the road to which you can go for support.''
 
   ''No, I haven't just lost my husband, thank God. I need to see the Duke.''
 
   ''Really. There is no more I can do for you. The Duke of Wellington is a national hero, he doesn't have time to see people who just drop in off the street.''
 
   ''My husband is Captain David Marshall.''
 
   The man stood up suddenly and bowed. ''Please forgive my impertinence. We do however from time to time get some ridiculous requests. Now let me see. I have no idea whether the Duke is in the building or not. If you would kindly wait here, I will see.''
 
   ''Thank you,'' Sophia said gratefully.
 
   When the clerk returned, he just nodded and gestured. Sophia followed him up the spectacular staircase and down a wide corridor. They stopped outside a double door and the man knocked. He opened the door and gestured for her to go inside. It was a side office. A young man in uniform was sitting behind a desk. When he saw her, he stood up and bowed to her. ''Mrs. Marshall. It is an honor to meet you. Your husband is one of the bravest men to have served in the British Army. You must be very proud of him.''
 
   ''I am very proud of him.''
 
   ''The Duke has asked me to keep you here for a few moments while he finishes his meeting. Would you be kind enough to take a seat?''
 
   Sophia sat down and watched the young officer continue writing. He was very young indeed. The sound of horses’ hooves rose from the street below as she looked out of the giant sash window up to the sky.
 
   When the double door to the main office opened, the young man sprang to attention. The man who left the office looked terribly important and vaguely familiar to her. When she realized it was the Earl of Liverpool, the Prime Minster, she felt out of her depth and suddenly very nervous.
 
   The young man came from behind his desk. ''Madam, please follow me.''
 
   ''My Lord, this is Mrs. Marshall.''
 
   Sophia curtsied as the Duke of Wellington got up from his chair, came round the table and took her hand.
 
   ''Madam. It is a pleasure to meet you,” the Duke said. “Your husband is a brave man. One of only a few it has been my pleasure to command. To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?''
 
   Sophia studied the Duke of Wellington. He was tall and had dark hair, brushed forward. He was well over six feet and broader than any man she had ever seen. He looked like a Roman Emperor more than a British General.
 
   ''My Lord, it is kind of you to see me. I am humbled that you found the time. I will come to the point. I will only ever in my life ask you once for your help, and that day is today. While my husband was away defending his country, I was propositioned by a man of the most devious character. I flatly refused his advances. Since that time, he has threatened to make up a story about my husband that simply is not true. My husband has been through a lot, and I do not want to burden him.''
 
   The Duke studied Sophia now. He was charmed by her. After years of military service, it was always refreshing to see beautiful women in his office and not stuffy politicians. This was the country he fought for, a country that could produce magnificent women like Sophia.
 
   ''I see. And what, may I ask, is this man threatening to say about your husband?''
 
   ''My Lord. It is a very delicate matter and one a lady should in all probability not discuss outside the home. However, I feel I have no choice. In plain words this man has told me that if I don't lie with him, he will tell the world that my husband is impotent.''
 
   ''I see, and why can't you just tell this man to be off and have done with him?''
 
   ''Because my Lord, he is the Duke of Beaufort, one of the richest men in London. Who will believe me and my husband against a man as powerful as him? He has the power to ruin us.''
 
   The Duke raised an eyebrow and Sophia noticed a look of anger cross his face. ''Jenkins,'' the Duke shouted. The young man appeared.
 
   ''Find out where the Duke of Beaufort lives, send some men round to his home and drag him here. At once.''
 
   ''My Lord, I can tell you where this despicable character is usually to be found. 12 Greys Inn.''
 
   ''You heard the lady, Jenkins. Send twenty men round there and bring him to me.''
 
   *****
 
   Sophia passed a very agreeable hour with the Duke of Wellington. He told her story after story about battles he had been involved in, and campaigns he had fought. He also talked about Napoleon. When he referred to David, the Duke was especially complimentary. ''Your husband can go to the top of the military if he so wishes. He is a man of steel,'' he said.
 
   ''He was very frightened before he left for France, my Lord,'' she said.
 
   ''There is not a man alive who isn't frightened of battle. I have seen grown men cry like babies before a battle, but once it started, stand their ground and fight with dignity. Do you think I am not frightened sometimes?''
 
   ''My Lord. I have learned a lot in the last few days about the feelings of a man and I would not suggest that at some point in your life you have not been scared of something.''
 
   ''You are correct. I am often scared, but I march on through it.''
 
   There was a knock at the door. It was Jenkins. ''My Lord, the man is here, I have to tell you he is being rather difficult.''
 
   ''No matter, show him in.''
 
   The Duke stood up as a handful of guards carried the Duke of Beaufort into the room. When he saw Sophia, he scowled at her. ''Is this the man of whom you spoke?'' the Duke of Wellington asked.
 
   Sophia nodded.
 
   ''Alright. Men set him down.'' They dropped the Duke and he landed in a heap on the floor.
 
   As he looked up he saw the imposing figure of the Duke of Wellington towering above him.
 
   ''I hear you have been less than kind to this young lady. What do you say?'' The Duke of Wellington said.
 
   ''My Lord, I think there must have been some misunderstanding. Miss Sophia is a delightful young lady. No one could ever do her harm. I do not know to what you refer.''
 
   ''Let me make it plain. If you contact this lady again or even speak of her to anyone, or if you contact her husband or even speak of him to anyone, I will have my henchmen, as you call them, hang you from London Bridge. I command thousands of men, and I am sure a lot of them would be only too happy to take a man, who spends his time avoiding military duty and blackmailing women, to the bridge to have some fun with. Do you understand?
 
   ''Yes, my Lord. I do.''
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Sophia sat on the edge of their bed and looked at David asleep. It was well into the afternoon, and he had slept all day. When she stroked his hair. He opened an eye. ''Hello, my love,'' she said. ''How did you sleep?''
 
   ''Long and well. I feel quite refreshed now. What have you been doing today?''
 
   ''Oh, I went to see Alice, and I had a few things to attend to in town. Nothing too important.” Sophia brushed her husband’s cheek. “I am so proud of you, words cannot begin to explain.''
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A Lady’s Love (by Sarah Thorn)
 
   Sedgefield House was a magnificent English manor house, set in ninety acres of beautiful parkland. Lord Wallace, its occupant, had a seat in the House of Lords, and was the chairman of the company his father had founded over fifty years ago, Wallace Stock Brokers Ltd.
 
   ''What do you think, Emily? The roof is leaking, do you want to have it repaired now or after the winter has finished?''
 
   His wife put down the book she was reading, and looked at him. ''Peter, I really don't know. Perhaps you could decide. Ask the builder what he thinks.''
 
   ''Alright, I'll see to it. It's just that you bought this house, and I always feel I should ask you when we need to repair something.''
 
   ''My dear, there really is no need for you to consult me. This house is yours, not mine. The law of the land clearly states that any fortune brought by a woman to a marriage automatically becomes her husband’s. It’s yours to do what you like with. When your late father and my father arranged for us to be married, it was for a sole purpose. That my wealth may help you after the financial crisis left you bereft of funds.” Emily paused. “Since our wedding three years ago, I have come to love you beyond imagination, all I have is yours and always will be.''
 
   Peter Wallace looked at his wife. She was very beautiful and only twenty five, eight years his junior. She had blonde hair with ringlets, which dropped down the side of her head, framing her face beautifully. She was quite tall and slender, and her green eyes pierced every man's heart. When she'd bought Sedgefield House, she had spent almost a year redecorating and refurnishing it. It was now a beautiful home, and a very comfortable one.
 
   In the evenings they often sat together in the drawing room. It was a long room with a beautiful fire place. On winter evenings, they were kept warm and cozy by enormous fires. They sat on separate sofas, each close to the fire. Their two Labradors, Milly and Flossy always fought for the warmest place, as they huddled down for the evening.
 
   Shortly before bedtime, Joseph the butler came into the room, and asked Lord Wallace if he would like a nightcap. He usually partook of a whiskey before bed. This evening he did not.
 
   ''I'm tired, I'm going up. Will you come too?'' Emily asked him, hoping he would say yes.
 
   ''No, I want to finish this article. You go ahead. I'll be up shortly.''
 
   Emily climbed the grand staircase, which led directly from the hallway up to the first floor. The landing was long. There were five polished mahogany doors on each side. Emily opened the third on the left, and went inside.
 
   ''Good evening, Mary,'' Emily said to the maid who was waiting for her.
 
   ''Good evening, my lady, I have prepared your bath and put out a clean night gown.''
 
   Emily stood in the middle of the room as Mary undid her evening dress. It was a large room with a huge four poster bed, and a fireplace on the opposite wall. Mary had stoked the fire, and as Emily bathed, it crackled cozily. When Emily got out of the bath, Mary dried her and slipped her nightgown over her head.
 
   After Mary had gone, Emily lay under the fresh bed sheets, and looked at the fire. She so wanted Peter to come up to bed. She waited as long as she could for him, but sleep overcame her and she drifted away. When Peter came to bed, it was one in the morning. Emily woke when he rolled under the covers next to her.
 
   She moved closer to him and put her arm around him. She slowly let her hand glide down to the place she had been longing to touch all evening.
 
   ''Emily, please stop, I'm tired.''
 
   ''But Peter, we haven't made love for such a long time. I want you. Please take me.''
 
   Peter didn't reply, he rolled onto his side, and closed his eyes. Emily played with his manhood for a while, but when she got no reaction, she rolled over, frustrated.
 
   When the first shades of winter light began to fall through a gap in the curtains, Emily still hadn't managed to fall asleep again. When Peter woke, she watched as he got out of bed. He was a handsome man. The moment she had met him, she was attracted to him. Unlike her, he was dark and his skin was brown. When he stood naked at the foot of the bed, she noticed that he seemed to be leaner than when he'd last allowed her to look. When he slipped into his underwear, she saw how taught his buttocks were, and how strong his thighs looked. He left the room without saying anything.
 
   When Emily came downstairs, she walked into the breakfast room. ''Good morning, Peter.'' she said, as she sat down at her end of the long table. Joseph put a pot of fresh tea in front of her, and a plate of toast. Peter always had eggs and bacon, but Emily's fine constitution wouldn't allow her to eat fat. Her day always began with toast and jam, followed by an apple.
 
   ''What have you got planned today, my dear?'' she asked Peter.
 
   ''I'm going up to London. I have a meeting. I won't be back until tomorrow. I'm dining with clients and then I'll sleep at my club.''
 
   ''You seem to be spending a lot of evenings in London these days.''
 
   ''It seems everyone is too busy to talk to their stock broker during the day. It is far easier to make appointments in the evening. After talking business all evening, I really do not feel like taking the journey home. It's very comfortable at the club.''
 
   After Peter had gone, Emily finished her breakfast and put on her coat and walking shoes. Emily enjoyed walking the grounds of the Manor. In the frost and snow, everything looked quite spectacular. As Milly and Flossy bounded around the lawn, Emily looked at the house she had bought for them.
 
   The front door was blue, and it had an enormous brass knocker in its middle. Emily made sure it was polished daily. Joseph was used to the phrase, ''it's the first thing visitors put their hands on.'' To each side of the door were four windows. On the left, the drawing room and on the right a small library, and Peter's study. Below the windows were flower beds, which at this time of year were empty and frozen.
 
   ''Hello,'' someone said, making Emily jump.
 
   ''Sir John, you really mustn't creep up on me like that. You could give me a heart attack.''
 
   Sir John, Emily’s neighbor, was around Peter’s age and almost as handsome. He was a rugged type, always with his cravat loosened, his hair slightly tussled. Had Emily not been so in love with her husband, lonely at night, she could have easily fantasized about Sir John’s body that she imagined underneath his shirt.
 
   “I was just out for a walk, and thought I would say hello.'' he said enthusiastically.
 
   ''I thought you were in the middle of having that enormous house of yours redecorated?'' Emily asked.
 
   ''I am, but the place has got sixteen bedrooms and countless other rooms. It's taking forever. It's full of workmen and if I didn't get out for at least an hour a day, I would go mad.''
 
   ''Are you sure they won't pinch any of your valuable furnishings? All they would have to do is steal one of your statues and they wouldn't have to work ever again.''
 
   ''Quite true, but Patterson is keeping an eye out.''
 
   ''How is he? He wasn't very well I heard.''
 
   ''Do you know, he's seventy five. He served my grandfather when he was a young man and he's remained faithful to the family ever since. He’s the most marvelous butler a man could wish for.''
 
   ''Well please treat him well. He is very old still to be working.''
 
   ''Where is Peter?'' John asked.
 
   ''Gone to London, to his office, and then on to his club.''
 
   ''Will he be away this evening?''
 
   ''Yes.''
 
   ''Splendid. Then you are free to come over to Eagle Lodge for dinner.''
 
   ''Thank you for you kind offer, but I have many things to do here. Please do not be offended.'' Emily was loathe to refuse because she knew how lonely Sir John was after his parents had been killed in a boating accident while on holiday in the South of France.
 
   ''Of course. Well, I'll be off.''
 
   Emily watched him walk through the gate, and over the fields in the direction of his property.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Peter looked out of his office window across Trafalgar Square. As usual there were hundreds of pigeons walking around, pecking at the ground. There were at least ten perched on top of Nelson's hat. He turned back to the room and sat at the enormous oak desk his father had bought, when he'd started their stock broking business, fifty years ago.
 
   There was knock at the door and Jackson, Peter's clerk, came into the room. ''I just wanted to check on the fire, it's bitterly cold outside, and we shouldn't let it go out,'' he said, as he picked up a brass topped poker.
 
   ''When you've done that can you bring me the client list?'' Peter said. Jackson stoked up the fire, went out of the room and reemerged with a bundle of papers. He sat down opposite Peter, and handed them to him.
 
   ''Let's see,'' Peter said, as his glasses threatened to fall from the end of his nose. ''I'm especially interested in the investments we have made on behalf of Sir John Waterford.''
 
   ''At the bottom of the page sir. 'W', almost last in the alphabet,'' Jackson said, stating the obvious.
 
   ''Yes. I see. Not performing very well are they?''
 
   ''No sir, they are not. But may I remind you, we offered Sir John much advice at the time. We warned him not to invest in those stocks. Unfortunately, he didn't listen. It is of his own doing that his fortune is disappearing before his very eyes.''
 
   ''Indeed, I remember. It's very awkward, he's a neighbor and I don't want to see him go under.''
 
   ''I understand sir, perhaps you can talk to him and get him to sell, and at least retrieve some of his investment.''
 
   ''Yes, I will. Now what messages do you have for me?''
 
   ''Mr. Stopps called by, he wants to invest two thousand in the East India Rubber Company. Mr. Rawlings wants you to sell his stocks in GNER, and reinvest in some company I have never heard of, and Miss Pemberly send notice that you should meet her at five o'clock in the tea room at Claridges.''
 
   ''Thank you, Jackson. Just so you don't misunderstand, Miss Pemberly is also a neighbor of ours out in the Shires. She's in town to do some shopping and I said I would meet her to discuss her finances.''
 
   ''Of course, sir,'' Jackson said, as he lifted his tiny frame out of the chair. As he turned his back on Peter, and walked towards the door, he smiled at Peter's explanation of his association with Miss Pemberly.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Peter lifted the collar on his coat when he jumped out of the cab. A biting wind was blowing down Brook Street, and the cab had been unable to drop him right outside Claridges because some workmen were digging a hole. When he got to the Hotel, he saw the doorman in his top hat and yellow coat, carrying some cases for an elderly lady, who it seemed had brought her entire belongings with her to stay at the luxury hotel.
 
   When he went inside, he marveled at the sheer beauty of the place. The floor looked like a giant chess board, with its black and white tiles. Immediately to the right was a staircase with an exquisite oak handrail held up by decorative metalwork. He was pleased to see the welcoming fireplace. He noted that the giant chandelier overhanging the entrance hall still hadn't fallen down, as he always imagined it would one day. He turned to the left and walked into the busy tea room. Claridges was expensive, but it was very popular with the wealthy London set.
 
   He spotted Miss Pemberly, sitting at a small table, in the far corner of the room. As he made his way to her, he could see something was different about her. She was dressed in a maroon bonnet made of silk velvet. It had an pink ribbon tied around the crown and down under her chin. She wore a maroon dress with a square décolleté which showed of the tops of her ample breasts.
 
   ''Miss Pemberly, how are you?'' Peter said as he took her hand to his lips.
 
   ''Quite well, Lord Wallace. And how are you?''
 
   ''Fine, thank you that you ask.''
 
   The two then burst into laughter at their pretense. ''You look lovely,'' Peter commented as he let his hand brush over hers.
 
   ''Thank you. And you Peter, look your dashing self, as always.''
 
   ''Can you stay tonight?'' he asked anxiously
 
   ''Yes. Oh Peter, it has been so long since we were able to sleep in the same bed. I have so missed you.''
 
   ''And I you, dear Charlotte. My heart aches for you every time we are apart. How cruel life has been to me. Why did the Lord see fit to have me married off before finding you?''
 
   ''I don't know my dear, and I weep almost daily at the situation. If I were wealthy, you could divorce her and come to me. As you know my late father made some terrible financial decisions, and things are really quite tight for me financially. How are your finances coming along now, after your difficulties?''
 
   ''Not as well as I'd hoped. I still rely on Emily's money. I only hope one day that my fortunes will change. If they do we can be united. Until that time, my dear Charlotte, I'm afraid we must content ourselves with infrequent encounters like this one.''
 
   ''How much is Emily actually worth?''
 
   ''A vast amount. Enough to buy this street.''
 
   ''We are in the middle of London, and this is a long street, she must indeed be very wealthy.''
 
   ''She is. But let’s not talk of Emily. I want to know about what you have been doing since we last met.''
 
   Charlotte studied John, as he poured the tea. His dark hair was long and curly, and his sideburns wide. He was tall and she liked the way he dressed. Always in a tailcoat and a colored waist coat. Today it was green with gray stripes.
 
   ''How is your mother?''
 
   ''Quite well, thank you for asking. Although Moat Hall has become a burden since our finances became so depleted. We have had to let three maids go, and she has to run the house with just a skeleton staff, it really is quite difficult. Do you know I can see your house from my room? I have to lean out, and crane my neck somewhat, but If I do I can just see it. It isn't far over the fields.''
 
   ''No, as the crow flies it really isn't far. If you take the road though, I believe it is three miles.''
 
   There was a brief pause in the conversation, while they decided what to choose from the waiter who'd appeared with a stand, full of delicious looking buns and cakes.
 
   ''Peter, have you booked a room for this evening?'' Charlotte asked, curious to know where they would be spending the night.
 
   ''Yes, at the Savoy. We will go there after we have finished tea. I have booked a splendid room overlooking the Thames.''
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Emily spent the evening as usual by the fire. She was halfway through a sampler of a vase of roses, and she wanted to get it finished before Christmas. Tilly had beaten Flossy to the warmest place in front of the fire and she was snoring. Flossy got up and walked to the door, ears pricked. All of a sudden she started to growl. Milly jumped up and ran to join her. Their growls turned into barks and it was more than Emily's ear could stand.
 
   ''Girls, stop that awful noise, at once,'' she said, as she got up from the sofa and shooed them away from the door. Milly wasn't pleased though, and she turned around and ran back to the door again. ''What on earth is the matter with you two?'' Emily asked.
 
   When someone tapped on the window, Milly and Flossy became very animated and barked loudly. Emily parted the curtains slightly and peered outside but could see nobody. She must have been hearing things she thought, as she walked back to the sofa. When it happened again she rang for Joesph.
 
   ''Someone is throwing pebbles at the windows. It is upsetting the dogs, please go and see who it is, would you,'' she asked.
 
   He returned a few minutes later. ''My Lady, Sir John is here.''
 
   ''Sir John, what on earth does he want at this time of the evening? I suppose you'd better show him in.'' Joseph looked down his nose as he beckoned Sir John into the drawing room.
 
   ''Sir John, what are you doing here, and why were you throwing pebbles at the window? You frightened the dogs.''
 
   When he opened his mouth, Emily could tell he'd been drinking. ''I wanted to see you. You wouldn't come to dinner, so I have come to you.''
 
   ''You've been drinking. Why do you think I would want to sit with a drunk man?'' Emily chastised.
 
   ''Lady Emily, I know you are unhappy, I can see it in your eyes every time I talk to you. Your husband neglects you. He is always in London, leaving you here in the countryside with precious little to do. Let me sit with you, and keep you company.''
 
   ''Sir John, as much as I value your concern, I must tell you that I am perfectly happy to sit here, and enjoy my embroidery. I have my dogs for company. I am quite content.''
 
   ''But your husband treats you so badly. You are beautiful and delicate and you deserve much more. I could make you happy. Do you not miss the warmth of a man?''
 
   Emily did indeed miss the warmth of a man, and felt uneasy that Sir John had touched upon the subject. He was a very handsome young man, and she had reluctantly admitted to herself, on more than one occasion, that she was tempted by him. Her young body craved the feel of a man, and being denied by her husband, was beginning to test her self-control.
 
   ''I am a married woman, Sir John, and as much as I value the conversations we have when we bump into each other, you should never confuse my friendly approach to you, as being anything other than that. I am happily married and my husband is a great man, of whom I will hear no ill. Now please leave before I ring for Joseph and ask him to evict you.
 
   When he'd gone, Emily sat in front of the fire and trembled. She did not like confrontation. She rang Joseph and asked him to bring her a small glass of whiskey, to calm her nerves.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Peter closed the curtains in the suit he had booked at London's most expensive hotel, and turned to the beautiful woman standing next to the bed. Charlotte had changed into a nightgown and he into a robe.
 
   ''Charlotte, you are beautiful,'' he said as he stepped towards her. Her nightgown was of the thinnest material, and the neckline plunged in a V shape between her breasts. The hem was finished six inches above her knees and the sight of her soft thighs made Peter's manhood stiffen. He took her in his arms and kissed her. As he did so, he ran his hands through her hair.
 
   As they stood and kissed, his hand reached under the thin material she was wearing, and slid up her thigh. When his hand slipped around and cupped a buttock, Charlotte sighed and pushed her pelvis against his manhood. She smiled when she felt his hardness poking through his robe, and into the V between her legs.
 
   He lifted her off the ground as if she weighed nothing, and put her onto the bed. She looked up at him as he took off his robe, and stood naked before her. She wanted to run her hands over his broad chest and hard stomach, and to reach down and cup his considerable manhood.
 
   Charlotte smiled up at him, as she invitingly raised the nightgown above her waist. When he saw the triangle of blonde hair between her legs, his penis became fully erect. When she opened her legs, and showed him her vulva, he quickly placed himself on top of her, and entered her. She gasped as he filled her and began to thrust. She ran her hands over his upper arms feeling the muscles talking the weight of his body, as he held himself above her. When he stopped thrusting, she intuitively knew he wanted to see her breasts. She pulled the night gown from her and threw it onto the floor. She had large breasts and her nipples looked up at him invitingly. His mouth was on them in the shortest of time as he began to thrust again.
 
   Charlotte let out a moan of disappointment when he withdrew his penis from her, but soon sighed with pleasure, when she felt his mouth on her wet folds. She grasped his hair and let her fingers trace circles in it, as the tension in her belly mounted. When his tongue found her clitoris and stayed there, Charlotte clasped her legs shut against his head and came.
 
   Before she had stopped shaking, he opened her legs as wide as he could and entered her again. She gasped and ran her hands over his strong back feeling his hot skin and the muscles below. When she reached under him and cupped his balls, Peter felt them tighten against his shaft as his spasms started. When he ejaculated into her, Charlotte held onto them, willing every last drop into her.
 
   After their lovemaking, they slept in each other’s arms for two hours. When they woke, Peter ordered dinner and two bottles of champagne be sent to their room. They ate from silver trays and drank from fine crystal as they lay naked next to one another.
 
   ''You are a very good lover, Peter. I wish we could do this every day.''
 
   ''If we did it every day, it would become mundane, then you'd look for something else to excite you.''
 
   ''Why don't you leave her? We could be happy together.''
 
   ''We haven't a penny between us. How could we keep the lifestyle we have, without Emily's money. We would have to move into considerably smaller premises, and we would be frowned upon as paupers. No, I'm afraid I'm stuck with Emily, whether we like it or not.''
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Emily got up early and ate her usual breakfast. The dogs seemed more eager than usual to go for their morning walk, so she wrapped up well, and set of over the lawn, and through the gate into the field where the horses grazed in summer. There had been a keen frost, and the dogs left their footprints in the ice as they chased a few rabbits. She walked to the end of the first field and climbed over a wooden fence into the next. The dogs squeezed under the fence and continued their chase. Halfway across the field it began to slope quite steeply and she had a lovely view of the village below. The village was built along a single road, and Emily watched as a horse and cart made its way from one end of the village to the other. When she looked to the right, she saw Sir John's house. Why would anyone want to live alone in such a large house, she thought? She remembered his visit the previous evening, and how lonely she'd felt. A drunken man had been in her house and propositioned her, and her husband had not been there to protect her.
 
   Emily walked down the hill to the end of the field, and followed a stream. She stopped, and watched the dogs as they splashed around in the water. When they got out and shook themselves, they send a fine jet of spray over Emily before she could jump out of the way. They continued their walk along the stream and crossed a wooden foot bridge into the village. There wasn't a soul to be seen. Emily turned left and walked out of the village and past a large house called Moat Hall, the home of Charlotte Pemberly and her mother. Emily noticed how the house seemed to be rather dilapidated, and wondered why. When Mr. Pemberly had been alive, the place was always well maintained. She hadn't seen Charlotte for a long time, not that they were friendly, but they had chatted on the odd occasion their paths had crossed at the village shop.
 
   Shortly after the Pemberly's, she took the lane that led back up the hill, all the way to her house. When she arrived back, the dogs made straight for a large drinking bowl in the servants courtyard, and Emily went through the front door.
 
   ''James,'' she shrieked. ''Heavens, it's so nice to see you. What a lovely surprise. What is my little brother doing here? I thought you were bashing the enemy in France with your regiment?''
 
   ''Hello, Emily. It's nice to see you too. Although I am not sure the term little brother applies anymore,'' he said, as he looked down from a great height onto the top of her head. ''I have some leave, and I thought I would come and see you and Peter.''
 
   ''Splendid, how long have you got?''
 
   ''I can stay this evening, after that I'm going to see Harriet before I have to go back.''
 
   ''And who is Harriet, may I ask? Do I hear wedding bells?'' Emily laughed.
 
   ''Not yet. Harriet Brown lives in Uppingham. She's the sister of a friend I was with at Sandhurst.''
 
   ''And is she pretty?''
 
   ''Prettier than I deserve. Oh sister, I don't have the vocabulary to express how much I love her.''
 
   ''Then I am pleased for you, for you both. Now let me ring for Joseph, and get us a cup of tea. I'm quite exhausted after my walk.''
 
   James and Emily spent the afternoon talking and playing cards. Peter arrived home just before dark. The dogs made a great fuss of him at the door as Joesph took his coat from him. When he walked into the drawing room, he greeted James and pecked Emily on the cheek. She had been hoping he would kiss her on the lips. When James and Peter became locked in a debate about the war with Napoleon, Emily decided she would go upstairs and get ready for dinner.
 
   When she entered the bedroom, she almost fell over Peter's night case. Joseph had left it in silly place, she would have a word with him, she thought. As she fiddled with her hair, her eyes kept looking at the bag. Each time, she ignored the voice in her head, until she no longer could. She got up from the dressing table, picked the bag up and placed it on the ottoman at the end of the bed. She undid the buckles, and looked inside. She pulled out the shirt Peter had worn the previous day, and put it to her nose.
 
    
 
   ''James would you fill my glass again please,'' Emily asked her brother, when they were sitting at the dinner table. He obliged and Emily downed her second drink, in one.
 
   ''Steady on, you'll get drunk drinking at that rate,'' James said.
 
   ''Well you're here, and I want to celebrate the fact. I do miss you, and I worry about you. I hope France will fall soon. That that will put an end to these ridiculous wars.''
 
   ''I'll drink to that,'' James said as he raised a glass.
 
   When Peter raised his glass, he avoided Emily's eyes. Emily stared at him.
 
   ''Peter, we have been invited to a ball,'' she said.
 
   ''Where and why?''
 
   ''It's at the Sutherland's, their daughter will be twenty one.''
 
   ''Really? What a dreadful bore that will be.''
 
   ''Peter, you are no fun. It will be just what you need to cheer you up.''
 
   ''Cheer me up? There's nothing wrong with me.''
 
   ''You have had a face like a wet Sunday since you came home. Everybody will be there. All local society. I have already said we will go, so you must come.''
 
   ''Very well. If you insist.''
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Peter walked the same way as Emily had done the day before, only at the wooden bridge, he turned right and walked through the village. After he'd passed the last house, he turned right and took a short lane that led to Bead House. Peter was amazed to see so many workmen around the place. It must be costing a fortune, he thought. Peter had always found the thirteenth century mansion eerie. It was tucked back into a wood and it was damp and dark.
 
   He walked up to the front door, which was wide open shouted, ''Sir John.''
 
   Sir John appeared from a room at the back of the hallway. Peter noticed how hungover he looked. His eyes were bloodshot and when he came closer he could smell alcohol.
 
   ''Peter, splendid. To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?''
 
   ''I want to talk to you about your investments.''
 
   ''Then you'd better come in.'' Peter followed him across the entrance hall, down a corridor and into a study. It was the most untidy office Peter had ever been in. The desk was piled high with old newspapers, and empty whiskey bottles. The fireplace hadn't been cleaned out for days, and a fat cat lay on the only chair in the room. Sir John shook the chair, and the cat reluctantly got up, stretched and jumped down.
 
   ''Please sit down, Peter.''
 
   Peter looked at the hairs on the seat and declined. ''I need to talk to you about the investments we made on your behalf in the Beaufort Hotel Project.''
 
   ''What about it?''
 
   ''The stocks have lost seventy five percent of their value.''
 
   Sir John slumped down into the chair. ''How the hell could that have happened?''
 
   ''Quite simple really. As I remember I warned you at the time that this was an investment with high risk. When you invested, the hotel hadn't been built and, of course, there was no way of knowing how it would perform once it was finished. Now the hotel stands in the middle of London, and it seems few people want to visit it. The expected profits haven't materialized, and therefore the stocks have become far less valuable. This was an investment for someone with limitless means, someone who could risk some capital. Not for someone like you, Sir John.''
 
   ''Do you think there is any possibility the stocks may once again rise in value.''
 
   ''I think it unlikely. There are simply too many hotels in the capital.''
 
   ''Then I fear I am very close to financial ruin. I have instructed workmen to refurbish the whole house. Now I am not sure how I will pay for it.''
 
   ''I can only advise you to sell the stocks at their current value. At least you will be able to save some of your initial investment.''
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Emily looked at herself in the mirror. Mary stood behind her and grinned. ''You look lovely my lady,'' she said. Emily had asked Mary to do her hair differently. She had tired of the ringlets, and wanted something a little more adventurous. Mary had parted her hair in the middle and straightened it, so that it fell down the side of her face. ''You look like Cleopatra,' 'Mary added. Emily comforted herself with the thought that Mary had no idea what Cleopatra looked like.
 
   Emily liked her new hair, but wasn't at all sure about her dress. When she'd had it fitted she'd loved it, but now it appeared a little too risque. She had bought it to excite Peter. But she and Peter weren't getting along, and it seemed strange for her to bear herself under those circumstances. On the other hand, she wasn't prepared to give up on her marriage and she wanted to do all she could, to attract the man she loved back into her arms. Perhaps her low décolleté would help in some way to attract his attention, she thought.
 
   When Emily came down the stairs, Peter was in the hallway putting on his coat. When he looked up and saw how beautiful his wife looked, a ripple of guilt ran through him. ''Very nice,'' he said. Emily was taken aback that he had noticed.
 
   The journey to the Sutherland's home, was a short one. When Emily and Peter's carriage arrived, they found themselves in a queue of carriages, all waiting to deliver their occupants to the front door. Emily sat patiently and looked at the house. The Sutherlands were an aristocratic family. The family had owned Staveley Hall since it was built two hundred years previously, and they had built extension after extension, until the house was almost as big as Sir John's.
 
   Emily was helped down by the driver when it was finally their turn to alight. She took Peter's arm, and walked through the front door, into a magnificent entrance hall. The floor was made of local stone and had a warm yellow glow. There was a huge fire which welcomed guests on this cold winters evening, and it seemed no expense had been spared on flowers. Each column was adorned with large bouquets of imported red roses.
 
   A groom took their coats, and showed them down a corridor and into the ball room.
 
   ''Lord and Lady Wallace,'' the announcer shouted as Emily and her husband entered the hall. It was very full indeed. In front of them, Emily saw many people dancing to the tune of the small orchestra, which was located off to her left, on a raised stage. Both sides of the dance floor were packed with onlookers. Peter and Emily pushed their way through the crowd, and stood at the back of the hall, next to the tea room entrance.
 
   ''I'm going to the card room, it's far too full in here,'' Peter said.
 
   ''Very well, I will stay here. I know some of the ladies here, I will talk with them a while.''
 
   Peter strode off and left Emily standing by herself. She nodded at some ladies she knew from previous parties at the Sutherland's, and looked at the dancers. There were six ladies and six men lined up for a new dance. As the music started they bowed to one another, and began to move to various positions where they would dance around each other. It was quite a spectacular scene. The men were dressed in tail coats and brightly colored waistcoats, and the ladies in a variety of dazzling gowns. Emily began to feel a little more at ease when she saw some ladies had chosen to reveal even more bust than she.
 
   ''Lady Emily, how nice to see you here.''
 
   ''Sir John,'' Emily said, as she stood back from his whiskey laden breath.
 
   ''Would you dance with me?''
 
   ''Sir John, it is kind of you to ask. Unfortunately I shall not be dancing this evening. Thank you all the same. Prey tell me, are you quite well, you look rather off color.''
 
   ''I've had a nasty shock. You're husband called to see me and I'm afraid he did not come with good news. I stand on the verge of financial ruin, and it is likely I shall have to sell my home.''
 
   ''Oh, Sir John, it pains me to hear that. Please let me know if there is anything I can do to assist you.''
 
   ''It is below a man of my standing to accept help from a woman, although I do thank you for your kind offer. Please excuse me, my glass is empty.''
 
   Emily stood alone again and looked around. She didn't recognize anyone she knew, so she decided to try her luck in the tea room. It too was very full, and quite stuffy. This time however, Emily did recognize some ladies and they beckoned for her to come and join them. Each of them was older than Emily and they were all married. Emily drank some very hot tea and listened to them talk of the exploits of their respective children. After a short time, she suddenly became quite faint and her complexion turned milky white.
 
   ''Are you quite well, dear,'' asked one of her conversation partners.
 
   ''No, I feel quite faint. I am very hot, I think it is a mixture of the tea and the stuffiness of this room. If you will excuse me ladies, I need some air.''
 
   Emily walked out of the tea room, down the side of the dance floor and out of ballroom. In the corridor, it was slightly cooler but she was still far too hot. Instead of walking all the way down the corridor, and out through the official entrance, she opened a door in the side of the corridor and stepped outside. She began to feel better as the cold December air filled her lungs. She was standing on a path that seemed to run alongside the house. In front of her, there was a large oak tree and beyond that, a high hedge. Emily was mindful that she was dressed only in her ball gown and that she mustn't stay outside for too long, but she was enjoying the cooling effect of the cold air. She walked a few steps and leaned against the trunk of the oak tree.
 
   When she heard voices, she listened to see where they were coming from. It appeared there were people behind the hedge. She could hear the voice of a man and a woman. She listened more intently as the woman spoke.
 
   ''And what will I get out of it, if I assist you?''
 
   ''I will make sure you never want for money ever again. Emily is rich beyond measure.'' When Emily heard her name, her heart began to race. Who were these people, and what were they talking about, she thought.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   In the card room, Peter had played four hands and lost every one. ''I'm sure my luck must change at some point,” he laughed. The man sitting next to him looked at him sympathetically, as he drew on his cigar, and send a ball of smoke towards the ceiling.
 
   ''Lord Wallace, I'm afraid a lot of people seem to be losing money these days, and not just at cards. The markets are in turmoil. What do you make of it?''
 
   ''It is very worrying. I'm afraid it is terribly difficult to find good investments. It isn't a good time now. We are constantly at war with France and war is never good for the markets. Everyone seems to get very jittery when the bullets begin to fly. The best place to have your money is, either in cash, in the bank, or tied up in land or property.''
 
   ''Yes, it's a terrible mess at the moment. I have lost quite an amount recently, but luckily I was sensible enough, to only invest a tiny fraction of my wealth in stocks. Not like the poor blighter in Bead House. His property backs onto mine and one day, he told me he's lost just about all he has, on some hotel deal in London.''
 
   ''How very unfortunate for him. Hotels are really not the kind of thing you should invest in at the moment thought.''
 
   ''No, quite. Peter do you know what the best investment is in life?''
 
   ''Prey tell me.''
 
   ''A good woman. Look at you. You have the best looking wife in the area and she looks after your household with such precision it is scarcely believable. Add in the fact that she is wealthy, and you have to conclude that such an investment could never be beaten.''
 
   ''Indeed, although I am not sure the fairer sex would be too happy if they knew we looked upon them as investments.''
 
   ''One exception to that rule is that woman in the village. What's her name? Ah, yes Mrs. Pemberly. She has no money whatsoever. Her husband left her almost bankrupt. And her daughter doesn't seem to help. I hear she swans around London spending what little money they do have.''
 
   ''Really? It's your turn again. Did you hear of the new alterations at Newmarket Racecourse?'' Peter asked, eager to change the subject.
 
    
 
   *****
 
   ''Alright, I'll help you, but how do we go about it,'' the woman said.
 
   ''You have Lord Wallace's trust, do you not?'' the man said.
 
   ''Yes, I do. I only have to say the word and he jumps.''
 
   ''Good, then I suggest we proceed as follows.''
 
   Emily felt as though she was going to pass out as she listened to their plotting.
 
   ''Get him to meet you at his office in London, and offer him a lift home in your carriage. I'll meet the carriage where the road runs through the forest and stop you. It will look like a robbery. I'll get him out of the carriage and shoot him. That way you can be a witness and give the police a totally false description of me.''
 
   ''But what about the driver? Surely his account will contradict mine?''
 
   ''I'll shoot him too.''
 
   ''And what makes you think Lady Wallace will marry you after the deed is done?''
 
   ''She’ll be lonely. She's twenty five, and after her husband’s funeral, she will be twenty six. Nobody will want such an old widower. I'll come along and provide her with company and understanding. After that, she won't want to be lonely, and she'll be bound to marry me.''
 
   ''Alright, Sir John. We will do it. Now I must get back to the ball, people will be missing me.''
 
   Emily hid around the back of the tree as Miss Pemberly came from behind the bush and went back into the building. Sir John followed at a discreet distance.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Emily looked out of the bedroom window and saw Peter getting into the carriage. He was going to London again, and again she was going to spend the night alone in Sedgefield House.
 
   After breakfast she put on her coat and walking shoes and went into the garden. Milly and Flossy almost knocked Emily over in their haste to get outside. Emily headed for the gate and after the two dogs had visited the flower beds, they joined her. Emily wondered whether she should be out at all because there was a bitterly cold wind blowing from the north. She persevered and eventually reached the village. After the wooden foot bridge, the two dogs turned left as they always did. They were quite confused when Emily walked the other way. They soon caught her up and bounded past her. As Emily walked up the main street, she didn't see a soul. It must be the quietest village in England, she thought.
 
   At the end of the village she turned right, and walked up to Bead House. Milly growled at the man who was chiseling a piece of stone into shape and Flossy chased the fat cat around the back of the house. Emily knocked on the door and waited. After and age Patterson appeared and showed her inside.
 
   Sir John appeared. ''Emily,'' he exclaimed, pleased to see her.
 
   ''Sir John, can I come in and talk to you?'' she asked.
 
   ''Of course, it's very nice to see you.'' Emily walked inside and into the drawing room. Sir John made an attempt to clear away some bottles but gave up when he realized there too many.
 
   ''What can I do for you?'' he asked.
 
   ''Please, may I sit down? I have a delicate matter to discuss with you.''
 
   ''Of course,'' Emily sat on the moth eaten sofa, and stared at the empty fireplace.''
 
   ''Sir John, I come on the most delicate of missions. I want to apologize to you. I have been rude and inconsiderate toward you. When you visited my house the other evening, I sent you away. I now regret having done so. Will you please accept my apology.''
 
   ''Naturally. Please don't speak of it.''
 
   ''But I feel so bad. Please let me make it up to you. My husband will once again spend the night in London, and I will be alone. I would like you to come and visit me this evening. Come to dinner,'' Emily smiled at him.
 
   ''That would be lovely. Thank you.''
 
   ''And after dinner, please do not feel in any hurry to go home. I will have all the time in the world for you. If you understand me,'' Emily tried to look as seductive as possible in her winter coat and hat.
 
   ''Yes, I understand perfectly. May I ask what has brought about your change of heart towards me?''
 
   ''You are a very attractive man, and you were correct when you told me my husband treated me badly. He only has eyes for Miss Pemberly. I feel so alone, and I have found my thoughts turning to you more and more often. Please, Sir John, help me to feel a man's desire again.''
 
   ''My dear lady, of course I will do as you ask.''
 
   ''Alright then, I'll be off. I look forward to seeing you this evening.''
 
   Emily whistled and the dogs came running from different corners of the garden. When she was out of view of the house, she leaned against a fence and began to cry. Milly came to her and put her head against her leg in a comforting gesture. When she felt able, Emily walked back through the village and up the lane to Sedgefield Hall.''
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Before dinner, Mary was surprised when Emily asked her to get out a summer dress. It was the most revealing dress Emily possessed. It had no back and a décolleté that just covered her nipples. The bottom half of the dress clung to her buttocks and thighs, showing of her feminine shape. ''Are you sure, my lady?'' Mary asked.
 
   ''Quite sure, Mary,'' Emily replied.
 
   When Sir John knocked on the door, the dogs barked and Joesph opened it. When he showed Sir John into the room, Sir John stared at Emily's over flowing bust. Joesph tried not to, but he found it impossible.
 
   ''Joseph, please bring us a whiskey each. I told cook we'll be eating a little later this evening. I want to enjoy a drink or two first.''
 
   ''Yes, my lady. I see,'' Joseph said as he headed off to get the drinks.
 
   When he returned, Emily lifted her glass and downed her drink in one. Sir John raised an eyebrow, and not wanting to feel left out, did the same.
 
   ''Simply delicious whiskey,'' Emily remarked. ''Let's have another.'' In all Joseph walked backwards and forwards six times before dinner.
 
   ''No Sir John, don't sit down at the end of the table, I want you here next to me,'' Emily said.
 
   When Sir John sat down, Emily noticed he was a little unsteady on his feet. Emily leaned over, and took his napkin. As she did so, Sir John was able to see her bust in all its glory. When she put the napkin over his lap, she noticed something in his trousers twitch.
 
   Joseph poured red wine and Emily once again downed hers in one. Sir John, not wishing to be outdone by a lady, did the same. During the meal they had three glasses of wine each.
 
   When they had finished eating, Emily put her hand on Sir John's and smiled at him. ''We'll take coffee and brandy in the drawing room, please Joseph,'' Emily instructed. When Sir John got up, he rocked back and only saved himself from falling by holding onto the back of his chair.
 
   In the drawing room, Emily polished off three brandies. Sir John wasn't able to finish the last one. Emily sat next to him and pulled his drunken head to her bust. “Sir John, before I allow you to have your way with me, I would like to know if you can do something for me?''
 
   ''Anything,'' he slurred.
 
   ''Tell me how I can be rid of my loathsome husband, that I may be united with you?''
 
   Sir John glanced into Emily’s eyes. ''Ah, I have just the plan. I have already decided what I will do with him.''
 
   ''Then please, tell me when this will be, for I cannot wait to feel your arms around me as my new husband.''
 
   ''I will execute my plan on Sunday this week,'' he said as he hiccupped.
 
   ''Then let's drink to it,'' Emily said.
 
   Joseph brought another brandy. After downing it in one, Emily pulled Sir John to her and pushed his head into her cleavage. As he inhaled her scent his desire was unable to keep him awake, and he fell asleep between her breasts.
 
   When she'd thrown him off her, Emily called Joseph. ''Joseph thank you so much for your assistance. I have no idea how you made all those fruit juices look like whiskey, brandy and wine but you did a quite splendid job. Now as I explained, we will execute the second part of the plan now. Take him upstairs take his clothes off and put him in to my bed.''
 
   Joseph did as he was instructed and when he was finished, Emily went upstairs to the bedroom. She looked at him lying under the covers in her bed and almost vomited. She drank a glass of water, and composed herself. Next, she changed into her night gown and sat in the arm chair.
 
   It was almost nine o'clock in the morning when Sir John woke up. Emily was looking at him from the arm chair. She rushed to him as soon as she saw his eyes move. ''Oh, Sir John, you are awake. I have to tell you, nobody has ever made love to me, the way you did last evening. You were like a wild stallion. You were so big and hard and I have never experienced so many orgasms. Thank you.''
 
   Sir John had a splitting headache and couldn't remember a thing, but Emily was such a good actress, he believed he had done the things she said he had.
 
   ''Please, Sir John, you told me last evening that you propose to....let's call it.....meet my husband on Sunday. Please don't disappoint me, because after he is gone, I will be yours, to do as you please with.''
 
   When he left, Emily had all the bed sheets and blankets washed, and the bedroom cleaned from top to bottom.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Peter lay with his head on Charlotte's lap as the coach made its way from London.
 
   ''I can't travel all the way to the village with you. You must set me down a mile away so nobody sees us. I will walk the rest of the way back to Sedgefield House.''
 
   ''Of course,'' Charlotte said, as she stroked his head.
 
   The road from London to Sedgefield House was a journey of around thirty miles and took three hours. For the most part it was open countryside and the roads were reasonably passable. Things changed when the road passed through Finchley Wood. A passage of around three miles. The trees stopped sunlight from drying the road, and it was often wet and rutted.
 
   When they reached the forest, the coachman slowed the horses to a walk and everybody clung to a hand rail, as the coach swung from left to right, through the rutted ground.
 
   After two miles, the coachman was pleased with his progress. But he shouted out when he saw a hooded man on a black horse, standing in front of the coach, pointing a pistol at him.
 
   ''Put your hands up and get down,'' he said. The coachman got down and stood next to one of the horses. ''Get the people out of the coach,'' the rider demanded. The coachman went to the door and knocked. The two lovers had the curtain down, and weren't aware why the coach had stopped.
 
   Peter opened the door and saw a man pointing a pistol at him. ''What on earth are you doing, sir?'' he asked.
 
   ''Get out of the coach and kneel down over there,'' he pointed to a place next to a tree. ''If you refuse I will shoot you. You do the same,'' he said to the coachman. ''Charlotte stay in the coach.''
 
   Peter walked to the place the man had asked him to and knelt. The coachman knelt next to him. When Peter felt the pistol touch his skull he started to pray.
 
   From somewhere in the forest there was a bang and a flash. The robber cried out in agony, and fell down next to Peter. Peter grabbed the pistol and stood up. The man was holding his knee. It was almost completely blown away. When Peter bent down and removed the robber's hood, he gasped. The coachman ran after Charlotte, and knocked her to the ground. Her screams frightened the birds from the trees, as he pulled her by the hair back to the coach.
 
   When two horsemen appeared from the forest Peter thought they were Sir John's accomplices.
 
   ''Get down from your horses, this instant,'' he told them as he pointed the pistol at them. ''James,'' he exclaimed, as Emily's brother took off his hood. When Emily took of her hood, his mouth fell open. What is happening?'' he asked totally confused.
 
   ''I'll tell you what is happening,” Emily said. “Sir John and Miss Pemberly have been plotting to kill you. I found out about it, and as I am unable to shoot, I asked James to help me. As you can see by the state of Sir John's knee, he is an extremely accomplished marksman. These two wanted to kill you so that Sir John could marry me, and take my wealth.''
 
   Peter looked at Charlotte, who was being held firmly by the coachman. She dropped her eyes from him. ''Emily I.......I don't know.....what …...to''
 
   ''James will go and fetch the police, once these two have been arrested, you will come back to Sedgefield House with me.''
 
   *****
 
    
 
   They arrived home in the dark. Peter rode James' horse home. James had taken a lift to London with the police. When Joseph opened the door, Emily nodded to him in recognition of the part he had played in foiling Sir John's evil plot.
 
   ''Joseph was a great help in foiling the attempt on your life, my dear,'' she said.
 
   ''Thank you, Joseph. I am not fully aware of the details, but my wife will no doubt inform me. I will see you handsomely rewarded for you efforts.''
 
   ''There is really no need, my lord,'' Joseph said in his usually modest fashion.
 
   ''Joseph, please bring two whiskeys into the drawing room. This time two real ones.''
 
   ''Now, Peter. Come and sit next to me,'' Emily said as Peter attempted to sit in his usual place. ''From now on you will sit next to me in the evenings.''
 
   ''Emily, I am so sorry for what I have done. I have been a fool. You are beautiful and clever and I have ignored you and behaved terribly badly.''
 
   ''It is no matter, Peter. I will always do everything in my power to protect our marriage, even if that means asking my brother to shoot someone. You are a very special man, I adore you, and I love you more than I can bear. All I ask is that you please try to love me back.''
 
   ''Oh Emily, I do. Until this evening, I didn't realize how much you mean to me. I do love you.''
 
   ''Then let's finish our drinks and you can take me to bed and prove your love to me.''
 
   *****
 
    
 
   When Peter took off his shirt and dropped his trousers to the floor, Emily could see how much he desired her. It was the first time in many weeks that she had seen his hard shaft. When she let her nightgown drop to the floor, Peter could see how ready she was for him. The soft curls between her legs shone with her desire and her nipples were erect.
 
   They came into each other’s arms and kissed. It was too much for Peter, who was so racked with guilt that a tear escaped from his eye and rolled over his cheek. Emily watched it until it reached his jaw, then she liked it from him. Peter was overcome with desire and love. He picked her up and carried her to the bed. They lay next to each other and kissed. Emily loved the feeling as his penis rubbed against her soft thigh.
 
   He got up and crawled to the end of the bed. He took Emily by the ankles and spread her legs wide apart. As he looked at her womanhood, his hard member twitched. He bent down between her legs and without delay licked the length of her vulva. Emily cried out and thrust her hips up from the bed. He licked her again. When his mouth fixed over her clitoris, and his tongue began to make tiny movements on her, she gasped and pulled his hair. As his tongue stayed fixed to the same spot, Emily felt the muscles in her belly tighten. When Peter did what he had never done before, Emily's orgasm hit her. His tongue on her clitoris and two fingers deep inside her, was too much.
 
   She lay back and enjoyed the waves that made her body tremble. When they began to wane she pushed him onto his back, and took him into her mouth. He tasted salty and the scent of his sweat made her ache to be filled by him. She placed her hands on his strong thighs and felt the coarseness of the hair which covered them. As her head bobbed up and down, Peter played with her blonde hair. Soon it became too much for him and he pushed her head from him. As he lay her down, her legs fell open. He entered her without assistance in one hard thrust. As he parted his wife's sex, she groaned and thrust back at him, willing him on. As well as an over whelming feelings of love, Peter felt an overbearing sense of guilt. As he pushed into her he gritted his teeth and willed the feeling away. Emily looked up and saw his forehead covered in sweat. She ran her hand over it and licked his salty juice from her palm.
 
   ''Emily, I love you,'' he said. She had waited a long time to hear him utter those words, and she basked in the effect it had on her body and her mind. She wanted to feel his love flowing into her now and she matched him with her hip movements. When she tightened the muscles in her vagina, he pushed into her twice more and cried out her name. Emily put her hands onto his chest and screamed as his seed triggered another orgasm.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   When James knocked at the door to Sedgefield House, it was snowing.
 
   ''Look mummy, it's Uncle James.''
 
   ''My, my, you two are growing up.''
 
   ''Have you brought some Christmas presents for us?'' Harriet asked.
 
   ''Harriet, don't be so rude,'' Emily said.
 
   ''Yes, don't be so rude,'' little James added. ''Have you though?''
 
   ''Who'd have a three year old and a five year old?'' Emily asked James.
 
   ''Uncle James is a hero,'' Harriet said. ''Mummy told me.''
 
   Peter walked into the room. ''James, Merry Christmas.'' he said to his brother in law. ''Yes Harriet, Uncle James is indeed a hero,'' he added.
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A Duchess in Distress (by Sarah Thorn)
 
   Annabelle Catesby sat before a plate of untouched food at lunch time. Her mind was on one thing, and one thing only. There was a ball later on that evening. But it wasn’t just any ball, it was the most important ball of the year, and possibly, of her life. Of course, some would think that no ball was important, but Annabelle was not one of them. She was Anna to her family and friends, a beautiful girl of nineteen with an overprotective father and a mother who doted upon her only daughter. She had two brothers, both older, both young men working with her father at his business, each of them learning so that they may run it themselves one day.
 
   For Annabelle’s part, she didn’t quite know what her father did. She knew it was something like banking, but not exactly that. He loaned large sums of money to people sometimes, often if they were trying to open a business themselves. The whole world bored Anna, and she stayed out of it.
 
   Anna liked nature. She spent hours upon hours atop a horse, or walking through the woods which surrounded her father’s lavish home and grounds. Her eldest brother Edwin had even taught her to fish, and though her mother looked down upon it, Annabelle did so in the small pond on the grounds as often as she could, when weather was permitting.
 
   She would miss the pond most of all, if she wasn’t taking people into account, but she was ready to leave. And the ball had finally come, and that meant she would perhaps have a chance to find a husband.
 
   The petite young girl had caught the eyes of men since she was just fourteen. But in the recent years, sideways glances at her large, perky breasts had become something else entirely. First it was requests to dance, and then it was men calling at her home for her. And for the past two years, there had been the proposals.
 
   Henry Catesby, Annabelle’s father, had built such an impressive business for himself that it had done wonders for his social standing. He had been raised poor himself, and he had sworn to himself that he wouldn’t put his own children through that. And so he hadn’t, and in his late fifties he commanded a certain respect that was shared with his wife and children as well. Anna would not be marrying just anyone, the offers she had received had been from men of great standing. Nobility. Dukes.
 
   Last year at Lady Patterson’s annual dance, Annabelle had been proposed to by Colonel Warren, a man of thirty-three who had no doubt had his eye on the young girl for quite some time, judging by how often he came by to see her.
 
   Anna liked the man, found him to be attractive and kind, and she was eager to marry. She saw how happy her mother was, how fulfilled she was to be a mother and a wife, and she had yearned for the same for years. But her father had forbade it.
 
   Anna spoke to him that same night, a year previous, in his study after the ball. Hot tears had streamed down her face, leaving trails down her cheeks which shone in the soft light of a single candle, burning on her father’s desk top.
 
   “Please, daddy,” she had pleaded.
 
   “You are too young,” her father had said. He was a tall man with a bushy moustache, though he had no hair upon his head.
 
   “I am eighteen!” she said. “A woman grown!”
 
   “No to me,” her father had said, and then he looked to see his daughter crying, having been previously staring out the window, and his hardness vanished in an instant. When he spoke again his voice was softer, gentler. “A year from now. Alright, my daughter? My beautiful little girl? That is what you are to me, even now, so grown and amazing. You will always be my little girl, running around in this home, getting underfoot. But that is not fair to you. This ball, it is every year, the same date, yes?”
 
   Anna nodded her head, and used the back of her hand to wipe away the tears.
 
   “And then next year, at this ball, if a man wants your hand, and you’re willing to give it, I will not stop you.”
 
   And so it had been, and for a few months after the conversation, Annabelle gave herself to a string of daydreams and hopes, wishing that Colonel Warren would ask her again. The young woman was worried he would ask someone else, but instead he lost his life. It was an accident out of the city, something the Colonel had been doing with his men, but he went out alive and came back dead, and Annabelle found herself mourning him. He was going to be her husband. She had thought about it so often, and though she didn’t know the man well, she had grieved for him.
 
   But the sadness ebbed, and as the ball had drawn close, her dizziness returned. The deceased Colonel hadn’t been the first man to propose to her, and he wouldn’t be the last. She was sure of it.
 
   “You are not eating,” her father said to her, from over his own bowl of soup.
 
   “My stomach is in knots,” Annabelle said.
 
   “You think you will be engaged tonight,” her father said in a knowing tone.
 
   “As if father would be so lucky, to get you taken off his hands,” Annabelle's brother, Reginald, said. He was two years younger than Edwin, and still lived at home, while Edwin had been married for three years, and had his own home elsewhere outside of London, in the same green fields and pastures where Henry’s home was built.
 
   “I’ll marry before a woman will accept your proposal,” Anna said, glaring across the table to her brother.
 
   “You two bicker too often,” Anna’s mother said quietly, and both of her children bowed their heads slightly.
 
   “Eat,” Henry said, and Anna lifted her spoon to her mouth, knowing there was no sense in arguing with her father. “You do not want to waste away,” he said with a laugh as he watched her. With each bite she took, Annabelle realized just how hungry she was, and through her nerves were on edge, she cleaned her plate and bowl, and then hurried upstairs to begin getting ready for the most important evening of her life.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The excited young woman knew that it would take hours for her to be ready, so though the ball didn’t begin until eight, she didn’t dawdle in the bath. Anna washed herself quickly after the brass tub was filled with hot water that almost boiled by two servants, and then she was out, allowing a young girl to wrap her in a towel. She went back to her room and was surprised to see Mrs. Clack there. Mrs. Clack had been Anna’s chaperone to all of her social gatherings since she had first developed under her corsets and under her gowns, and men began to lust after her. Mrs. Clack oversaw the servants in the Catesby household, and had done so since before Anna was born. She was a short woman of lean frame, with a severe and hooking nose like a hawk’s, the only thing which marred a rather pretty face. Her eyes were icy blue and her hair as fair as an early morning sunrise.
 
   She was married to Mr. Clack, who had been the groundsman of the manor for just as long as Mrs. Clack had been overseer. They had been hired separately, and met on Mrs. Clack’s first day, as they enjoyed telling the Catesby children every few months. They lived together in a small cabin in the southern corner of the grounds, and had both grown to be a part of the family, as much as they were hired help.
 
   “I thought you may want to ready yourself early,” the older woman said.
 
   Annabelle smiled. “I wish to look my best.”
 
   “You wish to find a husband,” Mrs. Clack said.
 
   Anna thought there was a gleam in the woman’s eye, which might have been a teary mist in her gaze. “You cry Mrs. Clack?” Anna placed her hand upon the older woman’s arm. “I did not mean to upset you.”
 
   Mrs. Clack laughed and wiped away the tears. “Silly girl, it is not sadness, but an overwhelming sense of pride I have for you,” she said. “Your mother feels the same. We spoke of it earlier, and I know she will want to see you off. When you come home, neither of us doubt that it will be as a woman engaged. I can remember bathing you myself, you know.”
 
   Annabelle smiled and nodded. “As can I. Mother and you both often.”
 
   “You were that much of a handful,” Mrs. Clack teased.
 
   “You know, I think of you as a second mother,” Annabelle told the woman, and she could see the effect her words had on her instantaneously.
 
   Mrs. Clack beamed, her eyes widening, her mile spreading to show an almost impossible number of teeth. She had no children of her own, and had become attached to Annabelle in particular, since she was the only daughter out of three children. Anna’s mother had never been the kind of woman to leave it all to the servants, but she had always allowed Mrs. Clack a bit of space and time with her daughter, because Mrs. Clack had been told at a young age that it would be unlikely for her to conceive, and that had proven true.
 
   “I thought you might want to wear this,” Mrs. Clack said, turning and marching to the armoire. She opened the heavy oak doors and reached inside. The gown she collected was gorgeous, a light blue color that shimmered as it turned in the light. The neck was a low cut scoop, and the sleeves were ruffled and fell to the wrist. Down the front of the gown were pale white bows.
 
   “It’s my favorite, you know that,” Annabeth said with a soft smile.
 
   “And mine too,” the old woman said. “Let’s get you ready, shall we?”
 
   Anna dressed in small clothes first, and then let Mrs. Clack help her wiggle into a corset. She sat on the edge of her bed, keeping her back stiff and straight while the old woman sat behind her, and pulled the wide ribbon at the back, tightening the corset and forcing it to give Anna a pleasing hourglass shape.
 
   Once the corset was tied, Mrs. Clack pulled stockings onto Anna’s legs, since the young woman was unable to bend that far to do it herself. Afterwards Anna stood up and they worked to pull the gown on over her head. The skirt didn’t flair as much as other gowns in Anna’s collection did, and Annabelle was glad for that, it made it easier to walk.
 
   Dressing took some time, a little over an hour when all was said. Then Anna sat at a small desk, and Mrs. Clack stood behind her, and they began work on her hair.
 
   “What a sight,” a voice said from the doorway, and Anna turned her head as much as Mrs. Clack would allow to see her mother there. She was the opposite of Mrs. Clack in every way. Heavier and taller, with dark brown hair the color of the bark of an oak tree. She was beautiful, with eyes the same honey brown as her daughter.
 
   “Thank you, mother,” Annabelle said with a smile. Her mother came into the room properly, and stood next to Mrs. Clack.
 
   “Would you care to finish?” Mrs. Clack asked.
 
   Mrs. Catesby nodded and took the older woman’s place. She took her daughter's hair up in two hands, and with practiced movements twisted and piled it. Once her hair had been piled up in a cascade upon her head, Mrs. Clack brought Annabelle a couple of head-dresses to choose from. The girl thought for a moment, and then settled on a small band with two flowers upon it, side by side. Mrs. Clack placed it upon Anna’s head. Then Anna’s mother helped her put on her shoes, ankle length heeled boots the color of pitch. They all went to a mirror near the door to look.
 
   “Beautiful,” Mrs. Clack said. “I fear you may have too many men to choose from tonight.”
 
   The women all giggled, and then Annabelle turned to hug them in turn. “I love you both.”
 
   “And we love you,” her mother replied. “Do you have time for tea with us?”
 
   “I believe so,” Annabelle said, and the three women went downstairs together. Mrs. Clack went off to fetch the tea while Anna and her mother sat in the drawing room.
 
   “Tell me about father,” Anna said.
 
   “About your father? Don’t you know him?” her mother asked with a laugh.
 
   “I know him now. I don’t know who he was when he was younger. If he ever was younger.”
 
   “Of course he was younger!” Anna’s mother insisted. “You want to know about when he proposed to me?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “Well, it’s a bit different than your proposal may end up,” the older woman said. “I knew your father for quite some time. His mother worked for mine. Your father’s father was not a successful man, not as successful as your father. He didn’t work as hard, you see. So while I didn’t grow up the way you and your brother’s have, I wasn’t wanting either. Your father would not have been a good suitor for me, and indeed he was not. I knew him, and I thought he was dashing, but I could not be his wife, so I fell in love with another.”
 
   “You loved another man?” Anna asked, her mouth opening in shock.
 
   “Oh yes,” Anna’s mother said, nodding her head softly. “His name was Hector. He was a kind man, three years older than I. His family sold horses, and they had grown it into quite a business, and the horses they bred were known far and wide. He loved me as well, though we met when I was too young to marry.”
 
   “What happened to him? He is not my father.”
 
   Anna’s mother nodded, and a small smile curled upon her lips, but it was one that was bittersweet and sad looking. “He died.”
 
   Anna couldn’t help but think of her deceased colonel. “How?” she asked, hoping it wasn’t too painful for her to speak of.
 
   “He became ill,” her mother said simply, and for a moment, Anna thought that was all she was going to say. But then she opened her mouth and more came out, and once she was talking it didn’t seem as though she would stop. “He was a strong young man, so tall, so handsome. Not as handsome as your father, I will say, but handsome. His hair was the color of a strawberry not quite ripe. A hint of red. I’ve never seen a shade like it. I loved it. He kept it long, so I could run my fingers through it as we walked together, or lay together,” she added, with a slight glance to her daughter. “When he was twenty-one he became ill. A cough at first, nothing more, but then it simply kept growing worse. A cough became sweating, and it was a hoarse hacking sound in his chest. He grew so thin in those few months. By the end, he didn’t look like the man I had once known and loved. He wasted away, and he died, and I was inconsolable.”
 
   Anna watched her mother as she spoke, and she wondered if this was the first time she had ever spoken of such things since they had happened. Surely she had never said any of this to her husband, and it was doubtful she had told her sons.
 
   “A couple of years passed, and I had other suitors, but I would not let myself forget that man, the man I had watched die. I couldn’t. I saw him in my dreams. Even awake, when I closed my eyes, I saw him. And then your father came for me. In the years since I had seen him last, he had moved away and built his business. It wasn’t even a half of what it is now, of course, but it was enough. He was in better standing socially, my father thought it would be a good match, and we were married. I was excited. He was the man who helped me forget about what I had lost.”
 
   Anna felt a warmth growing through her. Hearing her mother speak of lost loves and her husband, it made Anna excited for her own future.
 
   Shortly Mrs. Clack returned with a platter of tea, and after serving everyone she sat.
 
   “Mother was telling me about daddy, and the man she loved before him. Have you any such stories?” Anna asked the woman who was like her second mother.
 
   Mrs. Clack laughed, and then glanced over her shoulder as if to check that her husband wasn’t loitering nearby. “I have three,” she said, and the other two women laughed.
 
   “Three, Rebecca?” Annabelle’s mother asked, using Mrs. Clack’s first name.
 
   “Yes,” she replied, nodding. “Well, one was a childhood yearning I must admit.”
 
   “Who was he?” Anna asked.
 
   “David Rothschild,” Mrs. Clack said. “I met him when I was just a girl, ten or so. He moved next door to my mother. She raised me alone you know, my father died when I was quite young. She never had more children, it was just her and I. She never had many suitors that I can remember, and we grew quite close, with no one to come between us. But David arrived, and I was drawn to him. Davey I called him.”
 
   “What happened to him?”
 
   “Nothing, as far as I know. He was a handsome boy and grew to be a handsome man, and though I loved him, he never loved me. He married the baker’s daughter and moved away with her.”
 
   Anna glanced at Mrs. Clack, trying to find a hint of sadness in her eyes, but it didn’t look as though there was any. Sometimes, though something may hurt when it happens, it works out in the end for the better. If Mrs. Clack would have married David Rothschild, she wouldn’t have been able to marry Mr. Clack, and Anna knew she loved her husband very much.
 
   “Second and third were two brothers,” Mrs. Clack said, speaking quickly and quietly, and she couldn’t help but grin when both Anna and her mother gasped.
 
   “Scandalous,” Anna’s mother said, and the three women tittered.
 
   “It was at different times. The first was Martin O’Riley. Their father was Irish, though he had married a woman from here. Martin was nineteen when I was seventeen. His brother was Seamus. He was three years older than Martin. I met Martin first, and we had a bit of a fling. Martin was trouble, though, and he liked to fight and he liked to gamble. One day he gambled and lost. He tried to fight instead of paying and was killed in a duel. I was devastated, and it brought me closer to Seamus. I thought we might be married, but one day he told me every time he looked at me, it made him think of how much his brother had loved me, and he left.”
 
   Now Mrs. Clack did tear up. She sighed deeply and shook her head. “But then I met my husband, and it’s been better than it ever would have been with one of the other men.”
 
   Anna smiled at Mrs. Clack.
 
   “I think perhaps it’s time for you to go,” Anna’s mother said suddenly, looking out the window. Indeed, without Anna noticing, the sky had turned dark and night had come on.
 
   “I’ll go ready a carriage and driver,” Mrs. Clack said. She stood and placed her hand on Anna’s shoulder before walking out.
 
   Anna stood along with her mother, and the two women embraced.
 
   “I’m excited for you,” Annabelle’s mother said.
 
   “I am too,” Annabelle said with a grin.
 
   Mrs. Clack returned and it was time to go.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The ball was held in Lady Patterson’s manor. Lady Patterson had been married twice. Both her husbands were dead, and both had left her an allowance to be paid to her each month by their respective bankers so that she needn’t worry about marriage again.
 
   She lived in her second late husband’s manor, and it was a massive house on a slight rise just outside the city. A bricked drive snaked up the green hill to the front door, and Anna’s carriage worked its way through the turns as she nervously kept smoothing the skirt of her gown out with sweaty palms.
 
   The carriage stopped in front of the great oak doors of the manor. They were open wide, with two men in smart tuxedos on either side. The driver climbed down and opened the door, offering Annabelle a hand to alight.
 
   “Thank you, Samson,” she said to the man who drove her.
 
   “I’ll be near for when you depart,” Samson said, and then he helped Mrs. Clack out as well, who had agreed to chaperone Anna one last time.
 
   “Remember,” the old woman whispered as they climbed up the steps. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do. I’m too old to chase you around this home.”
 
   Annabelle smiled and laughed, and one of the servants by the door turned to show them the way to the ball room.
 
   The ballroom was as big as you would expect by looking at the house. The dance had already begun. A band played along one side, and a large number of guests surrounded the dance floor. Lady Patterson was dancing with an older gentleman. His hair glistened the color of snow and he had a bushy moustache, which reminded Anna of her father’s.
 
   He was Duke Rathers, a well-known bachelor who had never married. There had been some hushed whispers in the last couple of years about Lady Patterson and the Duke’s relationship. It was a scandal waiting to explode.
 
   When the song was over, Lady Patterson held a chubby hand up to the band so they wouldn’t start anew and then addressed the crowd.
 
   “Thank you for coming,” she said loudly, Duke Rathers by her side. “I am not one for long speeches, so let me just say I hope you enjoy yourself, and I hope some of you may find a happiness here you have not yet felt.”
 
   It was common for young people to court one another at dances like this, and there were always more than a few proposals. As the band began to play again, it did not take long for a man to appear by Anna’s side. His name was Bertram Sutherland, a Duke. But his reputation was less than stellar in terms of an addiction to drink, women, and horse racing. Still, he was as handsome a man as Anna had ever seen, and she found him wickedly funny. He had proposed to her more than once and had tried to get inside her small clothes even more than that.
 
   “Beautiful Annabelle,” he said, reaching out for her hand. She allowed him to take it, and he pressed his lips to it after drawing it to his mouth.
 
   “My Lord,” she said softly. His lips were plump and wet, and though he had kissed her hand before, it always made her wish he was kissing her somewhere else. Her lips, her neck, between her thighs.
 
   Annabelle was not a virgin. There had been a rather forgetful night where she and a young man who worked in the stables had drank her father’s wine and made love outside under the stars. But that had been it, and Anna had wanted to experience it all again with a clear head and a bit more of romance.
 
   “How many times must I ask you to forgo the titles? Call me Bertram, my dear,” the Duke said.
 
   Annabelle nodded. “Betram it is, then.”
 
   “Will you dance with me?”
 
   “I will.”
 
   Bertram led her to the dance floor, and Annabelle stole a glance over her shoulder at Mrs. Clack, who beamed at the young woman as she went.
 
   Bertram proved to be rather adept at dancing, and they twirled about the room together at a fast pace, matching the band’s quick tempo. Anna looked up at the man, taking in his features. His jaw was perfect as if it had been chiseled out of a stone by a talented artist working in marble. His eyes were a soft gray color, almost like the fur of a rabbit. His hair was dark and fell to his collar, shaggy without looking unkempt. He was a tall man, her head only came to his chest, and he felt strong, one hand on her waist, his fingers gripping tightly.
 
   They didn’t speak as they danced, and they didn’t need to. The dance was one of passion, of desire, and they both felt the heat between them. As they moved about the floor, Annabelle fantasized about what the man would look like naked, and how he would feel, guiding himself into her between her legs. She desired to learn, and once she stepped too close to him. She felt his manhood through his breeches, engorged and pushing against her belly since she was so much shorter. It was nice to know Bertram was thinking similar thoughts.
 
   The song ended, and Annabelle desired nothing more than to dance again. But the Duke led her from the dance floor, to a secluded offshoot from the main hall, quickly, before Anna’s chaperon could catch them.
 
   “Forgive me for being so forward,” he said, and then he bent at the knee, and his lips were pressing against hers. He tasted of a liqueur, and his tongue pushed passed her lips to dance in her mouth. Annabelle groaned against his mouth, running a hand up his back to his hair, where her fingers brushed through his locks. Both of his hands were on her waist, and he pushed against her, and once more she felt his penis, hard and yearning for her young, lithe body.
 
   “We should be married,” he said as he broke the kiss and pulled away.
 
   “This is not the first time you have asked me,” Annabelle said.
 
   “And what say you this time?”
 
   “My father agrees finally, I am of an age to be married,” Annabelle said.
 
   “So, is it a yes?”
 
   “Let me think on it, just for the night,” Annabelle said.
 
   “Very well,” Bertram said. “May I have another dance?”
 
   “Perhaps.” Anna left the Duke and returned to the ballroom alone, making sure no one would notice she had been unchaperoned with a gentleman.
 
   Immediately another gentleman approached. “Excuse me.”
 
   The man was a few years older than Duke Sutherland, and shorter. He was broader at the shoulder, and almost just as handsome. He had long sideburns, which reached almost to the point of his chin, his blonde hair otherwise cut short, a stark contrast to Duke Sutherland’s.
 
   The newcomer was also a Duke, one that Anna knew well. He was an acquaintance of her father’s. His name was Christian Blackburn, and he was a rather sought after bachelor. He had seemingly resisted other women’s advances, and he had seemed interested in Anna for the last couple of years.
 
   “May I have this dance?” Blackburn asked the young woman.
 
   She smiled and nodded, noticing Duke Sutherland watching from afar.
 
   Annabelle took Duke Blackburn’s arm, and he led her back to the dance floor. They danced to a considerably slower tune, and where Bertram had seemed keen to press against her body, Blackburn was quite the opposite. He seemed respectful almost to a fault. Still Anna enjoyed herself, and she found herself having some of the same thoughts she had had about the other man. They were both attractive, they both excited her.
 
   When the song was over they didn’t leave the floor, but they did move to the side.
 
   “I must admit, I’ve thought you beautiful for some time,” the Duke said.
 
   “I know you have,” Annabelle said truthfully.
 
   “It seems I am not the only man who thinks such things.” He glanced over at the first Duke. “I saw you dancing with him earlier.”
 
   “You perhaps would not want to know what Duke Sutherland thinks,” Anna said. And that made Blackburn laugh.
 
   “I think not. I know him of course. Not well, but he certainly has a reputation. Is that the kind of man you are interested in?”
 
   “I do not know him well. He has proposed to me.”
 
   “I seek to do the same.”
 
   “You would have me as your wife?”
 
   The Duke nodded. “I would.”
 
   “Then I have a decision I must make.”
 
   “It seems that you must.”
 
   “May I have the night? I must confess, I don’t know either of you well enough to pledge myself to a lifetime of marriage. My father trusts me to be happy and will want me to decide. You are both men of great standing.”
 
   Duke Blackburn nodded his head and took her hand to kiss it. “I will appreciate any decision you may make.”
 
   “I think I will speak with Duke Sutherland first, since he proposed first,” Annabelle said. “I trust I will be able to speak with you later?”
 
   “You will,” Blackburn said, and then, after another kiss of her hand, he left her at the edge of the dance floor.
 
   Before finding the other Duke, Annabelle made her way to her mother. The woman was speaking with an older woman, but she broke of the conversation to speak with Anna in a secluded corner of the room.
 
   “Two suitors?” Anna’s mother asked. “And I would say I think you may get more as the night wears on.”
 
   “I don’t think I should need more. Both of them men would be a proper match.”
 
   “Duke Sutherland has a reputation, however,” Anna’s mother warned.
 
   “I expect he is a passionate man,” Annabelle said.
 
   “There is more to marriage than passion, my dear daughter.”
 
   “I will speak with them both. Get better acquainted.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Duke Sutherland was not hard to find. He was in a drawing room off of the ballroom, surrounded by a group of laughing men, telling one of the wild stories for which he was well known. Annabelle pretended to be searching for someone. It would not have been proper to approach the Duke so directly. When the Duke saw Annabelle, he cut the story short and left the men calling for the ending. “Another time perhaps.”
 
   Bertram led Annabelle down the hallway. Anna was sure no one had seen them, it would be quite the scandal.
 
   “Blackburn proposed to you, did he not?”
 
   “He did.”
 
   “What did you say?”
 
   “I told him that I wanted to get to know you both better before I decided,” Annabelle said.
 
   “A fair deal,” the Duke said with a node of his head. “Perhaps we could talk somewhere upstairs. We are unlikely to be bothered there.”
 
   Annabelle tried to hide a smile, but she couldn’t keep one corner of her mouth from rising. She felt butterflies in her stomach, excited by the impropriety of being alone with a gentleman. It was forbidden, and that made her legs shake and her loins tingle. “Perhaps that is best.”
 
   They walked quickly up a nearby staircase, and though they were both unfamiliar with the home, the first door they tried in a long hall opened into a bedroom. It wasn’t the master bedroom, it was smaller, for guests perhaps, with a small bed adorned with pillows, and a small writing desk along one wall.
 
   “This will do for a chat,” Bertram said, and Annabelle shook her head. Something was taking a hold of her, a passion she felt growing in her loins, a warmness that reminded her of a fever in a way.
 
   “I don’t think you really wished to speak, did you?” she said, stepping forward so his body was close to hers.
 
   “Right you are,” the man said in a hushed whisper, and then his mouth was on hers for the second time that night. He was hungry, passionate, and their kiss was deep and long. He put his hands on her waist, lifted her into the air, and spun. He carried her to the bed, and then dropped her upon it. The young woman laughed as she bounced a few times on the soft mattress, no doubt expensive and filled with down.
 
   Her laugh died in Bertram’s mouth as he lay down upon her and kissed her once more.
 
   His hands were on her again, but not on her hips. He moved them up, across the front of her gown. The tops of her breasts were heaving above the scooped neckline and his lips tore from hers and went there, planting a wet trail along the top of each breast to the other and then back again.
 
   She wondered if he would stop and ask her before disrobing her, but he didn’t. He wasn’t that type of man. His hands were at her breasts, replacing his lips, and fingers hooked into that plunging neckline, and he pulled the material down, tight as it was. Her breasts spilled forth, still held up by the half cups of her corset. Her nipples hardened in the cool night air, coming in through an open window, dark red, the color of good wine. He groped at one breast with one hand, using his other to hold him up over her. His hips dipped through, and he kept grinding back and forth upon her, his hard manhood pressing against her pelvis between her legs. It felt like heaven even though it had to get through both his pants and the material of her gown’s skirt.
 
   Bertram squeezed her nipple between his thumb and forefinger, and the young woman groaned. Her other nipple remained free for only a moment longer, and then the young Duke lowered his head and ran the tip of his tongue over the sensitive bump.
 
   There was a fire burning in her loins, and Anna closed her eyes as the man took his hand from her breast, though his lips and tongue remained on the other. His newly free hand went down between their bodies, grinding and rocking still against one another. He gripped her long skirt in one hand, and tugged it upwards. She lifted her hips so he could push the material up and over her rear, and then with one quick motion he took a hold of her small clothes and pulled them off, ripping them in the process. She squealed and he dropped the material over the side of the bed.
 
   “Touch me,” Annabelle whispered in the darkness, the only light was blue, from a full moon and streaming in through that open window.
 
   The Duke didn’t speak, but he complied, his lips still locked around one nipple. He ran the pad of his index finger up the wet pink lips between the young woman’s legs. He didn’t penetrate her, he just ran it up and then down her slit. Annabelle groaned, and she widened her legs, and when he looked up, tearing his mouth away from her breast she was looking at him, her eyes begging him to make love to her.
 
   “Do it,” she said in a breathless voice. “Do it.”
 
   He would oblige the young woman. He rocked back away from her, standing at the edge of the bed. She watched him, her eyes going from his face to his trousers as he undid them lowered them to his ankles. His cock was pulsing before him, red and big and yearning for her tight womanhood.
 
   Bertram used his hands to push Anna’s knees further apart, and then he was back on the bed, kneeling before her. Annabelle lifted herself up onto her elbows so she could look down and see herself. Her womanly lips were slick with her own juices, just below a curly tuft of pubic hair.
 
   Bertram touched her there once more, using his fingers to spread her lips wide as his other hand guided his penis towards her. The swollen head of his cock pushed against her, moving up and down her slick lips. And then he was going inside her, and it was all the young woman could do not to yell out in pleasure.
 
   “I’ve never felt tighter,” Bertram gasped as he pushed further into her, the head of his cock disappearing completely, and then his shaft sliding in. He fell forward, on top of her, his hands holding himself up, and their lips were clashing sloppily together, their passion overtaking them.
 
   Anna ran her hands along the man’s back, pulling his shirt up so her nails could drag across his muscular back. His cock was sliding in and out of her in a furious pace. There was love making, and there was something else, and what she and the Duke were doing was decidedly something else.
 
   One hand continued to hold himself up, and the other groped at her breasts, even as their tongues danced together.
 
   “Oh, God,” Annabelle groaned into the man’s mouth. Something she had not felt before was growing in her loins, deep within her. It was a feeling that she could hardly bear, it felt so good. It was a growing sensation, hot between her thighs, in the pit of her stomach. An orgasm rocked her body, and then she was crying out, so loudly that the Duke laughed and covered her mouth with his hand, so no one would think a woman was being attacked and come searching upstairs.
 
   Her body quaked, and spasms tore through her inner walls, the sensation on Bertram’s cock as her vagina squeezed him unlike anything he had felt with any other woman. It was almost too much, but he didn’t want the feeling to end, he wasn’t ready to finish, so he fought off his own orgasm.
 
   He kissed her once more, and then he pulled out of her and the girl let a look of worry flash across her face. “Is that all? Did I do something wrong?”
 
   Bertram grinned and shook his head.
 
   “No my love, nothing wrong at all.”
 
   And then his strong hands were on her waist, and he was moving her, rolling her over. He tugged on her waist so she went onto her hands and knees, and he positioned himself behind her, and once more he was sliding inside of her tight, wet pussy.
 
   His rough hands were on the cheeks of her rear, squeezing and gripping almost painfully, but Annabelle never wanted him to stop. He pumped in and out of her at a furious pace, the sound of her rear and his pelvis making an audible slapping sound each time he pushed into her.
 
   He couldn’t hold off for long, her womanhood was too tight, the sex too good. He felt himself nearing climax, and he had the mind to pull out just as he came. The Duke gripped his own cock and jerked his hand back and forth, spraying thick strands of semen over the girl’s plump, pale ass. She lay down on her stomach as he did so, breathing heavily. Their bodies were slick with sweat, which shone in the moonlight.
 
   “I can’t go back down there,” she said softly, and the Duke laughed as he moved to lay next to her.
 
   “Take a moment, they’ll never know,” he said.
 
   “You ripped my small clothes.”
 
   “Well, don’t make love with anyone else, and they won’t know you aren’t wearing any,” he said with a wink.
 
   “That’s what you call that? Making love?” Annabelle asked.
 
   “What would you call it?” Bertram asked.
 
   “Being used,” Annabelle said with a grin to the man. “But I enjoyed it.”
 
   “Marry me my sweet lady. Marry me, and I will use you often.”
 
   Annabelle began to laugh. “I should return.”
 
   “Are you going to speak with Duke Blackburn?”
 
   Annabelle nodded. “Does that bother you?”
 
   “No. He may speak to you. With his words or with his manhood. If anything, I am confident that my cock can speak better than any man’s.”
 
   Annabelle smiled as she stood up. She kept her skirt hiked above her hips as she bent to retrieve her torn small clothes. She wiped his semen off of her bottom with the small clothes, and then dropped them back to the floor. Certainly some servant was in for surprise on the next morrow.
 
   “I like your confidence, Bertram,” the young girl said.
 
   “And I like you and your body,” the Duke said, shocking Annabelle and making her blush.
 
   They worked in silence to make themselves presentable, and then she left first to return to the party. Bertram would wait a few moments and then follow her down.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Annabelle found Duke Blackburn dancing with another young woman and so she waited in his line of view until the dance had finished. She was glad when he dismissed the other woman and approached her.
 
   “Would you care to dance?” the man asked her.
 
   “I would rather speak with you,” Annabelle said.
 
   “Very well. How about a stroll through the garden, if it would not make you too cold?”
 
   “Yes,” Anna said, nodding.
 
   The air was chill, but the Duke gave her his jacket, and it was a nice stroll. The garden on the grounds was beautiful and secluded, and they were the only ones walking in it, except for Mrs. Clack 20 paces behind them. They found a bench near a fountain and sat. Anna expected the Duke to ask her for a kiss and she was quite dismayed when he did not.
 
   “Why do you want to marry me?” Annabelle said as they looked at one another. “I fear you do not find me beautiful.”
 
   Duke Blackburn laughed. “Who says I don’t find you beautiful?”
 
   “Duke Sutherland was quite forward with his compliments.”
 
   “I want a many great things from you,” Duke Blackburn said. “You are beautiful, and I desire you greatly, but I am slightly older than Duke Sutherland, and I must confess that I’ve learned, desire often grows with love.”
 
   “You desire me?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “I’m yours, if you’ll take me.”
 
   “And I would. But I want you on our wedding night, and not a moment before. But I will give you something of me,” he added, and they leaned together and kissed. Where Bertram was rough and passionate, Duke Blackburn was soft and tender. There was still passion there, but the kiss was electrifying in a way the other man’s wasn’t. He felt as though he was holding back, and it made Annabelle want him even more. When he broke away she leaned forward, stealing one more kiss.
 
   “Please,” she said after planting her lips on his but then breaking it again. “I want you to want me.”
 
   “I do,” the Duke said in a whisper. His voice brushed her ears sensually. She could feel his desire, and she put a hand on his leg, and her fingertips could sense the bulge at his crotch.
 
   “Take me.”
 
   “I will. If we are married.”
 
   “You’re saving yourself for marriage?” the young woman asked.
 
   “I am not. I am saving you for marriage,” he said.
 
   Annabelle had never wanted anything more in her life. She desired him, wanted him to tear her clothes off, to make love to her under the moon. She knew he would make love to her. Bertram had fucked her. Duke Blackburn would not do that. His hands would be soft, electric like his kisses.
 
   “Take me,” Annabelle said again.
 
   “Marry me.”
 
   Anna began to feel frustrated. She had just had a man inside her, but here she was, her loins screaming for Duke Blackburn, and he would not give in to her. It drove her wild.
 
   “Please,” she begged.
 
   “Marry me,” he said again.
 
   Anna stood up and huffed. She spun on the man. “You are pig headed!” she said, suddenly angry, unable to think clearly. She wanted the man inside her so badly.
 
   Duke Blackburn laughed, which made her even madder, and she spun and rushed for the manor.
 
   She went upstairs, wishing to be alone, and found another room, drawing room of sorts with a balcony. She went outside and stood in the breeze. She still had Duke Blackburn’s jacket around her shoulders, and she held it around her.
 
   “There you are,” a voice said, and she turned to see Bertram.
 
   “I do not wish to speak,” she said.
 
   “Things did not go well with Duke Blackburn? Then I am the winner, am I not?”
 
   Annabelle narrowed her eyes. “No, you are not. I enjoyed what we did, and I will never regret it, as long as I live. But to you, I am just another warm woman in a cold bed, am I not? You will never stop doing what you do, and I don’t think I wish to be a wife who sits at home alone, while another woman warms you.”
 
   “That’s not fair,” Bertram started.
 
   “Goodnight, Duke Sutherland,” Annabelle said shortly, and the man knew not to argue. He left, and she turned to gaze out at the grounds again.
 
   She never heard Duke Blackburn sneak up upon her, indeed didn’t know he was there until he was wrapping his arms around her from behind. He pushed against her, and she felt his penis harden against the cheeks of her ass, the cheeks which Bertram had expelled the contents of his testicles across. Knowing that she had so freshly been penetrated, and having another man harden against it, it made her slicken once more down there, and made her knees weak.
 
   “I want you,” Duke Blackburn said against the nape of her neck, and then he was kissing her there. It made her flesh tingle, and then his hand dipped down, and he was gathering her skirt up. When he felt her, he made no mention of the fact that she wore no smallclothes. She was wet, and his fingertip found her clitoris, tucked under a fold of skin. It sent shockwaves through her system.
 
   “I thought you did not wish to make love to me,” she groaned.
 
   “Then you were not listening. I do, but I will not. Still, there are other things I could do,” he said. The man used his hands to turn her around, and he held her skirt out to her. She held it up and he knelt down. He lifted one leg over his shoulder, and then his lips were against the lips between her legs.
 
   His tongue lapped along her slit, and then pushed into her. She groaned and moaned. He flicked the tip of his tongue against her clitoris, and Anna used her free hand to grip the short hair on the back of his head.
 
   “Oh my,” she said, and it was all she could think while the man brought her to an orgasm that was more intense than the one she had had just half an hour ago. When he was done the man stood up, and helped her smooth her skirt down.
 
   “Marry me,” he said again, and she threw her arms around him and kissed him. She tasted herself, and it made her smile. Duke Blackburn was giving. He was kind, and gentle, and he had made her feel like no man ever had, or ever would.
 
   “Yes,” she said. “Yes, I will, under one condition.”
 
   “What is that?” he asked.
 
   “Don’t stop doing that, even after we marry.”
 
   Duke Blackburn laughed and kissed his young fiance on the cheek. “I will not,” he promised.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
   
  
 

A Game of Love (by Sarah Thorn)
 
   David Weatherby stood near the fence that separated the wooden stands from the dirt racing track where the horses ran. The stands were full, despite the overcast sky, thick with dark gray clouds which promised rain at any time. David stood alone, dressed smartly, a hat upon his head, the brim pulled low in an effort to hide his eyes, which were tired looking, with dark circles beneath them.
 
   It had been some time since he had slept. He often went a day or two without rest, so caught up in his carious gambling that he couldn’t find the time to lay his head upon his pillow. The way his gambling had been going of late, he had probably already bet his pillow and lost it, so there was nothing at home for him to lay his head upon.
 
   The horse race would be different however, he always did well at the sport. They were gathering the horses at the starting line now, and they would run once around the circuit, ending at the same line they began from.
 
   David could see the horse he had bet on, and he had bet heavily upon it. He had a meeting to play cards later on in the evening, and it was his hope to go into the meeting with a heavy purse, full of winnings from the race. He had bet on a horse which was a long shot, but as always, David had some information the other men in the stands did not. 
 
   And there were not only men in the stands. A few women were there as well, and one came up behind David and spoke, her voice high pitched and pleasant.
 
   “Mr. Weatherby,” she said, and David turned to see Caroline Hampton standing before him. She was dressed in a light blue dress, the skirt rustling lightly in the considerable breeze. Her hair had a reddish tint to it, and it was piled in ornate designs upon her head. Her bosom was ample, and that’s where David’s eyes travelled to first. The woman noted this, and she blushed.
 
   “Ms. Hampton,” David said, finally looking at her eyes. He took her hand and bowed his head to kiss it, and she curtsied as well as she could between the first row of benches and the fence. 
 
   “I was hoping I may see you here,” the woman said.
 
   “And why were you hoping that?” David asked.
 
   “Well, it seems as though after finally taking me to your bed, once I allowed it, you have little interest in speaking with me again,” the woman said quite plainly, and David had to hide a wince. 
 
   David Weatherby had a reputation around the city, and it was twofold. One: he gambled often and won and lost huge sums of money. As of late, there had been few wins and many losses. Two: he charmed most women he met, and they lowered their defences eventually to his charms. He used them in a way a man can and then moved on to his next conquest. So far, there had only been one woman who proved immune to his ways, the one who was betrothed to him, and had been since they were both teenagers.
 
   Now, at just twenty, David’s list of conquests was lengthy, enough so that uncomfortable meetings like the one he was having at the race track were growing rather common.
 
   “My lady,” David said softly as he grinned. “Surely you think nothing unkind of me, it’s simply my business endeavors that have kept me away. I wish it wasn’t so.”
 
   “Is this a business endeavor?” the young woman asked, motioning to the horses.
 
   “Of course it is. How’s this? Tonight, I will pick you up at your home at seven thirty, if you’ll agree to accompany me to dinner. We can spend some of the considerable sum I am about to win.”
 
   “How do you know you will win? Isn’t a horse race a game of chance?” the young woman asked.
 
   David laughed and shook his head. “Some may accept that it is a game of chance, but I do not. See my horse there?” David asked, pointing to a tall horse the color of deep chestnut, with a rider upon him and a purple sash about his neck. “I know that he will win, though he is what is called a long shot.”
 
   “How do you know he will win?” Caroline asked.
 
   “His trainer has found a new supper for him,” David said quietly. “I will say no more.”
 
   “A new supper?”
 
   David nodded and leaned toward the woman. “It is of utmost importance what these great beasts eat. It can give them quite an edge if their diet is looked after. This horse's trainer has found a new mix of oats and grain, which is said to provide an energy to the horse that few can match. He will be faster than the others.”
 
   “We shall see,” Caroline said. But she didn’t sound convinced, and David turned away from her to watch the race, more than a little offended and annoyed. 
 
   “Here they are now,” he said needlessly, and the crowd behind them grew quiet for a moment, and there was a firearm shot into the air, and the horses were off. 
 
   David often forgot himself while at the horse track, and he was slamming his hand down upon the top of the metal railing as he watched his purple sashed horse surge out of the gate and take an early lead.
 
   “I told you!” David couldn’t help but gloat over his shoulder.
 
   And then, disaster. Halfway around the track, David’s horse tripped up and fell. His rider went flying, and there was a massive gasp from the crowd. The other horses surged around the fallen one, and the rider who had fallen scrambled to the safety of the fence, throwing himself up and over it. David’s face was a shade paler than normal as he turned to the young woman who was still standing beside him.
 
   “I shouldn’t expect you for dinner, then?” she asked.
 
   David glared at her and then made his way towards the exit, even as the race ended behind him and the crowd gave up a great cheer. 
 
   “You’ll never be anything!” a hurt Caroline yelled after him, and though she had hoped her brash words would be drowned out by the crowd, David Weatherby heard them all too well.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   David had some time before his card game, so he took a carriage to his father’s house, hoping for a meal, and perhaps even a quick nap. His father was a large round man with a booming voice and hard eyes. He sat in the library, reading as he so often did, a large leather bound book open in his lap. He was contemplating something when David found him, the book face down, open to hold his place, and his eyes set on something outside of the window besides which he sat.
 
   “Father,” David said as he came up on the older man. He took a seat across from him.
 
   “Son, what have you been doing today?”
 
   “I was at the races,” David said.
 
   “I wanted you to go into the bank today, if you remember,” David’s father said.
 
   David nodded. “I know, I was hoping it could wait until tomorrow.”
 
   “It will wait, as I wait for you to come to your senses, take over the bank, marry that wonderful girl, and build a life for yourself and a family,” David’s father said. His name was Curtis Weatherby, and he owned and operated one of the most well-known banks in London. He was ready to retire and enjoy the wealth he had built, without the stress of running the business, but his only son was dragging his feet on growing up.
 
   “I’m sorry father, I simply…” David said, but he didn’t know how to end the sentence, and so it trailed off into the air, like a line of smoke from a candle, twisting up higher until it vanished completely.
 
   “How much money did you lose today?”
 
   “I’m going to win it back tonight,” David said quickly.
 
   “I doubt that very much, son,” Curtis said. “You have not been winning as of late.”
 
   “You never seem to complain about my gambling habits until I’m losing, father,” David said.
 
   “You like to gamble? Here’s a gamble for you then,” Curtis said, setting the book on his lap on a table beside him. “If you go to that card game tonight, and you don’t bring home the money you lost at the horse race today, I will cut you off. You will not spend my money anymore, you will not sleep in my home, nor eat my food.”
 
   David couldn’t keep his mouth from hanging open. “But father!” he complained. “Surely you jest.”
 
   “I do not,” Curtis said. “Of course, you can choose not to go to the game, and tomorrow you will accompany me to the bank and begin the transition so you may take over within a year.”
 
   David stood up, shaking his head. “I don’t not want to run the bank,” he said shortly.
 
   “Then I hope your card game goes well,” Curtis said, and he watched his son go from the library with his hard eyes.
 
   David went into the kitchen in hopes of finding food, but the staff wasn’t there, being between meals, and he had to satisfy himself with some bread and butter he found on the counter. He ate two pieces and then went up into his room. He undressed and lay upon the bed.
 
   When he woke, the sky outside of his windows was dark, with hundreds of shining stars blinking down tired light. David washed up at the water basin, splashing his face and drying off, before dressing in one of his finest suits, and hurrying out to find a cab. He did not come across his father, nor his mother or sisters, and for that he was thankful. It was a short ride through the city to Brook’s, a popular gentleman’s club which always had a number of card games going on. 
 
   David had been invited to play by a man everyone called Red because of his bright red head of hair. He was Irish, fair skinned and quick with a joke. He drank a lot, gambled a lot, and whored a lot, and there weren’t many in London who didn’t enjoy his company, one way or the other, depending on their sex. 
 
   David had befriended Red at a horse race the year previous, and they had gambled together often. Where David went in ups and downs, it seemed as though Red was always down. He lost often, and lost a lot, but there always seemed to be more money in his purse, and so he kept losing. 
 
   David arrived at the club and paid the driver before stepping inside and handing his coat and hat over to a young man who stood waiting to take it. He then made his way towards the back of the establishment, into a small room where Red usually played. There were three men in total around a small circular table, each of them preparing to play. Red saw David and stood and clapped his hands together.
 
   “Finally we may start!” he said as David made his way to the empty chair beside his friend and they shook hands. David knew the other two men by name, and he bowed his head to them slightly as Red introduced each. Then he sat down, and they began to play. 
 
   The game of the night was Whist, and David played with a man named Samuel Carlyle as his partner. He was thankful it had worked out this way, he knew playing with the unlucky Red would be his downfall.
 
   And indeed in the beginning, it looked as though he was well on his way towards winning back the money he had lost at the horse race, along with much more. And then his luck changed, and he and Samuel couldn’t win a hand in ten straight. His purse felt lighter and lighter, until finally, it was empty.
 
   Despair and panic set in. 
 
   “I need a loan,” David said, turning to Red.
 
   The Irish man laughed and shook his head, taking a moment to sip from a glass of brandy that had been brought to him by a pretty young woman earlier in the night.
 
   “I think not,” Red said as he put the glass down. “You are my friend, and I do not want to mix business and friendship.”
 
   “Please,” David said, leaning to the side, closer to Red. “My father…”
 
   He trailed off, and Red shook his head slowly. “Is no concern of mine,” he said. “If you have no more money for me to win, perhaps you should leave.”
 
   Red looked at David with narrowed eyes, and then they flicked to the doorway that led back towards the main hall of the gentlemen’s establishment. David was being dismissed, and he knew it. He stood, mustering up courage to keep some dignity intact, and he bowed his head after gathering his hat from a nearby rack.
 
   “Gentlemen,” he said, and then he left. 
 
   Outside of the club he pulled on his overcoat, and went to stop one of the passing cabs. Though it was late, the sky fully dark with an inky black and tiny pinpricks of light, the cabs were heavy in this area, as popular as it was. One pulled to a stop in front of David and the driver looked to him.
 
   “Where to, sir?” he asked, and David was about to tell him as he stepped forward and placed his hand on the frame of the cab to steady himself as he climbed in. He stopped though, and stepped back, looking up to the driver as he realized he had no money now, and couldn’t pay for a ride home.
 
   “Never mind,” David said, shaking his head. “It’s a nice night for a walk, I think.”
 
   The driver shivered in the cool air as the wind picked up, and he smirked. “Sure,” he said, and with a crack of the reins the carriage rumbled off down the street, and David began to walk. He was worried what his father would say.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Elizabeth Crawford was nineteen, three years younger than the man who loved her. He was named Rupert Eastman, and sat in the Crawford garden with Elizabeth as they drank tea, and he tried to steal glances of her long slender neck. Her neck was the most attractive part of an attractive package, at least in Rupert's eyes. She was fair skinned and fair of head, with long blonde hair which often sat flowing down her shoulders and to the small of her back. He body was shaped like an hourglass, with a thin waist and robust hips, and a large bosom. Most men looked there, Rupert new, at the top of her pale breasts as they sat in the low necklines of her gowns and dresses. But her neck was what he enjoyed most. 
 
   There was a small freckle there, on the right side of her neck, a lone dark spot in a sea of milky white. He imagined kissing it, imagined nibbling it. But Elizabeth he knew, was promised to another man. A scoundrel, a rake named Weatherby. He was a compulsive gambler younger than Rupert was, and though he had nary a quality which Rupert appreciated, for some reason Elizabeth was taken with the man. 
 
   The Crawford’s and Weatherby’s were long-time friends, both in the banking business, but never letting their competing banks get in the way of friendship. Often they would find ways to work together.
 
   Elizabeth sipped from her tea cup and then set it on the small saucer. A table sat between her and her friend Rupert. She looked him over as he appeared lost in thought, though he was looking right at her. They had known each other for a decade, ever since Rupert’s father had come to manage her daddy’s bank. She liked the man, and he was handsome, but she had been promised to David by the time she began to take notice in men, so she never entertained the idea of Rupert. He had a strong jaw, and broad shoulders, and she knew there wasn’t a man stronger than him in the city. She also knew there wasn’t a man who cared for her more.
 
   “What are you looking at?” she inquired, smiling a bit as Rupert jerked back slightly in sudden surprise as she spoke. 
 
   “Nothing,” Rupert said, reaching for his cup of tea and lifting it to his lips.
 
   “Well, you were looking pretty intently at nothing,” the young girl teased. Rupert set his cup down and smiled. 
 
   “Very well, can I show you what I was looking at?”
 
   He stood and stepped forward. Elizabeth looked up to him. “You may,” she said. He held out his hand and she took it, and after standing he led her into the beautiful garden. She wore a beautiful dress, which was the color of eggshells, with pink lining. She had a shawl draped over her shoulders, as the weather was growing colder, and that morning was chill. There wouldn’t be many opportunities for tea in the morning outside for a few months.
 
   Rupert led her past a large thicket of rose bushes, to a small bench. He sat down and she sat next to him.
 
   “Lizzie,” he said, using a pet name he had used for years. “I was looking at you. Or rather, a part of you.”
 
   Elizabeth laughed, turning towards the man. “I am used to men looking at that part of me, but that isn’t where I saw your eyes.”
 
   Rupert grinned and reached over and took her hand. “I am not talking about… that part… I’m talking about the small freckle you have on your neck.”
 
   Elizabeth turned her head so he may see it easier, looking straight ahead instead of at him.
 
   “My freckle? Why would you look at that?”
 
   “I adore it. And you. Your neck, your hands, your eyes, every part of you. But that freckle, it made me want to kiss it, to nibble it.”
 
   Elizabeth felt something grow inside her, a yearning, a want. She closed her eyes, and he next words were almost so low he couldn’t hear them. “You may.”
 
   Rupert leaned forward. “I may?”
 
   “You may kiss me there. Nibble me.”
 
   Rupert didn’t need to be told again. He shifted his upper body to face her, and then leaned forward. His lips found the side of her neck and Elizabeth tilted her head back and closed her eyes. His lips upon her were like fireworks in her loins. She felt a desire there, one she didn’t feel often. HIs hand left hers and rested on her leg, though it was hard to feel him there through the layers of skirt. His other hand went around her back, resting on her side. 
 
   “Rupert,” she whispered, but he didn’t say anything. He kept kissing and sucking on her neck, and Elizabeth felt as though she was moments away from turning her head and kissing him on the lips.
 
   “Miss Elizabeth,” a voice called, and Rupert quit kissing her quickly, standing and spinning around to face who had spoken. It was Ms. Hedson, an old woman who had been a servant for Elizabeth’s family for quite some time.
 
   “What is it, Beverly?” Elizabeth asked, standing as well and using the woman’s first name.
 
   “Mr. David Weatherby is here to see you,” she said, and then she turned to leave. Elizabeth glanced at Rupert, but a dark shadow had crossed over his face seemingly within seconds. 
 
   “I must be going,” he said, and he strode away without waiting for a goodbye. Elizabeth sighed and then went to meet with David.
 
   He stood in the parlor, looking at a large globe there, wooden and heave in a stand which allowed you to rotate it. She took a moment in the doorway to look him over. He was handsome, that was to be sure, even more so than Rupert. David’s frame was smaller, thinner, but he was a bit taller. His hair was as dark as the sea at night, and his eyes just as dark, though they somehow still managed to shine.
 
   “Mr. Weatherby,” Elizabeth said as way to get his attention, and he turned. 
 
   “Hello, my dear,” he said, striding to her and taking her hand so he may kiss it. 
 
   “If you are here to attempt to bed me,” Elizabeth said with narrowed eyes, “then you may as well leave. Until we are married, the answer is the same.”
 
   David laughed aloud and then slapped a hand over his chest, where his heart beat. “You offend me!” he said loudly. “You think such thoughts about me.”
 
   “You have only seemed interested in me for one thing,” Elizabeth said. She wanted to go on, but she couldn’t. While she had resisted David’s charm for quite some time, she hadn’t resisted falling in love with the man. For all his faults he was kind and caring when he wanted to be, and he loved his family and friends fiercely. He was a kind warm man, and Elizabeth craved to be the one to bring it out of him. 
 
   “I came to speak to you about marriage,” the man said, and Elizabeth was surprised. 
 
   “What about it?”
 
   “I think the time has come for us to be joined,” he said, taking her hand once more.
 
   Elizabeth was startled, and she said a joke to give herself time to register what he was saying. “You must have lost all of your money, and now you’re coming for my father’s.”
 
   It had been meant as a joke, but the flash of surprise that ran across the man’s face told her instantly that she had stumbled across the truth in the form of a jest.
 
   She pulled his hand away from his. “You really seek to marry me for money?”
 
   David knew there was no point in lying, and so he told the truth. It didn’t matter what the truth was, she was promised to him, and he would have her. “My father has cut me off. Last night he made me sleep at an inn. I have nowhere to go and no money.”
 
   “And so you seek to marry me for my father’s money.”
 
   “He will give us an allowance, and me one of his banks to run, as my own father had promised to do until yesterday.”
 
   “I will not marry you,” Elizabeth said, shaking her head. “Not for that reason.”
 
   “You are my beloved and betrothed,” David said. “You must.”
 
   “I am not your beloved, you have never loved me.”
 
   “I care for you. That hurts me to hear you say.”
 
   “And then you are hurt,” Elizabeth said, “and it bothers me none. Please, leave here.”
 
   “I will speak to your father,” David said simply, and then he did turn and leave. 
 
   Elizabeth watched him go, and then slumped down to a nearby chair and began to cry.
 
    
 
   *****
 
   The same evening that she had spoken to David, Elizabeth was called in to her father’s study. He sat behind a large desk, signing his name to a stack of documents.
 
   “My dear,” the old man said when he saw his only daughter. In fact, she was his only child, her mother having died giving birth to her, and her father knowing he could never love someone as much as he had her. 
 
   “Daddy,” Elizabeth said. She went forward and sat at the desk, opposite her father.
 
   “David Weatherby came to see me today. He wishes to finally marry you,” her father said as he kept singing papers.
 
   “He wants your money,” she said.
 
   “As your husband he would be entitled to it. I thought you cared for him. You’ve known him for so long.”
 
   Elizabeth nodded. “I do care for him,” she said. “But I want my husband to care for me.”
 
   “Like Rupert?” her father asked.
 
   “Yes,” Elizabeth said without thought. 
 
   “I would be happy for you to marry either man,” her father said. 
 
   “But I’m promised to David.”
 
   “A promise can be broken, his father spoke with me today, and told me as much. He warned me that David may come to make good on the promise. He has been cut off from his father, and will remain so for some time, if not ever.”
 
   “You won’t make me marry him?”
 
   “No. Rupert has asked me for your hand, you know. He cares about you a great deal. If you so choose, I will grant him the request.”
 
   Elizabeth’s head was swimming. She nodded and stood. “I need to think on it,” she said, and she moved around her father’s desk to kiss the man on his cheek before departing.
 
   The next day she sent a few servants out to find David. When he was located he agreed to meet Elizabeth at her home for lunch. They dined on sandwiches in the garden, and drank lemonade brewed by Ms. Hudson. 
 
   “I’m glad you asked to see me,” David said.
 
   “I have something to tell you,” she said, looking across the table to him. “My father will not force me to marry you. Your father agrees.”
 
   David tried to keep the anger from his face, but failed to do so. “That isn’t fair,” he said.
 
   “However, stupid as I may be, I care for you greatly, and want you to care for me as well.”
 
   “I do care for you, Elizabeth.”
 
   “Then prove it. You have seven days to change my mind. As it is now, I will not marry you. Within a week, you may change that.”
 
   “I have seven days to make you want to marry me? Is this a game?”
 
   “No, it is not a game,” Elizabeth said, shaking her head. “And I hope you won’t treat it as one. You’ve played enough games, have you not?”
 
   David said nothing.
 
   “Good day, Mr. Weatherby,” Elizabeth said, before his lunch was even done.
 
   He stood up and bowed his head. “Elizabeth,” he said, and he walked away.
 
   Outside, David was furious, but he attempted to remain collected. He would simply have to sweep the young woman off of her feet. He had done it numerous times to others. How hard would it be?
 
   He went to his father’s home to speak with his oldest sister, Gwen, who was five years younger than him. His father was at the bank, and so they sat in the drawing room and spoke. He told her of his plan, and the seven days he had to make her change her mind about marrying him.
 
   “What are you going to do?” Gwen asked her brother.
 
   “That’s why I’m speaking with you,” David said with a roguish grin. “How do I sweep this girl off of her bull headed feet?”
 
   “Don’t refer to her as bull headed, for one,” Gwen said, and they shared a laugh.
 
   “I don’t know what to do,” David said when the laughter faded. 
 
   “Girls like pretty things,” Gwen said.
 
   “Pretty things cost money,” David said.
 
   “Didn’t you have anything saved? Tucked away?”
 
   David sighed and shook his head. “No,” he said shortly.
 
   “Well, luckily for you, I have,” Gwen said. “You may have it, if you promise to pay me back.”
 
   “Why do you have money?” David asked. “A man will provide for you.”
 
   “A man like you?” Gwen said dryly, and she stood and disappeared for a moment. When she returned, she had a small purse with her, and she pressed it into her brother’s hand.
 
   “Thank you,” David said, and he meant it. His little sisters had always been shining spots in his life, and now one of them had done this, and he felt a wave of gratitude and love wash over him. He stood and hugged his sister, and then departed in a hurry.
 
   It was growing dark by the time he returned to Elizabeth’s home. He was let into the parlor once more, and she arrived shortly.
 
   “I did not expect you back so soon,” she said.
 
   David stepped to her, took her hand and kissed it, and then held a box out to her.
 
   “This is for you,” he said.
 
   She took the box and opened it. She looked to him and smiled. “It’s beautiful,” she said, lifting the fine golden chain from the box. It was a necklace, with a small azure pendant hanging from it.
 
   “Will you be my wife?” David said, and Elizabeth laughed.
 
   “No,” she said. “But thank whoever gave you the money for this.” She paused. “Buying me gifts is not what I am concerned about,” she added, even as she put the chain around her neck. She turned around, holding her hair up, and David stepped forward to lock the chain into place.
 
   “Thank you,” she said. “If there’s nothing else, I think I’ll retire early for the night.”
David nodded his head and left, feeling more discouraged than he ever had. He needed to marry that girl, or he didn’t know what he was going to do. His father seemed intent on keeping his money from his son.
 
   He returned to the shabby Inn his father had agreed to put him into for a month, while he found his own way in the world, and he fell asleep quickly.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Elizabeth was surprised that two days stretched on without a visit from David Weatherby. She wondered if the man had simply given up. She went to sleep on the third night after giving him the ultimatum with thoughts of him in her head. She woke to a light tapping, and it took her a moment in her drowsy state to realize the tapping was coming from one of the windows in her bedroom. She rubbed at her eyes and looked towards the window, gasping when she saw David’s face there.
 
   She hurried to the window and pulled it open. “What are you doing?” she asked as he climbed inside. “How did you get up here?”
 
   “I’ve always been adept at climbing, as you’ll remember from our time as children in my father’s garden with that large oak tree.
 
   “Why have you climbed into my room?” she asked. 
 
   “I cannot give up on you,” he said, and he bent down and pressed his lips to hers before she could stop him, and once the kiss was happening, she did not want to stop him. He tasted of rum, she was sure he had been drinking before he had come. But it was enjoyable, surprisingly, and when she parted her lips slightly he took advantage, and their tongues were dancing together. 
 
   She was wearing a white night gown which covered her to her ankles. But the thin material did little to stop him from feeling her body, first with his hands which he placed on her hips, and then with his body when he pulled her close to him. Her breasts were pushed up against his chest, and she felt her nipples harden as his tongue continued to explore his mouth. One hand left her hip and traveled up her back, stopping for a moment at the small of her back, where he pulled her even closer, and she felt his engorged member push against the bottom of her stomach. And then his hand kept going, and his fingers entwined in her long hair. The kiss broke.
 
   “What are you doing?” she said with a moan.
 
   “Be quiet,” David commanded, and she listened. He pushed her back towards her bed, and she fell upon it. She scooted back and he came onto the bed as well, holding himself over her and kissing her once more. Then he broke the kiss and his lips planted a trail of kisses on her chin, down her throat, and onto the portion of her chest which was exposed. His long, strong fingers hooked into the neckline of her nightgown and he tugged it down, freeing her breasts. He looked at her for a moment, and she watched him looking, her breath caught in her chest, her hands balled into fists and drawn close to her body, almost covering her breasts. Her nipples were dark pink, hard rosebuds atop pale white mounds of ample bosom. She couldn’t take his staring any more, it embarrassed her, but she was excited, a steamy longing in her womanhood. She pressed her palms to her breasts in an effort to cover up.
 
   David grinned and spoke in a hushed whisper. “Move your hands.”
 
   “No,” she said.
 
   “Now,” he said, and she did, despite herself. When her small hands left her breasts he dipped his head and pressed his lips to one of her nipples. He took it into his mouth, his tongue flicking over the sensitive area, and the young woman moaned softly in the darkness. 
 
   He explored her breasts with his hands and his mouth, and then he was moving away from her, and Elizabeth felt a wave of regret wash over her, not regret about what she was doing, but regret that he appeared to be leaving, and she wouldn’t be able to kiss him again. 
 
   But he wasn’t leaving at all. David stopped when he was crouched at her hips, and he reached to the material of her long nightgown and began pushing it up. Elizabeth felt the regret about not kissing him being replaced with panic. He was pushing the hem of her gown up, and he would expose her womanhood. No man had seen her there, no man had touched her there. Was he going to make love to her? At this point, she didn’t think she would be able to stop him. Nor would she want to. A wave of heat was rolling through her loins, a desire for him meant she made no effort to stop him when he finished pushing the nightgown up, and she even lifted her backside from the bed so he could push it up over her hips. She wore no small clothes to bed, and she felt exposed to him. Her breasts were still out, and now he could see her womanhood, with the mound of hair above her moist female lips.
 
   “What are you going to do?” Elizabeth asked, with an edge of worry in her voice. David grinned up at her, though she could barely see him since the only light was that of the silver moon which hung in the sky and cast its pale shine through her windows. And then his head lowered, and his mouth was on her womanhood, and Elizabeth was thrown into a frenzy of bliss and sensuality.
 
   David had used his mouth on a woman before, she knew that. He was well practiced, and gentle. He ran his tongue along her, trailing it with his finger, and Elizabeth pulled a pillow to her mouth, biting down on it so she wouldn’t scream out and send someone running into her room. 
 
   Before she knew it there was an explosion of orgasmic sensations in her loins, and she felt her whole body shaking. David kept his mouth upon her as she reached climax, grinning against her as she rocked back and forth. Her stomach muscles spasmed and clenched, and she reached down to run her fingers through his hair. When he was sure she was done, he leaned back.
 
   “Will you be mine now?” he asked.
 
   “No,” Elizabeth breathed. “I will not.”
 
   David stood up, working to keep his anger from springing forth. He hadn’t thought it would be that easy, but he had been hoping.
 
   “Still,” the young woman said, sitting up and scooting to the edge of the bed. “I couldn’t leave you going home with no release yourself.”
 
   It was obvious that his member was hard, it pushed against the pleat of his trousers. She reached for him, her hands slow and unpracticed. She undid his trousers and he sprang forth, his penis engorged and bobbing in the air as blood raced through it. David said nothing as he looked down and watched the young girl take him into her hand. She didn’t move her hand, she just gripped him near the base. She was looking at his manhood, as though she had never seen one. It occurred to David that she probably hadn’t, a rare trait in the girl he was usually with.
 
   “You don’t have to,” David said in a low voice.
 
   “I know,” Elizabeth said, and then she leaned forward and pressed her plump lips against the head of his penis, kissing it. She looked up to him, and he smiled down to her, and then she opened her mouth, and let him inside.
 
   She was so virginal, so new, that though she didn’t know what to do exactly, he had never felt a woman feel so good, no matter how he entered into her sexually. She took more of him into her mouth, and then she would pull back, leaving a slick sheen to shine in the soft moonlight. 
 
   David put a hand on the back of her head, helping guide her as she bobbed back and forth. He couldn’t help himself, and it didn’t take him long until he reached climax. He knew many girls didn’t appreciate the taste of semen, so as he came he pulled his hips back, and he shot three long strands of thick white semen onto her exposed breasts.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said, looking down at the girl, and becoming keenly aware of just how untouched she had been.
 
   “Do not be,” she said, looking down at her own chest. When she looked up, he had already pushed himself back into his breeches, and was backing towards the window.
 
   “Take me for a walk tomorrow,” she said as he left, and he nodded. 
 
    
 
    
 
   *****
 
   David called on Elizabeth just after lunch, and they walked on her father’s grounds, arm in arm.
 
   “Last night was like nothing I had ever felt,” she said, when they were well away from the house, and any ears which might overhear them.
 
   “I can say the same,” David said.
 
   That made Elizabeth laugh. “I doubt that was the first time a woman has done that to you.”
 
   “Well, I didn’t mean it exactly like that,” David said truthfully. “I mean it was like nothing I’d ever felt.”
 
   They walked in silence for a moment. Near the rear of Elizabeth’s father‘s acres, there was a small pond, and they made their way towards it. 
 
   “May I ask you something?” Elizabeth said.
 
   “You may.”
 
   “Why have you never shown interest in me? Beyond interest in my maidenhead?”
 
   David thought for a moment. “It isn’t you. You’re beautiful, and smart, and charming. I think it was the idea of being married. I was used to a certain lifestyle, and I didn’t want to feel as though I had to be different.”
 
   Elizabeth nodded. “Thank you for telling the truth.”
 
   “I may be a lot of things, but I am not a liar,” David said. They walked on in silence until they reached the pond. The water was a dark green, the surface still except for small circular ripples whenever a turtle poked his head up for a breath of air.
 
   What happened next, David couldn’t have foreseen. They sat on the grass, Elizabeth folding the skirt of her gown beneath her as she did, so she wouldn’t be lost in the large ring of fabric, and they simply spoke. David rarely spoke with anyone the way he spoke then. They recalled stories from their childhood, so many hours spent together. They spoke of their hopes for the future, their regrets of the past.
 
   “I want to do better,” David said as the sky turned the soft orange of evening.
 
   “Then do better,” Elizabeth said. 
 
   David didn’t know what that meant, and he worked it out slowly in conversation with the beautiful girl.
 
   Hours had passed since the first sat down and they grew hungry. David rose and helped Elizabeth to do the same, and they returned to her home.
 
   “Will you dine with me?” she asked.
 
   “I think not,” David said with a soft smile. “I would very much like to, but I feel the need to speak with my father. You are wise beyond your years,” he added.
 
   “I hope to see you tomorrow,” Elizabeth said, and David took her hand and kissed it.
 
   “I expect you will,” he said, and then he took his leave.
 
   David and his father spoke at length that night, sharing glasses of brandy and a couple of cigars. David expressed his desire to learn the industry from his father, and that he yearned to take over at the bank within a year, as his father had wanted. At first, his father seemed hesitant, and David knew he worried that his son was simply trying to get back home, and get an allowance once more. But when David assured his father that he wanted no allowance, and would instead take pay from working at the bank, his father agreed. The two men hugged that night, something they had not done for some time.
 
   The next morning, David hurried to see Elizabeth. He wanted to share the news with her, and he wanted to thank her. He would be working for the first time in his life later that morning, alongside his father, and if he had not spoken with the young girl, and through her learned what it really took to be happy in life, it would not have been happening.
 
   While David was on his way to visit Elizabeth, Rupert had already called on her. They sat once more in the garden.
 
   “I asked your father for you hand,” Rupert said. “Did you know that?”
 
   “My father did tell me,” the young woman said. They say on the same bench where he had been kissing her in the days previous. He took her hand. 
 
   “I love you with all of my heart. I asked again. He told me you made some wager with David.”
 
   “I did,” Elizabeth said. She didn’t pull her hand away from Rupert’s, but she felt as if though she should. She liked Rupert, and she knew she could love him. But something about David, she was hopeful he would impress her, hopeful he would make her believe that he loved her, and wanted to marry her, and not into the money her father would give him.
 
   “I could take care of you. I would never gamble, never whore. I don’t think that could be said about David Weatherby,” Rupert went on.
 
   “Perhaps not,” Elizabeth allowed with a slight nod of her head.
 
   “So what is it? What compels you to reject me?”
 
   “Oh, Rupert,” Elizabeth started. “It’s not rejection of you, it’s yearning for him.”
 
   Rupert nodded, and let her hand fall away. He stood up and moved to a shallow stone pool, which had large golden fish swimming within it, surrounded by colorful flowers. It was the center of the grand garden. Elizabeth got up and moved to stand beside him.
 
   “Don’t hurt me like this,” she said softly.
 
   “Hurt you?”
 
   “I care for you. I do. I love you even. In a way.”
 
   Rupert sighed. “But not in a way like your love for him?”
 
   “No. Not yet. Not when I love him so,” Elizabeth said. She felt frustrated, she was sure that no matter how she composed her words, she would never be able to adequately explain her feelings to Rupert.
 
   He spun away. “I call too often. I am sorry for that. I should go.”
 
   “No!” she said suddenly, surprising him and even herself. She reached out and placed a hand on his arm. He stopped and turned to her, and there was another shock between them as she leaned forward and up, standing on the toes of her heeled white shoes and placed a soft kiss upon his lips.
 
   David had arrived moments before and he had assured the old servant who answered he knew how to get to the garden. He was just walking through the doorway and outside when he saw them, standing near the goldfish pool. Elizabeth, the woman he had realized he really did love, the woman who had made him realize what a fool he had been in almost every aspect of his life, was kissing another man.
 
   Rupert. David knew him, but not well. He had never felt jealous of the man, because he had never coveted Elizabeth, but now he did, and he felt the bitter taste of jealousy well up in his stomach.
 
   He went out into the garden, and his footsteps caused the other two to separate.
 
   “David!” Elizabeth said.
 
   “I should be going,” Rupert said, but David held a hand out to him. 
 
   “Stay, I will only be a moment. Elizabeth, if I may speak to you.”
 
   The young woman nodded and followed him back towards the home. He had wished to speak about his conversation with his father, had wanted to tell her what his father had said, had wanted to speak with her about the agreement they had reached. But instead he thought of her. He wondered if she would be happy with a man like him, even a changed one. He didn’t think she would be.
 
   “My father has resumed my allowance,” he said.
 
   “He has?”
 
   “I no longer need to marry you.”
 
   “So that’s it?” Elizabeth asked. She felt an anger rising inside of her. She felt her cheeks grow heated as they turned red. 
 
   “That man over there, he’s the man you need,” David said, and though he wanted to say more, he couldn’t, and he turned and hurried inside.
 
   Elizabeth was dumbfounded. She couldn’t move for a moment, she just watched him go, and then she was moving, running after him.
 
   He was already out of the front door by the time Elizabeth entered the hall. She had heard it shut as she was still moving past the dining room. But she ran to it, planning on yelling after him, wanting to let him know she loved him, that he was a fool, and that now she hated him. She wrenched the front door open, preparing to run out into the drive, but he was there, facing the door, reaching to open it again and instead he found her, and she was in his arms, and they were kissing.
 
   “I cannot lie,” he said, breaking the kiss. “That was a lie, and I cannot do it. Marry me. Marry me, I love you. I never knew I could love like this, but I can.”
 
   “It was a lie?”
 
   “I know you love Rupert, but I want that love to be mine,” David said.
 
   “I don’t love Rupert,” Elizabeth said. Not the way I love you. What was a lie? You telling me to be with him? Why would you do that?”
 
   “So you could be happy,” David said.
 
   “You were willing to give me up, the woman you love, so I could be happy?” Elizabeth asked.
 
   “Yes,” David said, nodding. She kissed him again, deeply, their tongues dancing together in their mouths.
 
   “Then you have done it,” she said as they finally drew their lips apart.
 
   “Done what?”
 
   “I will marry you.” 
 
   David grinned and picked her up, swinging her in a wide circle just outside her father’s home.
 
   “You will?” he asked. “You promise?”
 
   “I will,” Elizabeth said again, and they were kissing once more. When they pulled away David’s face was serious, and she felt nervous as he opened his mouth to speak.
 
   “So which one of us is going to tell Rupert to leave?” he said, and they burst into a fit of laughter.
 
   David and Elizabeth were married just a month later. That night, they lay amongst burning candles and blankets made of fur on a soft bed.
 
   Elizabeth felt goose bumps as David ran his manly hand along her naked curves, down the side of her breast, down over her waste and hips, and finding its way towards her inner thighs. She let out a sigh when his fingers found her womanhood. He parted her lips and rubbed her wetness.  He kissed her and then slowly inserted a finger. She closed her muscles around it, letting out a small groan. With his thumb, he pressed on her clitoris, which pressured her as he slid his finger in and out. David inserted a second finger and she felt the pleasure against her walls. He fingered her harder and faster until the pressure in her abdomen exploded and she came on his hand, arching her back, gripping the fur blanket.
 
   But that was not enough. Elizabeth wanted more. She wanted to feel David’s fullness inside her. She reached for his penis. It felt hard and hot in her hand. She opened her legs and guided him to her wet and pulsating opening.
 
   David slid inside, and Elizabeth groaned. His movements were slow so she could feel every inch of him as he slid in and out of her, teasing, pleasuring. He muscles in her vagina tingled and tightened. She could take no more.
 
   Elizabeth opened her legs wider and grabbed David’s buttocks between her hands, guiding him to move faster, stronger. And when he pumped with more force, she felt him pound against her clitoris, her muscles clenching around his penis, the pressure building again in her entire body until she exploded once more with a long grown that lasted as long as her orgasm.
 
   And then David came, his body shaking with pleasure.
 
   Afterwards they lie together, sweaty and spent, but sated, their limbs entwined. Elizabeth had never felt so happy, and she was sure that her wager had been the last gamble her husband would ever take.
 
   She had won the game of love.              
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
   
  
 

A Lady’s Reward (by Sarah Thorn)
 
   The Village of Ashworthy was large by English standards. Most of it was owned by Mr. Daniel Pickford, the owner of the mill where a high percentage of the population worked. Mr. Pickford demanded much of his employees. He was one of the new rich, part of the an elite group of industrialists whose wealth had multiplied incalculably during the industrial revolution. For those unfortunate enough to work for him, it was a living hell. Fifteen-hour shifts for little pay, six days a week.
 
   Victoria was just eighteen, but she had already been working in the mill for three years. She was by far the most beautiful woman at the mill, and Mr. Pickford had earmarked her for a job as one of his assistants. Mr. Pickford's assistants didn't work in the traditional sense of the word. They waited. It was not their job to turn up at the mill and do a shift with the others; it was their job to go to Mr. Pickord's special cottage and make sure they looked pretty, in case he came to see them. As Mr. Pickford liked to have plenty of choice, he had four assistants. He always chose young unmarried women; he didn't care for husbands. They caused him to look over his shoulder too much. Victoria was next on the list as soon as one of the current incumbents decided to marry. 
 
   ''You ain't like us,'' Mary had told Victoria when she'd first come to the mill from the village school. ''You're posh.'' Mary was the forewoman and not to be quarreled with. Victoria had been terrified on her fist day, indeed the first week, and the greeting Mary had given her, had done nothing to improve her state of mind. She'd taken comfort in the fact that almost the whole of her school class had come to work there with her. They all thought she was posh too, but they were used to her ways. 
 
   ''You're far too intelligent to go to the mill,'' Mr. Jameson, her teacher, had told her. ''You should school yourself some more, and be a teacher, or at the very least a governess.''
 
   ''But sir, we have very little money, and I'm afraid if I don't work, we may want for food,'' she'd replied. ''My father is not well, and as you know, my mother passed away three years ago.''
 
   Victoria lived with her father in a small cottage for which they paid rent to Mr. Pickford. Her father also worked at the mill and had done so since before Victoria was born. He was well spoken and gentle. The village had been rife with speculation when he'd arrived to live there with his well-to-do wife, for it was obvious that they didn't belong in a small cottage or at the mill. The rumor that held most credit among the villagers was that he'd been disinherited for marrying an Irish woman. 
 
   Her parents didn't tell her much about their lives before Ashworthy. All she knew was that her father was English, and her mother Irish. Her mother had mentioned Cork a few times but nothing more. What Victoria did know, was that her mother had an Irish temper. Red haired and fiery, the villagers preferred to keep out of her way.
 
   ''You'll be coming to church tomorrow, won't you?'' Lizzie asked as she and Victoria were leaving the mill on Saturday evening after fifteen hours. It was April and almost dark.
 
   ''Of course. Since my father became ill, I've never missed a Sunday service. I just hope the good Lord hears my prayers. It's not nice for him lying in bed every day waiting for me to come home.'' 
 
   The two girls walked together down the hill and into the village. They parted company where they always did at the village green. 
 
   ''Victoria, can I walk with you?'' It was Jack, the son of the mill foreman. Just eighteen and already six feet tall he looked like a walking coat hanger. He was one of those boys that first shot up in height, and some years later filled out. The filling out hadn't yet taken place. 
 
   ''I've only got a couple of yards to go,'' she replied, thankful that he'd only caught up with her so close to home. 
 
   ''Perhaps on another occasion,'' he hung his head and walked across the green, scattering a group of grazing sheep.
 
   Their cottage was on the west side of the green, opposite Lizzie's house. All the cottages were the same on the outside. A front door in the middle, with a window on the left and right. Upstairs two bedroom windows. All had a thatched roof and a small garden at the front.
 
   Victoria looked at her reflection in the window as she walked up the path to the door. She was a tall woman with strawberry blonde hair, a mix of her father's blonde and her mother's ginger. Her feet were aching, and she badly wanted to sit down with a cup of tea. She opened the door and, as usual, took off her bonnet before shouting to her father. Only on this day, there was no reply. He had died in bed twenty minutes before Lizzie got home.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The Duke of Haslemere had more land than any other member of the aristocracy except the King himself. His Dukedom was made up of three estates, two had been in the family since Magna Carta, and the third was a more recent acquisition. His residence was Easingborough Hall. A twenty-five bedroom mansion set in three hundred acres of parkland. His Spanish wife had only been able to bear him one child, Edward, now twenty. Edward was a handsome man. Tall and slender, he had his mother's hair color, black, and his father's green eyes. 
 
   In all, the Dukedom had around five hundred tenants. Not many of them had much respect for the Duke. Extortionate rent increases and regular evictions were commonplace, ample explanation why there were so few mourners at his funeral. 
 
   Edward held onto his mother's arm as they followed the coffin into the church. He had just inherited a massive fortune and a lot of responsibility. More sensitive than his father, the tenants were hoping for an upturn in their fortunes. Edward counted thirty-two people in the church, including the vicar, the organist, his mother and himself. Just twenty-eight out of five hundred, he hoped more would turn up when it was his turn. 
 
   Edward didn't have an easy first few weeks. The old Duke, his father, had surrounded himself with men as unscrupulous as himself. The official title for each of these gentlemen was 'Estate Manager.' Edward likened them to crooks when he discussed the estate with his mother. 
 
   ''Anyone over the age of sixty may live in our houses free of rent until death,'' he'd announced at their first meeting, to wails of anguish and cries of no.
 
   ''I believe it is my property now, is it not?'' he'd added. He waited for each of them had to nod before continuing. ''In that case, I will do as I see fit, not as you see fit. Things are going to change around here, starting today.'' His eyes narrowed, and he pointed at each of them in turn. ''Thank you for serving my father so faithfully over the years but the time has come for us to part.'' The estate managers looked at each other in disbelief. 
 
   ''You mean you don't want us to work for you anymore?'' one of the wanted to know.
 
   ''That is correct,'' he smiled. ''I have arranged an alternative job for each of you at Manor Farm under Mr. Jespon.'' Mr. Jepson was six feet five and a former bare knuckle fighter. He was a good farmer, and he'd taught Edward a lot about the workings of the land. He'd often told Edward that once he was Duke, he should do things differently and get rid of his father's team of crooks. 
 
   ''If you want, send them to me, and I'll make sure they find out what real work is,'' Jepson had told him. When Jepson was informed that Edward was indeed going to carry out his suggestion, he'd danced around a milk churn until he became dizzy. That day Edward made three enemies and gained five hundred admirers. 
 
   When he returned to Easingborough Hall after that meeting, he'd found his mother was making preparations to move into the dowager house.
 
   ''Mother you look tired. You should let the servants do more,'' he told her. The English climate had made her skin paler over the years. When she'd arrive from Spain, she was very dark. Now much paler, Edward could see dark rings under her eyes. ''You don't have to move into the dowager house. What on earth will I do here in this enormous house alone?''
 
   ''One day you will find yourself a wife, and fill some of those bedrooms with children. You won't want your mother around when that happens,'' she replied. 
 
   He had feared his father, but he loved his mother. She had been kind to him and regularly defended him against her husband when he'd reached for the cane. The Spanish were more pleasant to children than the English; they didn't beat them or send them away to boarding schools. 
 
   ''Would you help me sort some of your father's things? There are boxes and boxes of papers and documents. I have no idea where to begin,'' she asked. ''They're in his bedroom.''
 
   Later Edward went into his father's room and began to do what his mother had asked him. There were six boxes placed in a row at the end of the bed. The room was large and had a fantastic view over the garden. Edward hadn't realized that his parents didn't share the same bed until he was thirteen. His mother had removed herself when he was five, no longer able to bear the whiskey fumes and incessant snoring.
 
   It took Edward three evenings to reach the last box. At first, he'd wondered why the boxes weren't in his father's study but soon came to realize that he'd kept these letters under the bed for a reason. He'd had mistresses. Lots of them, and it appeared he had tried wherever possible to keep in touch with them, even when they were no longer sharing his bed. Edward read a lot of letters at first but soon tired of the same amorous language. As far as he could see, they were just love letters and of no real importance and certainly not to be seen by his mother. He'd get Roberts to burn them.
 
   On the third evening, he pulled the last box to him and opened it. More scented letters and fancy ribbons. He was grateful that the tedious task was almost over. He was just about to give up, fearing all the letters in the box were love letters when he spotted an unopened envelope. 
 
   The letter was in a white envelope. It was a letter his father had written to someone but never sent. Edward read the address: Captain Landsborough, Landsborough Hall, Landsborough Estate. Why had his father not sent the letter? His father was dead and couldn't object, so Edward opened it. 
 
    
 
   Dear Captain Landsborough,
 
   It was a pleasure to make your acquaintance the other evening. 
 
   I must say it was foolhardy of you to risk your ownership of the Landsborough Estate in a simple game of cards. Of course, I mustn't complain at having won it from you, but it was nonetheless foolhardy. 
 
   The reason for my letter is thus: I have heard that you are under investigation by the Army. It seems they have an objection to one of their captains gambling in the manner to which you seem to have become accustomed. 
 
   I understand the hearing is Tuesday next, and the possible punishment is a dishonorable discharge. 
 
   Under the circumstances, I feel it would be inappropriate of me to see you penniless. I, therefore, propose to return your estate to you and your wife. It was after all just a game of cards which unfortunately became unseemly.
 
   I will instruct my lawyers to issue the paperwork forthwith.
 
    
 
   Yours
 
   John
 
   Duke of Haslemere
 
    
 
   A card game? Who puts up a whole estate as collateral in a card game, Edward thought? Father is obviously writing about the Landsborough Estate. But we still own it, so he didn't give it back. Why didn't he send this letter? 
 
   Over the course of the next few days, he asked as many people about the Landsborough Estate as possible. The Duke had acquired it a year before Edward was born, twenty-one years ago. Some older tenants told him that it used to belong to a family called Landsborough. Apparently they moved away, but none of them knew why. All of them just assumed they had sold it to the Duke for the money. Even Jepson didn't know, and he ran the largest farm on the Landsborough Estate.
 
   ''Mother, what do you know about the Landsborough Estate?'' Edward asked at dinner. 
 
   ''It's three thousand acres, that much I know, and not much more.''
 
   ''Three thousand acres is large. We've only owned it for twenty-one years, do you know how father acquired it?''
 
   Roberts, the butler, looked at Edward as he placed the salmon on the table. He was relieved the young man had his mother's character, not his father's. ''You're father bought it from the Landsboroughs.''
 
   No, he won it in a ridiculous game of cards, but didn't dare tell you, because you are kind and wouldn't have allowed him to keep it, Edward thought. ''Thank you mother, I just wondered, that's all.''
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Victoria was allowed one day off to bury her father. Few people came to the funeral. Lizzie came to comfort Victoria, and there were a couple of direct neighbors from the village. The vicar, seeing so few people, decided to do away with any singing, and the said service lasted just ten minutes. When the pallbearers lowered the coffin into the grave, Victoria collapsed into Lizzie's arms and wept. 
 
   Victoria's father had left some money for his funeral. She had hated him talking about it, but he'd told her they had to be practical. Now she was grateful to him. On her wages, it would have taken her whole lifetime to pay the undertaker.
 
   ''How are you bearing up?'' Mr. Pickford asked. He'd told Mary to bring her to his office on the day after the funeral. Victoria was standing in the middle of the room as he walked around her. 
 
   ''I'm as well as can be expected Mr. Pickford,'' she answered politely.
 
   ''It's a shame. I liked your father. He was a good worker, never missed a day until his illness started.'' He continued to circle her, gawking at her breasts. He was small, and he had a large pot belly, which he tried to hide behind a baggy waistcoat with a gold watch chain dangling across it. He also tried to cover up his considerable bald patch by dragging strands of hair ridiculous distances across his head. ''I want to help you. It can't be easy now you're alone,'' he spluttered, his jowls shaking. ''At the moment I have a full contingency of assistants, but as soon as one leaves, I would like you to take her place. I have it on good authority that there will be a vacancy very soon. What do you say?''
 
   Victoria had heard all about his assistants, and she knew perfectly well what their job entailed. Of course, they were well paid and didn't have to endure the dark and damp conditions, or the working hours that she did. But she was never going to be anybody's lady of the evening. ''No thank you, Mr. Pickford, I'm quite content where I am.''
 
   He didn't like her reply. He'd been eyeing her up for many months, and he wanted her badly. ''Well, that's very disappointing Victoria. I had hoped we could get to know each other better. Is that your final word on the matter?'' When she nodded, he took hold of her arm and hissed into her ear. ''That's not a very sensible decision, I'll give you a day to think about it. If you continue to refuse, we'll see if a drop in wages and an increase in hours will do anything to change your mind.''
 
   As usual, she walked home with Lizzi. When they reached the green, their usual parting place, Victoria turned to her. ''Lizzie, do you think you can come and help me. I should go through father's things, but it is terribly upsetting. Would you come and sit with me while I do so?''
 
   ''Of course.'' Lizzie took hold of her arm. When they got to the cottage, Jack was hanging on the metal fence that surrounded the tiny garden.
 
   ''Were you waiting for me?'' Victoria asked. 
 
   ''Er.....'' he said, put off by Lizzie's presence. ''Yes I was, but I can see you have company. I'll come back another time.''
 
   ''He wants you,'' Lizzie said when he'd gone.
 
   ''I know, awful isn't it? He looks like a pole.''
 
   Lizzie nodded in agreement as she watched him cross the far side of the green and disappear between the pub and the church. ''But he could offer you some security, and you wouldn't be alone anymore. His dad's foreman and Jack could be one day.''
 
   ''Lizzie Earnshaw. If you weren't my friend, I'd wallop you. How could you think that I'd have the slightest interest in Jack?''
 
   Lizzie was only trying to help. She still had her parents and couldn't bear to imagine what it would be like to lose them. ''Sorry.'' The two went inside, Lizzie suddenly aware of the finality of death.
 
    The cottage was just like all the others, tiny. The front door led to a short corridor, the sitting room to the right and the stairs straight ahead, to the side of the stairs, a kitchen. The two ladies took off their coats and bonnets and hung them on a hook in the corridor. 
 
   ''I'll light the fire in father's bedroom, it's a chilly evening,'' Victoria said. Upstairs there was a small landing with two bedrooms off it. When the fire was roaring, Victoria closed the door and took a deep breath. 
 
   ''I really don't want to do this, but I suppose I can't leave father's things here forever. Lizzie will you take the things from the chest of drawers and put them in these boxes.'' She pointed to some tatty cardboard boxes she had taken from goods inward at the mill. ''It's mostly socks and underwear, and the odd belt and pairs of braces. I'll start in the wardrobe.'' She remembered when she and her father had gone through the same process after the death of her mother. Her father hadn't been able to cope, and he'd gone downstairs and left Victoria to it. 
 
   ''Mr. Pickford has asked me to be one of his assistants,'' Victoria said, eager to divert her attention away from the job at hand.
 
   ''No.'' Lizzie gasped. ''You know what that means don't you? My mother told me what his assistants do, and it had precious little to do with anything at the mill.''
 
   ''I refused him, but he told me I should think very carefully about it otherwise he would cut my wages and make me work longer hours.'' Victoria put one of her father's jackets to her nose, hoping to gain some comfort from it, but it only smelled of moth balls.''
 
   ''How terrible. I sometimes think life would be far easier if one were plain. Men would leave you alone then,'' Lizzie observed. She was pretty but not beautiful like Victoria. She was shorter, and her bosom was more obvious, as was the curve of her hips and bottom. Brown hair and blue eyes also set her apart from her friend. Mr. Pickford had considered Lizzie for a job as an assistant but her father was over six feet and revered in the village after he'd beaten three men in a fight. The men, drunk at the time, had insulted his wife outside the village shop.
 
   ''You are right. What am I to do? If I become one of his ladies, no man will want me.''
 
   ''I don't know about that. Plenty of them get married and leave. If you're beautiful, men will turn a blind eye.'' Lizzie took a handful of socks and put them into one of the boxes. ''What shall I do with this green box?'' It had appeared when she'd moved the socks that were covering it. 
 
   ''Let me look.'' Victoria took it from her. It was wooden, about the size of a shoe box. She put in on the bed and sat down next to it. The lid came off easily, and inside she saw a disorderly pile of letters and documents. When she lifted the papers, she saw three military medals. Lizzie, feeling depressed by the task at hand, sat down on the bed next to her. Perhaps there would be something intriguing in the box to make the event happier. 
 
   Victoria took out a brown envelope and looked at the front of it. There was just one line, written in black ink, 'The Landsborough Estate.' Inside there was a solitary piece of white paper. 
 
   ''What is it?'' Lizzie asked anxiously.
 
   ''I don't know. It's a letter from an architect about some building works on a place called Landsborough Hall on the Landsborough Estate.  She took out the next envelope. It was a letter from a firm of solicitors, Jones, Acheson, and Hopkins in the town of Haslemere. ''Lizzie do you know where Haslemere is?'' Lizzie shook her head and looked down at her frock. It was covered in filth from the mill, and she wished she could go home and change. ''Who is Captain Landsborough?'' Victoria asked, knowing full well Lizzie didn't have any idea. ''And what is the Landsborough Estate?'' She thumbed through a few more letters and in every one of them found a reference to the Landsborough Estate and Captain Landsborough. Almost at the bottom of the pile, she found something different. An unopened letter addressed to 'The Duke of Haslemere, Easingborough Hall.' Victoria put her dirty fingernail under the sleeve and opened it
 
   ''What is it?'' Lizzie asked when she saw Victoria's mouth open.
 
   ''Listen to this.'' She began to read out loud. 
 
    
 
   My Lord,
 
   As you know, my wife and I have vacated Landsborough Hall, and it is now yours to do as you will.
 
   I am afraid I have wronged my wife and the child she is carrying by my ridiculous behavior. I will never be able to forgive myself for what I have done to her.
 
   All I ask is that you look after the tenants of the estate, in the same way, I have tried to, fairly and in a dignified manner.
 
   May God forgive me and cure me of my gambling affliction
 
   Yours,
 
   Captain W Landsborough
 
    
 
    ''And do you know what the most curious fact is in this?'' Victoria said as she placed the letter in her lap and looked at it. ''This is my father's handwriting.''
 
   ''But you father isn't called Landsborough. He was called Lambert,'' Lizzie was eager to point out. 
 
   Victoria was beside herself with curiosity. Why had her father written a letter to a Duke and why had he done it as Captain Landsborough? ''I'm stunned Lizzie. I don't know what to do.''
 
   In their relationship Lizzie was often the one who just listened to Victoria's dreams and ideas. She was intelligent but lacked Victoria's optimism. As far as she was concerned, her life was the mill, and hopefully one day, a nice husband who didn't beat her. If she were lucky, she would be blessed with children and live to see them trudging up the hill to the mill, as she had done. Victoria was not resigned to her fate, and often dreamed about a handsome man who would come and sweep her away to a far off land where it was warm, and there were fresh fruits. On occasions, Lizzie would tell her she was a dreamer and that she should recognize reality. But Victoria didn't want to, and Lizzie's words would cast her into despair for days until the handsome man reappeared. 
 
   ''I know what you should do,'' Lizzie said. Victoria looked at her, shocked. Lizzie wasn't often inspired, but she'd had a moment of rare clarity. ''You should go to that firm of solicitors, what was their name?'' she picked the letter up. ''Yes here look. You should go to, Jones, Acheson, and Hopkins and ask them about the Landsborough Estate and Captain Landsborough.''
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Mr. Anthony Acheson looked down his nose at the young lady sitting in front of him in the leather button backed armchair. Cheaply clothed in a green dress with puff sleeves and a square decollete, she was no better dressed than other working women, but much more beautiful. 
 
   Victoria had told Lizzie to tell Mary that it was her time of the month and that she was incapacitated. It was the only affliction Mary had any sympathy for. Victoria had wrapped herself in a large headscarf so as not to be recognized and taken the coach to Haslemere via York. The village postmaster had informed her that Haslemere was fifty miles from Ashworth and that it would take five hours to get there, changing coaches in York. She'd arrived at her destination just as the clerk was locking the door for the night. A young man himself, he'd only opened up because she was beautiful. When an equally young Mr. Acheson came to see who he was talking to, he eagerly took over.
 
   ''You have an impressive bundle of documents with you Miss Lambert, and I must say it is a very intriguing tale. I'm afraid I shall have to ask Mr. Jones, my partner, to join us; He's a lot older, and I'm sure he can shed some light on the matter.'' He got up and went out of the room. Victoria looked around and started to count the books in the glass bookcase behind his mahogany desk. When she got to 43, she heard someone shouting.
 
   ''Doesn't she know what time it is, my supper will be ruined?'' Mr. Acheson reappeared with an elderly gentleman in a pair of red breeches. ''Well, young lady,'' he shouted, ''what is it?'' 
 
   Victora decided he was deaf, not angry. ''I've come about the Landsborough Estate. My late father left some documents pertaining to the estate, and I would like to know what his connection to it was.''
 
   Mr. Jones looked sternly at Acheson, who stood up and offered him his seat. ''The Landsborough Estate. Yes, I remember, it was quite something.'' He stared out of the window as if the view of the Inn opposite would assist his memory. ''Captain Landsborough was a gambler.'' Before he could continue Victoria gasped. In the letter, it had mentioned gambling. ''If I may continue,'' he wasn't used to being interrupted, ''Captain Landsborough was a gambler, and one evening he was playing cards with the Duke of Haslemere and a couple of others. The old Duke was well known for his prowess at three card brag, a game that requires a considerable amount of skill in the art of bluffing.'' Victoria was interested in the game, just the outcome. ''Apparently Captain Landsborough got into difficulties early on in the evening and kept upping the stakes in order to recoup his losses, in my opinion, a very foolish strategy.'' 
 
   ''What was the outcome of the evening, Mr. Jones?'' Victoria asked, trying to avoid a lengthy account of the game plan Mr. Jones would have used had he been at the table.
 
   ''Lost the lot, put up his house and his land in the last hand and lost it to the Duke.''
 
   ''But, surely,'' she gasped, ''surely the Duke could see that Captain Landsborough had an affliction. Why did he take the estate and not tell Captain Landsborough not to be so foolish.''
 
   Mr. Jones looked across at the Inn again. It was time for his daily ration of rum, and he was eager to cross the road. ''The old Duke was a mean man, quite different to his wife. Why she married him, nobody knows.'' His voice got louder, to the point where Acheson went and stood next to the door. ''No, the Duke took the estate and Landsborough disappeared with his wife, who I seem to remember at the time was expecting a baby.'' He stood up and looked at Victoria. His demeanor softened when he noticed how young she was. ''We did the transfer, and if Mr. Acheson would care to look, the file will be in the archive room under L for Landsborough. I wish you a pleasant evening.'' He walked past Acheson and tutted.
 
   When Acheson had retrieved the file, he put it on his desk and opened the lid slowly as if he was afraid the contents would jump out and frighten him. He pulled out a large document with a red seal on it.
 
   ''This is the contract of sale. Here are the signatures of the Duke and Mr. Landsborough.'' He turned the paper to Victoria, who stood up and looked at the signatures. 
 
   ''It's the same signature as that on the unsent letter I found in my father's room,'' she said. She sat down with a thud. 
 
   ''It says here that Captain Landsborough was in the Irish Guards. Did you find any evidence of that among your father's belongings?'' Victoria reached into her travel case and pulled out the medals. Engraved around the edge of each were the words, Irish Guards.''
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Roberts was a tall man who over the years had gained a significant stoop. As a young footman, he'd been expected to carry heavy coal scuttles to the fireplaces in the house. The old Duke had enjoyed having guests to stay, and most weekends the house had been full, and each bedroom had had a fire than needed providing for.
 
   ''My Lord, there is a young lady to see you, she says her name is Lambert.'' Edward put down his newspaper and peered at Roberts, who seemed to be getting closer to the ground by the day.
 
   ''What does she want, I'm not expecting anybody?''
 
   ''She won't tell me, my Lord.''
 
   ''Really, what time is it?''
 
   ''Gone eight, my Lord.'' 
 
   Victoria had spent a long time discussing the estate, and its transfer with Mr. Acheson. Kind Mr. Acheson had offered her a lift in his carriage and she'd gratefully accepted. His motives were not entirely honorable and when she'd stepped down from the carriage he'd put his hand on an inappropriate place, in the name of assisting her. Victoria had something of her mother's temper, and it soon became clear to him that it hadn't been a good idea. 
 
   ''Then, show her in,'' Edward said.
 
   Victoria hadn't managed to see much of the house from the outside; it was quite dark. If the interior were anything to go by, it would have been a magnificent sight. Her cottage could have fitted into a third of the entrance hall. Roberts took her bonnet and coat and hung them on the coat rack behind the potted palm. It wasn't a palm plant, more a palm tree that reached up the side of the grand staircase to the first floor. The drawing room was to the left through an impressive mahogany double door. She followed Roberts.
 
   ''Miss Lambert, my Lord.'' Roberts left the room and closed the door.
 
   The Duke stood up and walked towards Victoria, his black hair bouncing. ''I'm Edward, Duke of Haslemere. How may I be of assistance?''
 
   Victoria was instantly taken by his looks. His father may have taken the family estate in a beastly way, but his son was a fresh looking young man with a continental look to him. 
 
   ''My Lord, please forgive me for intruding into your evening. I come on a matter of great importance to myself, and I fear I will be obliged to throw myself upon your kind nature.''
 
   Edward took pity on her. She appeared cold, and she looked tired. ''Please, come and sit by the fire. I will have Roberts bring us some tea.'' She sat down gratefully and held her hands out towards the warmth. ''Tell me what I can do for you.'' 
 
   ''It is a very long and confusing story, my Lord. But I shall try to make it as clear as possible.'' She sat upright and prepared herself for the undertaking. ''My father died recently, and when I was looking through his belongings, I found some documents regarding an estate called Landsborough.'' Edward was listening attentively but was slightly distracted by the grace with which she spoke; It was not in keeping with the way she was clothed. Her dress was not of the most expensive cloth and at some point it had been altered.  ''It seems from the documents and the information I was able to gather at Jones, Acheson, and Hopkins, firm of solicitors in Haslemere, that my father's name was Landsborough and that he lost the estate in a card game. The man he lost to was your late father.''
 
   So that's it. That is what the letter was about. He'd won the estate in a card game, felt guilty about it and decided to give it back, except, he never sent the letter. ''As you may or may not know,'' he paused when Roberts arrived with the tea. He smiled at Victoria as he poured her drink into a cup and saucer of the finest quality. ''Sorry, as you may know, my father also passed away recently. I have taken over the running of the estates we own, and I too found out that the estate was won by my father in a card game. Quite extraordinary.'' He shook his head and smiled. ''You introduced yourself as Lambert.''
 
   ''Yes, I have always thought our family name to be Lambert, but it now appears that it is Landsborough, and we were wealthy landowners until my father's foolish behavior. Mr. Jones, the eldest of the lawyers in town, told me the story. My poor father had a terrible gambling affliction.''
 
   ''Where do you live now?''
 
   ''In a village, fifty miles away called Ashworthy. I work in the mill there.''
 
   ''Indeed,'' he said. ''I don't know anyone who works in a mill. Alright, we seem to have established that you father lost it, and my father won it, what do you want?''
 
   ''My Lord, I understand that my father was foolish. Indeed, it was not only foolish but selfish. My poor mother spent the rest of her life in poverty, far from the life she should have enjoyed.'' She looked at the fire as it spat a piece of coal onto the hearth. ''However, I must add that your father hardly acted in a gentlemanly fashion. He should have realized that my father was not of sound mind and refused to accept the bet.” Victoria looked the Duke straight in the eye. “I would like you to return the estate to me.''
 
   He nodded. He'd expected it, as soon as he had become aware who she was. She was a beautiful woman, and he had no desire to hurt her in any way, but requiring him to give the estate back, after so many years, was a tall order. ''I understand your position. I hope you will allow me time to consider how best to resolve the situation.''
 
   ''Of course, my Lord.''
 
   ''Miss Lambert, it is late, and I suggest you stay here. I will ask one of our maids to look after you.''
 
   ''That is very kind of you. I don't think there is any transport back to my village at this time of the evening, and I don't want to stay at an inn alone.''
 
   Edward asked Rosie, a ladies maid who had no lady to look after, to make up a fire and warm the bedsheets in the green room. They continued to drink tea and talk until Victoria was no longer able to keep her eyes open. When she entered her bedroom, she was astounded at the luxury. A giant four poster bed, a large marble fireplace and the very best Turkish rugs on a polished wooden floor. Rosie was waiting for her with a hot bath and clean nightdress. When she helped Victoria undress, she could see Victoria's was used to manual work. It was slender and the muscles well formed. The bath was warm and as the fire crackled Victoria didn't want to get out. When eventually she did, she fell asleep instantly and slept for ten hours.
 
   The next morning Rosie knocked on the door at ten. Victoria usually rose at five when she had to go to the mill. Rosie helped her to dress, and showed her to the breakfast room. Edward was waiting. Victoria liked Rosie. She was in her late twenties and homely. 
 
   ''Good morning, Miss Lambert. How did you sleep?''
 
   ''Very well indeed, much better than I am used to.''
 
   ''I have decided to show you around the Landsborough Estate today if of course you are not in a hurry to return to your home.'' Victoria had no desire to return at all, but she knew she must. One more day wouldn't hurt, though. ''Rosie will act as chaperone if you are agreeable.'' 
 
   Edward looked dashing as he showed Victoria to their pony and trap. The cold weather had relented, and it was a warm April day. He was wearing a blue tailcoat with a yellow waistcoat and blue trousers. Victoria hadn't thought to bring another dress, but she had packed fresh undergarments. 
 
   Edward clicked and the black pony set of at a speed that suggested it would much rather spend the morning in a lush field that pull a trap around. The seat wasn't very wide, and Victoria found her leg rubbing against Edward's. She liked it. Rosie sat behind them facing backward and tried her best not to listen to their conversation.
 
   ''Tell me about your life, Miss Lambert. What is it like to work in a mill?'' Edward was genuinely interested. All his tenants were employed on the land, and he'd never met anyone working in industry.
 
   ''It is hard, my Lord. Fifteen hour days for little pay. My colleagues are pleasant enough, and there is a camaraderie among us, but it is backbreaking work. On Sundays, I go to church, and the rest of the time I sleep and work.''
 
   ''You don't make it sound very attractive at all. I must, one day, go and see these things for myself. I'm stuck here in the countryside all the time.''
 
   ''You are lucky, my Lord. If I were you, I would be happy to be so.'' What was he going to do with the estate? If he refused to give it back to her, she had no choice but to accept his decision. She was totally at the mercy of his sense of right and wrong.
 
   ''Perhaps you are right. I love rural life.'' As he spoke the trap fell into a deep run in the road, and they lurched to the right. Victoria gasped and held onto to him until the pony managed to pull them upright again.
 
   ''Excuse me, my Lord,'' she pulled her arm from his.
 
   He looked around and saw Rosie was looking in the other direction. ''No, please leave it there. I hope you don't think me forward when I tell you it is a nice feeling.''
 
   ''No, my Lord, I do not.''
 
   The view from the lane they were driving down was magnificent. Down the hill, in front of them, there were green fields full of cows grazing. Beyond the fields, Victoria could see a church spire surrounded by cottages. When they reached a gate, Rosie jumped down and opened it. 
 
   ''We're entering the Landsborough Estate now,'' Edward said. The village below us is called Wendsbury. Most of the houses belong to the estate. There are five farms in all and most of the villagers work on the farms.''
 
   Victoria noticed how enthusiastically he spoke about the place. She'd heard his father had been a difficult landlord, but she was sure Edward was a kinder man, by far. 
 
   ''It is much larger than I thought.'' Why had her father gambled so much away? Had he been so unwell that he had lost all clarity of thought, and what about poor mother? For her, it must have been awful. 
 
   ''I will show you the village and then take you to meet Mr. Jepson, at Manor Farm.'' The fact he was showing her all this, and introducing her to a tenant farmer was a good sign, and Victoria was suddenly a thousand miles away from her life in Ashworhy.
 
   Edward noticed how her expression had changed. She'd lost the pained look of someone downtrodden, and gained a smile that made his heart race. He had never been with a woman before, and he was surprised when he began to have thoughts that made him afraid he would embarrass himself when he had to get down from the trap.   
 
   ''It's beautiful,'' she exclaimed as they drove through the village. It was a linear village, with a strip of green running between the road and the houses which lined it. The church was at the end of the village, and there was a quaint thatched inn called the Lamb and Flag opposite. 
 
   ''Yes, it is very beautiful. In all, there are sixty-three tenants here.'' Victoria had no idea how much a tenant was expected to pay in rent, but sixty-three times what she paid to Mr. Pickford was a lot of money each week. 
 
   They left the village and took a left turn at a fork in the road. Signposted Manor Farm. This was an arable farm, and there were two teams of shire horses plowing the land to the right of the narrow road. At the end, they reached a farmyard. It was probably the tidiest farmyard in the land. Mr. Jepson couldn't stand a mess.
 
   Edward stopped and got down. He walked around the other side and helped Victora to the ground. As he did so, he caught her scent. It made him want her more.
 
   ''Mr. Jespon, allow me to introduce Miss Lambert,'' Edward said proudly.
 
   Mr. Jepson was dressed in a check shirt and a pair of very baggy trousers, held up with a pair of yellow braces. On his feet wellingtons. ''You mean Landsborough, my Lord, not Lambert.''
 
   ''No, Lambert,'' Edward reiterated.
 
   ''Well if ever anybody had a face like Mrs. Landsborough it is the young lady standing here.'' He pointed to Victoria, who smiled. 
 
   ''It's a long story, I'll tell you about it sometime. Will you show us around the farm, please?'' Jepson nodded and motioned them to follow him.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
    
 
   After their excursion, Victoria retired to her room to rest. Far from resting, her mind was churning. What she'd seen had been idyllic, and beyond anything she had seen before. She knew if the Duke would see his way to giving her the estate back, she would remain there for the rest of her days, quite happily.
 
   Her thoughts turned to the Duke. He was handsome, and she was taken with him. It could be a perfect alliance, she thought.
 
   At six, Rosie knocked on the door. She'd come to dress Victoria for dinner.
 
   ''Miss Victoria, I have brought two dresses for you to try. They used to belong to Mr. Edward's grandmother.'' She put them on the bed. ''They are very fine evening gowns, and I am sure you are the same size as she was.''
 
   ''Rosie, how considerate of you. I'm afraid I have never worn anything this grand before; perhaps you will help me?''
 
   Rosie bathed and dressed Victoria in a silver gown made of the finest silk satin in pastel green. When Victoria looked in the mirror, she was shocked to she almost all her bosom protruding from the low square neckline. ''Mary, I can't wear.....''
 
   ''Miss Victoria I have seen the way Mr. Edward looks at you. If you want to impress him, I urge you to wear this dress.''
 
   ''But it's far too low,''Victoria complained. 
 
   ''If a Duchess saw fit to wear it, I'm sure it is fine,'' Rosie said wisely.
 
   Victoria accepted her argument and turned her attention to her hair. When they were finished, Victoria looked magnificent. Her dress flowed elegantly to the floor, covering her silver shoes. Rosie had managed to find a necklace of pearls and a bracelet. The piece de resistance was her hair. It seemed Rosie was a master hairdresser, for Victoria's hair was curled to perfection in tiny ringlets down the side of her face. 
 
   On the way down the grand staircase, Victoria suddenly remembered the mill. This was her second day off, and if she didn't return soon, she would be cast out of her home. But strangely she didn't care. Rosie had noticed it, and she had noticed it. The Duke wanted her, and she was sure nothing would come in their way.
 
   When she entered the library for pre-dinner drinks, Edward almost dropped his glass. He'd told his mother about Victoria and the story behind her visit, and she'd been eager to meet the young lady. Edward's mother smiled and nodded to her son approvingly.
 
   ''Victoria, it is quite improper, but I fear we have no alternative,'' the Dowager Duchess began. ''It has been splendid to meet you and now that dinner is finished, I would like to retire, but that would leave you alone with my son. Perhaps I should escort you to your room.''
 
   Edward quickly intervened. ''I would like to talk to Victoria for a few moments mother. I will ask Rosie to see her to bed.''
 
   His mother wasn't much of one for the English stiff upper lip, and she nodded in agreement. When she was gone, Roberts came and cleared the table. He left some brandy and brought tea for Victoria.
 
   Edward cleared his throat as if he was preparing to address the Queen. ''Victoria, dear Victoria. I have been thinking about the estate and indeed about you.'' Victoria daren't lift her tea cup fearing her tremoring hand would spill some over her borrowed dress. ''You are a very beautiful woman, and I am enormously taken with you. I have been able to think of nothing else but you, since the moment you walked into this house.'' He looked at her trying to gauge what her reaction mighty be, but her expression remained passive. ''It would be proper for me to ask your father if I may approach you, but your poor father is no longer with us, and I am unable to do so. Victoria, I would like to know if you would be amenable to the idea of becoming my wife.''
 
   Victoria was stunned. So soon? Was it too early? She felt something for him, but did she love him? Did she love him like she knew her mother had loved her father? 
 
   Before she had a chance to say anything, he spoke again. ''If we were to marry, you could manage the estate.''
 
   Victoria could not believe what she was hearing. ''Was it not your intention to hand it back to me as the rightful owner? You led me to believe you would,'' she asked.
 
   ''I wouldn't need to hand it back to you if we were joined.''
 
   Victoria exploded. She stood up and threw her teacup into the fireplace. ''If that's what you think, then you can keep the estate, you're welcome to it. Marry me and make me the manager, indeed,'' she scoffed. ''I can see you're not better than that father of yours. He was dishonorable and dishonest, and your are worse because you are taking advantage of a lady's delicate situation.'' 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   ''Who is it?'' the innkeeper shouted. ''I'm coming, stop hammering on the door.'' He unbolted the door and looked outside. He was surprised to see a young woman carrying a travel bag. ''It's awfully late for you to be out alone, miss.''
 
   ''Can you please give me a room for the night,'' Victoria asked.
 
   When she stepped into the candlelit hallway, the innkeeper noticed she had mud on her shoes, and that the hem of her dress was wet, and mud splattered. ''Come along now miss, I'll get the wife to help you. Out at this time alone, well I never,'' he restated.
 
   His wife appeared in a dressing gown and a pair of slippers. ''Oh miss, what a mess you're in, come along with you.'' She led Victoria up the stairs and into a small bedroom at the end of the corridor. ''Where have you come from at this time?'' she asked.
 
   ''From Easingborough Hall, over the fields.''
 
   The Innkeeper's wife looked quizzically at her. The old Duke was dead, so it wasn't one of his women.
 
   ''Is there a coach from here to York tomorrow?''
 
   ''Yes, it calls here every day at nine am.''
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   ''Three days, three whole days,'' Mr. Picford shouted. ''Where have you been all this time?''
 
   ''Pleas sir, I've been at home. I wasn't too well.''
 
   ''Nonsense. On the second day, Mary went to see where you were. You were not at your cottage. Where were you, and I want the truth?''
 
   Lizzie had told Victoria to expect a showdown when she went into the mill but she hadn't told her that Mary had been to the cottage. Perhaps she didn't know. She would have to think of an excuse and fast. ''I have an aunt, in Haslemere. She's gravely ill. I went to visit her,'' she lied.
 
   He was walking around her as she stood in the middle of his office. He leaned into her and sniffed her scent. It reminded her of a dog, and she began to feel faint. ''Well whatever the truth, you have missed three days. You will not go back to work in the mill.''
 
   ''But, Mr. Pickford, please.......''
 
   ''Today is Friday, on Monday morning, you will report for work in my cottage as one of my assistants. If you refuse, I will have nothing more to do with you.'' He smiled before delivering the rest of his terrifying message. ''You will not work at the mill, and you will not live in one of my houses. You will be on the streets. Is that clear?'' She nodded.
 
   Victoria waited for Lizzie on the wall at the entrance to the mill. Lizzie was covered in dust when Victoria saw her. ''What happened to you?'' Victoria asked.
 
   ''Mary had me cleaning out some of the air pipes, they're full of dust and rat droppings.'' Lizzie took Victoria's arm, and she wanted to pull away. Rat's droppings didn't sound too healthy. As they went down the hill towards the village, Victoria told Lizzie all about her trip to the solicitors and then to Easingborough Hall. When she came to the end, Lizzie was in tears. ''You mean, you refused the Duke's offer?''
 
   ''Yes.''
 
   ''You're mad,'' Lizzie said.
 
   ''He's just like all the others. He should have given it back to me, expecting me to be the manager is.....well I don't know, but it isn't honest.''
 
   Lizzie wanted to say that it was her father's fault really, but she refrained. 
 
   ''Pickford wants me to start work in the assistants house on Monday.''
 
   ''Jesus Victoria. Go back to the Duke and accept his offer.''
 
   ''No never. He's just as dishonest as his father,''
 
   Lizzie didn't understand. ''You’re bloody headstrong, and it's not good for you.''
 
   At the village green, Jack was waiting. Lizzie kissed Victoria goodbye and went towards her house. 
 
   ''Can I walk with you Victoria?'' he asked.
 
   ''Yes I'd like that,'' she said. He almost jumped in the air, it was a result he wasn’t expecting. They walked together without saying anything until they reached Victoria's cottage. ''Thank you, Jack, that was nice,'' she said. 
 
   ''It's my pleasure. I was wondering if you would like to walk with me on Sunday, after church? he asked, holding his breath.
 
   ''Yes, Jack, I'd like that very much,'' she said. When she closed the door behind her, she slipped to her knees and began to cry.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   On Monday morning, Victoria was not dressed in her usual mill workers clothes, but in her best dress. She'd picked some daffodils and put one in her bonnet. It was gone eight, and if she'd been working in the mill, she would already have been at work for two hours. Nine o'clock was her new start time. At eight forty, she was ready to walk up the hill to the first street on the right, Calderdale Avenue. Number three belonged to Mr. Pickford, and she was to report there. She put on her bonnet and took the bunch of daffodils. She went to the kitchen took a carving knife and hid it in the flowers she was carrying.
 
     When she arrived at her new place of work, she was greeted by three other women, all equally well dressed. They showed her to what they called, her room. It appeared each of them had their own room. ''When Mr. Pickford comes, he chooses one of us, and we go with him to our own room. He likes it that way'' a woman called Isabella said.
 
   At nine thirty, Mr. Pickford knocked on the door. ''Splendid, Victoria, you're here. I've been looking forward to seeing you all weekend. Show me which is your room.''
 
   Victoria didn't say anything as she walked up the stairs with him behind her. When they entered the room, the daffodils were lying on the bed. ''Please sit down next to me on the bed,'' she told him. 
 
   His breathing began to get faster and shallower, but his excitement was interrupted by a loud bang on the door, and another one. He got out and shouted down the stairs. ''Who the devil is it?''
 
   After a few seconds, one of the girls shouted up the stairs, ''It's a man called Mr. Jones. He says he wants to speak to Victoria.''
 
   ''Tell him to go away,'' Pickford shouted back.
 
   ''That's not a good idea, he's got a large threatening man with him.''
 
   Pickford went back downstairs closely followed by Victoria. ''Mr. Jones,'' she exclaimed. ''What on earth....?''
 
   ''It has taken me a very long time to find you,'' he shouted. Victoria remembered his voice and how loud he had been in Haslemere. ''I went to the mill first, and they were very reluctant to tell me where you were,'' he looked at a chair and sat down to catch his breath. He was wearing the same red breeches he had a few days ago. ''It was only after Mr. Jesop intervened that they were forthcoming.''
 
   ''Ah yes, Mr. Jespon, hello,'' Victoria said.
 
   ''Hello, Miss,'' he smiled.
 
   ''What's all this about. She's one of my employees, and she should be working, so say what you have got to say and go,'' Pickford stated.
 
   ''Victoria,'' Jones began. ''There has been a development in you favor. I am here to hand you the deeds to the Landsborough Estate.''
 
   Victoria didn't say anything she just stood there with her mouth wide open.
 
   ''Don't you want it?'' Jones asked with a kind smile on his face. “It's yours again if you want it.''
 
   ''Of course, I want it,'' she squealed. ''Oh Mr. Jones how can this be happening?''
 
   ''You should ask the Duke, Miss. He instructed me last week to make the estate over to you, with no conditions whatsoever. Mr. Jepson here gave me a lift here in his coach, and if you so wish, he is willing to take you and your belongings with us back to your rightful home.''
 
   ''Goodbye, Mr. Pickford, you will be hearing from me in the future, I can assure you. Just count yourself lucky you didn't lay a hand on me today.''
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Landsborough Hall was in a state of some disrepair. It wasn't uninhabitable, but it had a leaking roof and damp walls. Victoria had no idea what she should do about it, just as she had no idea how to run the estate. When she arrived, she found she had two servants. One of them was Rosie.
 
   ''What on earth are you dong here,'' she asked.
 
   ''The Duke asked me to look after you. I am a ladies maid, and there is no lady at the Hall, so I am better employed with you. If you are agreeable.''
 
   ''Of course, I'm delighted. In fact, a bit overwhelmed.''
 
   ''The Duke asked me to tell you that his advice is to hand over the running of the estate to a firm called Stephensons Land Agents in Haslemere. They will do the day to day running for you, leaving you free to make the big decisions and enjoy your new life.''
 
   ''Splendid,” Victoria said. ''But why can't the Duke come and tell me that himself?''
 
   ''Oh Miss, the Duke is ashamed to come and see you. That's what he told me.'' Rosie shifted from one foot to the other. 
 
   ''He thinks he wronged you when he didn't just give you the estate in the first place. And if you ask me, Miss, he's love sick. He does nothing but mope around; it is very sad to see.'' Rosie took a deep breath happy that she'd unburdened herself.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   When Roberts answered the door, he was delighted to see Victoria. His boss had been intolerable since she had left the house so suddenly a few days ago. ''Miss Victoria, oh how lovely to see you, please follow me.''
 
   Edward was in the library, staring into space. When Roberts announced Victoria, he jumped off his seat and almost ran to her. At the last second breeding took over and he gently shook her hand.
 
   ''My Lord, thank you for the great act of generosity you have shown to me. You have made me happier than you know,'' she said.
 
   ''I'm very pleased. I'm sorry about the first time I.........''
 
   She stepped towards him and put her finger to his lips. ''Shh, it's alright, I understand. Any man who is able to see the error of his ways and change direction without being too proud to do so is a brave man indeed.''
 
   He looked down at his feet and contemplated an answer. He was afraid to ask for what he really wanted, but Victoria was not. 
 
   ''Will my Lord please kiss me?''
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   ''I left Rosie at home,'' Victoria said as Edward walked with her up to his bedroom. We are both adults and no one need know what is about to take place. Need they?''
 
   ''No quite,'' he answered. ''Once we are married it won't matter, will it?'' She shook her head. 
 
   In the bedroom, Edward was suddenly very unsure of himself. Victoria had been around enough earthy women to have picked up a few tips, and she took the initiative.
 
   ''Get out of your clothes,'' she commanded. He did so eagerly. When he pulled his trousers and underwear down, she gasped at the size of him. It was the first time she had seen a penis and in his, she was impressed. When she touched it, she remembered what Mary and the girls had always said men enjoyed. When Edward felt her hot mouth on him, he moaned and pulled her hair. He felt long and smooth, and it turned her on. 
 
   She was eager to feel his body on hers, and he looked on, as she stood up and began to undress. When her breasts fell free, he sucked greedily on her nipples, making her gasp. She stepped out of her garments and stood before him, ready. 
 
   He pushed her to the bed and lay next to her. His hand caressed her breasts and stomach, hardly daring to go where he most wanted it to. ''Touch me there,'' she whispered. It was all he needed to hear and his touch electrified her. She played with him as he stroked her. The texture of his manhood fascinated her. The coarseness was totally alien to anything on her body.
 
   When she could bear his strokes no longer, she opened her legs and pulled him to her. When he lay on her, she rubbed her hands over his back and buttocks, down to his hairy thighs and up again. His hard angular body felt strong on her, and she liked the feeling of giving herself to him. She felt his penis prodding at her, trying in vain to find her opening. She helped him, and when his penis was at her entrance, he thrust hard into her, making her cry out. He wasn't gentle; he was passionate. She took his pounding body and even thrust back at him, urging him on. She felt her body begin to tighten and had no idea what it was except it felt pleasurable. Every time he made a down thrust, she felt a wave coming from her womanhood. The longer he thrust, the more the pleasure until she could stand it no more. She exploded. She cried out his name and dug her fingers into the skin on his back. The sight of her breasts shaking uncontrollably at her orgasm excited hm so much. He came immediately after. The warm surge she felt inside her was the best feeling she had ever known, and she clung to him and kissed the side of his face until his breathing returned to something like normal.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   ''What the hell are you doing here,'' Mary asked as Victoria walked into the mill. ''I thought we'd seen the last of you.''
 
   ''In two minutes you will have,'' she answered. She walked along the line of bobbins that were spinning at a terrifying rate, and past a pool of women working on sewing machines. She had almost forgotten what a noisy place it was. She walked down past another row of women and into the next building. It was the packing department, and it was always cold. The machines in the main mill kept people warm but in the packing area, there was no warmth. Lizzie was standing at the end of a line of women, packing thread into boxes. 
 
   She looked at Victoria and screamed. ''What are you doing here?''
 
   ''I've come to get you. You're never setting foot in this place again. I need someone to help me run my house and the estate.''
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   On the twenty-first of June eighteen hundred and fifteen, Victoria Lambert/Landsborough, became the Duchess of Haslemere. Lizzie was her bridesmaid, and Mr. Jones gave her away. Mr. Jepson was the Duke's best man.
 
   Lizzie lived in Landsborough Hall when Victoria moved to Easingborough Hall.  Lizzie married Lieutenant David Wilkinson. She had three children, all boys. Victoria had four children, two girls, and two boys.
 
   Mr.Pickford was attacked by an angry father three years after Victoria's wedding. He died of his injuries a year later. 
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Rescued from a Rake (by Sarah Thorn)
 
   Alice Ashmeer and her friends, Georgina and Sophia, were sitting on the terrace at the rear of Stanley Manor, a large house belonging to Lord Ashmeer. The house had extensive grounds and included a lake that Lord Ashmeer used infrequently for fishing.
 
   ''It's such a lovely day. Do you think we dare go for a swim?'' Alice asked her two closest friends.
 
   ''It really is the most tediously hot day. What do you say, Georgina?'' asked Sophia.
 
   ''Yes, lets. It was so much fun when we swam last year. The lake was so cool and there's never anybody around to see us. Come on, let's be daring,'' Georgina said.
 
   ''How long has your family owned Stanley Manor?'' Georgina asked Alice as they walked over the lawn towards the lake.
 
   ''About two hundred years,'' Alice replied. ''My father hates the place. He says it costs far too much to maintain.''
 
   ''But your father is the richest man in the county. Surely a few pounds for maintenance is of no consequence to him?'' Sophia butted in.
 
   ''He is indeed rich beyond belief, but he is what people in this part of England call, tight. He keeps his fingers firmly on his money,'' Alice said.
 
   ''Yes, that's how people get rich, by not spending anything. My father is rich but not nearly as rich as your father is. In fact, in comparison, I would say we are really rather poor,'' Sophia complained.
 
   The other two laughed at Sophia. They both knew her father was rich enough to own a three thousand hectare estate.
 
   ''I do so like your dress, Alice. You look prettier than ever in pink. Your father may be the richest man in the county, but my dear, you are the most beautiful woman in the county. You could have any man you want,'' Georgina said.
 
   ''Nonsense. You two are more beautiful,'' said Alice.
 
   When they reached the lake, they walked along the shore and stopped at a wooded area.
 
   ''I do hope nobody sees us. It really isn't lady like to swim,” Sophia said.
 
   ''Well, I don't care. I'm going in naked this time,'' Georgina announced.
 
    ''But you can't, what if somebody sees you?'' Sophia asked, horrified at the idea.
 
   ''There is nobody here. And so what if somebody sees me. I'm just a woman, not a monster.''
 
   ''Then let's all swim without clothes. It'll be so daring and so much fun. Swimming in undergarments is so heavy. Last year, I was almost pulled to the bottom,'' Alice concluded.
 
   Alice and Georgina went behind a tree and began to take off their clothes. Sophia looked around nervously, sure someone would see them. When Alice emerged, she walked to the water’s edge and tip-toed into to the refreshing water. 
 
   Sophia looked at her and was instantly envious of Alice's body. Her legs were long and slender, her buttocks small and soft and her breasts perfectly formed. Sophia would have swapped her red hair and blue eyes for Alice's blonde curls and emerald green eyes, in an instant.
 
   Sophia turned to see where Georgina was. When she saw her, she was surprised by the size of her breasts. Sophia, Alice and Georgina were neighbors in the high society life of Northampton, and they had grown up together. But they hadn't seen each other naked for many years. Every time they swam, they had worn some sort of garment.
 
   ''Georgina, you are a very wholesome woman,'' Sophia said. Georgina smiled and ran into the water. Sophia hung around at the water’s edge as Alice and Georgina walked out into the water. When the water reached their thighs, they both dived and swam off into the middle of the lake.
 
   ''Look at her. She is too afraid to take off her clothes,'' Georgina said as she and Alice trod water.
 
   ''I really don't know why. She has a stunning figure,'' Alice said. ''Sophia, come on. The water's lovely,'' she shouted.
 
   Eventually Sophia disappeared behind a tree and emerged with her arms folded across her breasts. She skipped into the water as fast as she could, and as soon as it was deep enough, submerged her body from sight. When she reached the others she was quite out of breath.
 
   ''It's very cold, indeed,'' she said gasping.
 
   The other two looked at each other and rolled their eyes in a display of irony. They continued their conversation, still treading water in the middle of the lake.
 
   “What would you do now, if a man came along and took our clothes?'' Alice asked.
 
   ''Oh, that thought is too horrible to contemplate,'' Sophia said.
 
   ''I would chase him,'' Georgina said.
 
   ''But there would be a horrible scandal. You can't run around naked,'' Sophia observed.
 
   ''It would be a very difficult situation wouldn't it. Although it isn't very far back to the house. I think we would have to tear a branch full of leaves from a tree and walk behind until we got close enough to run inside and get some clothes,'' Alice ventured.
 
   ''As we are talking about daring activities, I have a suggestion. When we were on the terrace a few minutes ago, I told Alice she was beautiful, and she told you and I, Sophia, that we were more beautiful. Let's find out who is the most beautiful,'' Georgina said.
 
   Sophia looked puzzled. '' But how do you want to do that?''
 
   Georgina explained. ''There is a ball next week at the Ferguson's. Let's see which of us can fill our dance cards the fastest. The first one to get it filled, we will call the most beautiful of us, and there will be no more dispute.''
 
   ''Georgina you are an absolute genius. What fun it will be,'' Alice said as she let herself sink under the water.
 
   The man watching from the far bank wasn't interested in stealing their clothes, but he was interested in seeing them leave the water.
 
   *****
 
   ''You have such soft hair, Miss Alice,'' the lady's maid said, as she poured a jug of warm water over her. Eleanor was a plump lady in her sixties. She had long gray hair tied in a bun. It made her look strict, but she was in fact, the friendliest soul imaginable. Alice's mother had chosen her to be Alice's ladies maid because she had years of experience. She trusted Eleanor to temper her daughter’s youthful urges in choice of clothing.
 
   ''And you are the kindest maid I could ever have wished for,'' Alice replied. ''How long have you been at Stanley Hall, Eleanor?''
 
   ''Oh, a lot of years, Miss. Let me see, you were born, twenty two years ago and I was here many years before that. I'm afraid to say I can remember Stanley Hall when your grandfather was alive.''
 
   ''So you must have been a lady's maid to my grandmother.''
 
   ''Yes, I was. I was very young and quite frightened of your grandmother. Your mother brought her own lady's maid when she married your father, and, after your poor grandmother died, I became a house maid. That is, until you came of age. I was so pleased your mother asked me to be your maid. You are turning into the most beautiful young lady in England.''
 
   ''Eleanor, you are very good at exaggerating, I must say. On the subject of beauty, I have a bet with Miss Georgina and Miss Sophia, this evening. We are going to see who can fill their dance cards the fastest. Who does, will become the undisputed beauty among us.''
 
   ''That sound like great fun, Miss. I am sure you will win. You are so much more beautiful than they are. Now let's get you out of the bath and into a gown fit for a Queen.''
 
   Eleanor held out an enormous towel and wrapped Alice in it as she stepped out of the water. ''Which gown do you want to wear this evening, Miss?''
 
   ''It is awful, but I can't decide. I suppose if I showed a little décolleté, I may have more of a chance of winning our little competition, but, on the other hand, I don't want to appear too vulgar.''
 
   ''How about this one?'' Eleanor said, holding up a white gown with hundreds of roses embroidered into it. ''It's a lovely color for a fresh young lady and I think it is daring enough, without being overly so.''
 
   ''Excellent choice, thank you.''
 
   After Alice dressed, Eleanor stood back and looked at her. ''I am proud of you, Miss Alice. You are tall and blonde and your features are finer than any porcelain money can buy. You have a lovely figure and enough bust to attract any gentleman's roving eye. You are a credit to your mother and father. Whoever marries you, will be the luckiest man in the world.''
 
   ''Alice, are you ready yet? Why does it always take an eternity for you ladies to get ready?'' Lord Ashmeer asked his daughter.
 
   ''Because, father, we are gentle creatures that need nurturing, like flowers. You do want us to look our best don't you?''
 
   ''I suppose so, now where on earth is your mother? This eternal waiting is becoming quite intolerable.''
 
   ''Father, why are you so impatient. What's the matter?'' Alice asked.
 
   ''I want to get the best seat at the card table. If she doesn't hurry up, I will be doomed to sit next to the door and have to listen to all that ridiculous music.''
 
   ''That ridiculous music, father, is modern. All young people like it.''
 
   ''Well, to me it's just a blessed din. Ah, here she is. Finally, woman, please do hurry yourself,'' he barked at his wife.
 
   ''Jeremy are you talking to me? If so then kindly do not refer to me as 'woman'. Women work in factories. I am a lady and don't you forget it.''
 
   Lord Ashmeer felt himself suitably chastised and they left for the ball.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   As soon as the Ashmeers arrived, Georgina came running up to Alice. ''I already have two dances in my card, only another six and you'll have to call me beautiful all your life,'' she said.
 
   ''What are you girls up to, whispering like that,'' Lady Ashmeer inquired.
 
   ''Nothing, mother, just a little friendly rivalry.''
 
   ''Well make sure you behave with a little decorum, we have a reputation to keep. Now please excuse me, I want to speak to Lady Hanley.''
 
   ''So, please tell me, who you have on your card?'' Alice asked.
 
   ''Now that would be telling,'' Georgina said secretively.
 
   Alice looked at Georgina. She wasn't as tall as Alice and she was dark. Her brown eyes often looked sad. Georgina had lost her mother in a dreadful riding accident and she had never really recovered from the loss. Her father was heartbroken, and almost never left the house. But Georgina was plucky, and Alice always enjoyed her practical jokes immensely. Georgina was also sought after by a number of extremely rich suitors, none of who appealed to her.
 
   ''Here's Sophia, let's see how she is faring?'' Georgina said.
 
   ''And how many of the dashing gentlemen have you managed to snare so far this evening?'' Georgina asked. Sophia had red hair and pale skin and was probably the least attractive of the three. Nonetheless, she wasn't plain and could quite easily hold her own in the evening’s competition.
 
   ''Three, so far,'' Sophia replied enthusiastically
 
   Alice felt quite dejected. Her father had been right, they had spent far too long getting ready, and now she was behind. ''Then, please excuse me, dear friends, for I shall have to make haste,'' Alice said as she walked away towards a group of handsome looking young men. One of whom she knew.
 
   ''Charles,'' she whispered, ''can I talk to you.'' Charles Argyle was the twenty year old son of Lord and Lady Argyle, the Ashmeer's neighbors. Charles and Alice had often played together by the lake when Georgina and Sophia were not available. He was tall and had jet black hair. He had inherited his rugged looks from his father who was a renowned naval officer.
 
   ''Alice. You look lovely. What can I do for you?''
 
   ''Thank you, Charles, for you kind compliment. I need your help. You see I have a wager with my friends. The first to fill their dance card shall forever be known as the most beautiful among us.''
 
   ''There is no doubt in my mind that you are by far the most beautiful. Which renders your wager quite pointless as far as I can see.''
 
   ''No, Charles. That's just your very kind opinion. But I am quite desperate to win, if I may be honest with you. Please introduce me to some of your friends.''
 
   ''Of course, I shall. We can't have you being beaten, can we?''
 
   Charles introduced Alice to five of his friends and they all asked her to reserve a place for them in her schedule. Alice was quite elated. She was surely going to win.
 
   The ball was a splendid affair. The Ferguson's were very wealthy and they had just built a new ball room. This was its grand opening. It had six enormous chandeliers, three down each side of the room. The tea and card rooms were the most luxurious on the ball circuit, and the orchestra had their own balcony. 
 
   As Alice glanced around, there seemed to be no shortage of suitors, but she knew precious few of them, and without being introduced it was not the place of a lady to talk to a gentleman. To Alice's horror, Georgina raised six fingers when she caught Alice's eye, and a few moments later, she read Sophia's lips as she said seven.
 
   Alice had made up her mind. 
 
   ''Excuse me, sir. I know it is certainly not my place to address a gentleman without an introduction, but I find myself in a slightly awkward situation.''
 
   ''Then prey tell, what can be so awkward that it brings you to leave the well-trodden path of social etiquette?'' The man Alice had addressed was the most handsome man at the ball. He was tall and dark, and his eyes instantly drew Alice's attention. She had never seen such beautiful blue eyes. His face was thin and his features fine, a most aristocratic and trustworthy individual, Alice concluded. 
 
   ''Oh, it really is a terrible thing I am about to ask you.''
 
   ''Madam, either you tell me or I shall turn my back and continue my conversation. You decide,'' he said, impatiently.
 
   ''Very well,'' Alice said determinedly. ''I would be grateful if you and your two friends would give me your names that I may enter them in my dance card.'' Alice spoke fast, feeling her cheeks flush. She knew what she was asking was highly inappropriate and she wanted it to be finished as soon as possible. “I have a wager with my friends. I must win, you see.”
 
   ''Well, indeed, quite a cheek, if I may say so,'' he said, as one eyebrow raised above the other. ''In fact one could go so far as to say, quite shocking.''
 
   ''Sir, please. I apologize. Please ignore what I have asked, it was improper. I will now take my leave of you.''
 
   ''Do not be so hasty. Perhaps we can come to some sort of arrangement. Just a minute while I consult my friends.'' He turned to the two men standing next to him and talked to them. Alice could not hear what they were saying but their gestures left her in no doubt that they were referring to her. ''It is settled. You may write our names in your dance card.''
 
   ''Thank you, sir, you are most kind and you have helped me more that you know.''
 
   ''However, before I give you our names, you must promise me you will walk with me in the garden after our dance. The gardens here are magnificent and it is a beautiful summers evening. What do you say?''
 
   Alice glanced around searching for her parents. She knew it was not fitting for a lady to wander around the gardens with a gentleman without a chaperone. But he really was handsome and most trustworthy. ''Sir, I would be happy to walk with you.''
 
   Alice gave a little jump as she came up behind Georgina. ''It's full,'' she said.
 
   ''It can't be, you got here late and I was ahead of you. You must have cheated,'' Georgina said, a look of extreme frustration etched onto her face. She looked across at Sophia who instantly knew she had lost.
 
   ''Oh really, Alice. You win everything. Will you one day take pity on us?'' asked Sophia. ''It really is too much.''
 
   ''I am sorry, dear friends, but it appears I am the most beautiful one among us, and may you never forget it,'' Alice said with a smile on her face. The other two walked away and entered into a heated debate about how Alice could possibly have pulled off such a sudden victory.
 
   The announcer shouted, ''the next dance will be a Brown's Reel''
 
   ''I believe this is my dance.'' It was the handsome man that had helped Alice fill her dance card. 
 
   ''Sir Reynold, it will be an honor to dance with you,'' Alice said as she looked in her dance card to remember what his name was. ''You have been a great help to me this evening, I will never be able to thank you enough.''
 
   Alice and Sir Reynold Edmonstone took to the dance floor. As they stood opposite each other, Alice looked at him more closely. He was indeed more handsome that was good for her. His blue eyes shone across the dance floor, and made her feel quite weak at the knees. He was broad chested and his legs appeared strong. She had no doubt he would be able to box even the largest of men to the ground. As the dance began, they circled one another and looked into each other’s eyes. 
 
   ''Prey, where do you live Sir Reynold?'' she asked as they passed.
 
   ''In London.''
 
   ''And what do you do for a living, Sir?''
 
   ''I am a gentleman of leisure. I spend my mornings in bed resting, my afternoons taking tea with friends, and my evenings dancing with delightful ladies like yourself.''
 
   Alice was quite shocked. Everyone she knew had a profession or at least an interest they followed. To do nothing but go to balls seemed like an empty existence. 
 
   ''I assume from what you tell me, sir, that you have had many liaisons,'' Alice asked daringly.
 
   ''Perhaps I have. None more beautiful than you, though.''
 
   When the dance ended, Alice and Sir Reynold bowed and broke away.
 
   ''Now, Miss Alice, if you remember you promised to walk with me in the garden.''
 
   Alice searched once again for her parents. Again, they were nowhere to be seen. ''Of course. I would be delighted.''
 
   The gardens at the Ferguson's house were huge. They employed four full time gardeners and three older men who came and went as required. The main lawn was at the rear of the house adjacent to the ball room. The back of the property was bordered by a wood and a neat path led between the lawn and the wood. The lawn was broken up into segments by magnificent borders full of asters, purple cone flowers, dahlias and foxgloves. In the very center was a statue of Aphrodite which towered above Alice and Sir Reynold as they strolled along the perimeter path.
 
   ''It really is the most beautiful garden I have ever seen,'' Alice said. ''They have thought of everything. Look, even a Greek Goddess.''
 
   ''Which one is it?'' he asked.
 
   Alice was a little disappointed at his lack of knowledge. ''Aphrodite, the Goddess of Beauty, Love and Desire,'' she informed him.
 
   ''Then she is very appropriately placed.''
 
   ''Why do you say that, Sir Reynold?''
 
   ''Because that is what I now feel. Desire.''
 
   ''Sir Reynold, if I may say so, that is rather a misplaced feeling in this particular situation.'' 
 
   ''I disagree. It is a marvelous summer’s evening, the sun is setting, there is a heavenly scent of flowers in the air and the most beautiful of women is walking next to me. Tell me, Miss Alice, why would I not feel desire under such circumstances.''
 
   ''Because you have only known me for the shortest amount of time, and it is not proper.''
 
   ''Do you think your behavior in soliciting my friends and I onto your dance card was any more proper?''
 
   Alice couldn't find an answer. She had acted improperly and she was painfully aware of it. ''However bad my behavior, Sir, I did not speak of such earthy things as desire.''
 
   As they reached the back of the lawn where the wood started, Sir Reynold stopped and turned to Alice. ''I desire you, Alice, and I desire you now.'' He reached for her and pulled her to him. When Alice felt his lips on hers, she froze. His tongue tried to part her lips, but she kept them closed. He pulled her to him, and, to her horror, she felt his manhood pressing hard against the softness of her thigh. 
 
   ''Do not deny me, Alice. To do so would have grave consequences.'' He took her arm and pulled her into the wood. Alice wanted to scream but she felt unable. Her whole being seemed paralyzed by the brutality of him. 
 
   ''So let’s see what you've got under your dress, young lady,'' he growled. Alice put her hands on his to stop him lifting her dress, but he was too strong. She felt the cool air of the evening against her bare legs as he lifted her skirt higher. When he held it over her bottom, he pushed her further into the wood and found a fallen tree trunk. He bent her over it, and stripped her of her underwear. Alice began to sob. ''Sir, please. I have never....please don't, you will hurt me.''
 
   ''Stop whining, woman,'' he said. She heard a rustle of clothing and then she felt his hand over her mouth. When he entered her, but for his hand, her scream would have been heard miles away. As tears flowed over her face, he rammed himself into her. He reached round and painfully grabbed a breast. When Alice was beyond screaming, he took his hand from her mouth, and grabbed her other breast. He continued his onslaught for several minutes until he ejaculated inside her. Alice by this stage had passed out.
 
   When she came round, Alice was still bent over the tree with her bottom exposed. She quickly got up, pulled down her skirts and straightened her décolleté. 
 
   When she tried to walk back to the ballroom, the pain between her legs was so excruciating, she had to stop. She sat on the grass for what seemed like hours before Georgina and Sophia came looking for her.
 
   ''Alice, there you are. We've been looking for you everywhere. What are you doing out here.''
 
   When Alice lifted her head and looked at them, they both instinctively knew what had happened to her. 
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Philip, the Duke of Norfolk, glanced at Stanley Manor as he got down from his coach. He had arrived in a splendid affair pulled by six black horses. The house he noted, was old, well over two hundred years. It had four leaded light bay windows on the ground floor, two each side of the front door. Upstairs the windows were smaller and there were more of them. The green front door had an open porch, held up by two sandstone pillars.
 
   The butler had heard the Duke's coach arrive, and went outside to greet him. ''My Lord, welcome to Stanley Manor, I am Thomas, I will take you to Lord and Lady Ashmeer. They are expecting you.'' Thomas was surprised to see how young the Duke was, he was no more than three or four years older than Miss Alice. He also noticed how tall he was, at least six inches taller than Thomas, who was five feet ten.''
 
   Philip followed Thomas into the entrance hall and waited for him to take his hat and hang it up. The Duke glanced around at his surroundings in an effort to ascertain the wealth of the Ashmeer's. The house he was in was much smaller than those of members of his social circle, but it was adequate. He noted the black and white tiles on the floor and the open fire place. He assumed the man portrayed in the picture above the mantel piece was one of Lord Ashmeer's ancestors.
 
   ''Please follow me, my Lord,'' Thomas urged. They walked through a large arch and down a corridor. Thomas stopped, knocked on a polished mahogany door, and opened it.
 
   ''The Duke of Norfolk is here to see you, Lord Ashmeer.''
 
   ''Please show him in,'' he replied.
 
   When the Duke walked in, Lady Ashmeer's mood lifted somewhat. She had been crying all morning, and the prospect of a solution being close at hand buoyed her spirits. She was also charmed by the Duke's looks. He had long brown hair which was tied at the back. She noted how broad and strong he looked and when her eyes took in his lower half, she quickly averted her gaze for fear of embarrassing herself. 
 
   ''My Lord, please be seated,'' Lord Ashmeer said.
 
   The Duke sat and looked at the Lord. He was small and gray haired, probably in his late fifties, he imagined. He was more interested in his wife who was perhaps a little younger and very pretty for her age. She had a delicate demeanor and he liked her eyes, although on this day, her tears had caused them to be slightly red. She was sitting on a sofa in front of the large window that looked over the garden. Philip momentarily looked past to see what was outside. He was charmed by the well-kept law which sloped down to a beautiful lake. How different the serenity of the garden compared to the mood in the room, he thought.
 
   ''Lord Ashmeer, the situation we find ourselves in is, to say the least, unpleasant, and I am here today to discuss with you and Lady Ashmeer what might be done about it.''
 
   ''Indeed, I couldn't agree more, my Lord. It is a situation of the utmost severity. Perhaps, my Lord, you will be good enough to tell us what you know of the affair.''
 
   ''Of course,'' the Duke said as he composed himself. He was unhappy to have had to leave his estate and drive to the Ashmeer's. It was a grave situation, which called for action. He feared, however, the action he was going to have to take would change his life forever. ''There are very strong rumors, throughout society, that your daughter Alice and my younger brother, Sir Reymond Edmonstone, have had an affair.'' He paused when Lady Ashmeer let out a cry.
 
    ''I am afraid it is too late to stop the rumor as it has already spread over the whole land.'' he continued. Lord Ashmeer took out a handkerchief from his green waistcoat and mopped his brow. ''My brother, who I believe to be a good man, unfortunately spoke of the affair with some friends he trusted. Unfortunately those friends betrayed his trust and spread the word into the realms of evil gossipers. I fear, unless we take immediate action, the reputations of both our families will be ruined, forever.''
 
   Lady Ashmeer could hardly wipe her tears away fast enough, and Lord Ashmeer’s complexion was now ashen. 
 
   ''Well, my Lord, we must do all we can to put the damage right, as soon as we can. I must apologize to you for the inconsiderate behavior of my daughter. We have always brought her up to be reserved and gentle. Please be assured that we are appalled by her promiscuity. It has shocked my wife and I to the core.''
 
   ''And I, Lord Ashmeer, likewise apologize to you for my brother's behavior. He is young and high spirited and it seems the two got a little carried away in their lust for one another.''
 
   ''My Lord, thank you for you kind apology. It really isn't necessary. In my opinion they are equally to blame. As you say, they seem to have let their passion run away with them.'' Lord Ashmeer gave a reassuring look to his wife before continuing. ''I have talked to my wife at length, and we are unable to come up with a solution that will save our mutual reputations, other than sending our daughter into exile. That is a possibility. However we do love and care for her, despite her shortcomings, and we would be very loathe to banish her forever.''
 
   ''Quite so. She has offended the reputation of both our families, but banishing her to a foreign land forever seems a little harsh.” The Duke paused. “If I may, I would like to offer a solution I believe will serve both our purposes greatly. It will protect the reputation of my brother and your daughter, and restore the reputation of our respective families.''
 
   Lady Ashmeer let out a sigh of relief at the prospect of a solution, even though she still had no idea what it entailed. 
 
   ''Your daughter and I shall be married.'' Before he could continue, Lady Ashmeer applauded. ''I will sacrifice any chance I have of marrying for love for the sake of everyone involved. When society realizes your daughter is betrothed to me, all the rumors will disappear, and life will return to normal again,'' the Duke continued.
 
   Lord Ashmeer was not immediately as convinced as his wife. ''You would do that to protect everyone? Give up the chance of marrying for love, and instead marry a woman whose reputation has been tarnished?'' he asked, quite astonished at the Duke's sense of duty.
 
   ''Indeed, Lord Ashmeer. That is my intention, and nobody will prevent me from that line of thought. Perhaps you would give me your opinion, that we may begin proceedings.''
 
   Lord Ashmeer was a little lost for words, and, for the first time, his wife spoke. ''My Lord, thank you for your kindness. As Alice's mother, I have been unable to sleep for days. She has disappointed me in the extreme. On behalf of my husband and I, I would like to accept your more than generous offer.''
 
   ''Then it is settled,'' Philip concluded.
 
   Lord Ashmeer pulled the bell rope and Thomas appeared. ''Thomas, please would you ask Alice to come to us, at once.'' Thomas nodded and set about his task.
 
   The occupants of the room looked at each other in silence as they waited for Alice. When she walked into the room, Philip stood up and bowed. She curtsied. Alice looked pale and she had black rings under her eyes. Eleanor had tried to life her spirits, but nothing had worked. She stood in front of the Duke in a somber brown dress with a closed collar. 
 
   ''Alice, this is the Duke of Norfolk. He is the elder brother of Reymond Edmonstone. He has come today to talk to us about a solution to the problem you have caused us.'' Alice looked at her feet and shuffled from one to the other. ''We have found a solution that is agreeable to us all. It will protect your reputation and that of Sir Edmondstone. Additionally, it will prevent the names of both families from being drawn any further into the mud.'' Alice looked at the Duke. Her faith in men had been badly dented, but as men went, he seemed charming and handsome. ''You and the Duke will marry,'' her father stated abruptly. 
 
   Alice's jaw dropped open. She had always imagined her marriage to be a happy affair, one in which she married for love. Now, that was a distant dream. ''Yes, father,'' she said resigned to her fate.
 
   ''My Lord, perhaps you any my daughter would care to walk in the grounds and talk?'' Lady Ashmeer asked.
 
   ''Yes, I think that is a good suggestion. We have much to discuss.''
 
   Philip took Alice's arm as they walked on the lawn and down towards the lake. 
 
   ''Miss Alice, what do you have to say for yourself? Perhaps you could offer me an explanation as to your indecent behavior with my brother.''
 
   Alice's body had recovered quite quickly from the incident with Reymond, but she was having nightmares, and wasn't able to close her eyes for any length of time, without seeing terrible images. ''My Lord, it pains me greatly that you have been put out by my actions. I have nothing to add to what anybody else has said. I will marry you and be a good and faithful wife to you.''
 
   ''Do you think it will be as easy as that? Because of your foolish actions, I am forced to marry a woman I don't know and obviously do not love.''
 
   ''I understand, my Lord, but you will in time come to love me. Of that I am sure. I will do everything in my power to right the wrong I have done to you.''
 
   ''Very well. Let us plan our marriage and live our lives as God chooses, but I will never forgive you for putting me in this unenviable situation, is that clear?''
 
   ''Yes, my Lord, perfectly.'' Alice looked down the hill to the lake and wished she could go back to the day when she, Georgina and Sophia had gone swimming. On that day she hadn't had a care in the world, now her mind was laden with poisonous thoughts. 
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Georgina and Sophia kissed Alice when they arrived at Stanley Hall for tea. They hadn't seen each other since the incident at the Ferguson's. Two days after the ball, when the malicious rumor had started, Lord Ashmeer had placed Alice under arrest. She was told to stay in her room and speak to nobody until the incident was resolved.
 
   They sat on the terrace, and looked down to the lake. Georgina was wearing a blue muslin day dress, with a matching bonnet and Sophia was wearing a bright green dress which had a high waistline and dainty puff sleeves. Alice was again wearing a somber brown dress.
 
   ''A marriage?'' Sophia exclaimed. ''I do like weddings. They are such grand occasions, and to marry a Duke. Alice, you will be a Duchess, think of that. My friend a Duchess.''
 
   ''Well, I don't think it will be a grand occasion at all, Sophia,'' Georgina said angrily. ''What could possibly be grand about a forced marriage? If that man hadn't done what he did to Alice, none of this would have happened. I think you should tell your father, Alice. You should tell him what really happened.''
 
   ''I can't. Sir Reymond is a gentleman of the highest breeding, nobody would believe me. I have no choice but to marry his brother.''
 
   ''But it seems so unfair. It wasn't your fault. He forced himself on you and hurt you in the most intimate place. He is a scoundrel and he deserves something bad to happen to him,'' Georgina said, slamming her tea cup down, almost breaking the saucer.
 
   ''Georgina, Sophia, please listen to me. You are my dearest friends and I love you both. I am to be married because fate has dealt me a very bad hand. I must make the best of it, for the sake of my family and the Duke. I will marry the Duke and I will love him. Please do not pity me or think badly of me for doing so.''
 
   ''I admire your courage,'' Sophia said.
 
   ''Why don't you just tell the Duke what happened? Surely he knows his brother is a bad man, when it comes to his treatment of ladies,'' Georgina asked.
 
   ''I will not drive a wedge between the Duke and his brother. I am sure, in time, my steadfast love for the Duke will convince him that I am a good woman.''
 
   ''It's all my fault,'' Georgina added. ''If it hadn't been for my ridiculous suggestion, you wouldn't have needed to even speak to him.''
 
   ''It's not your fault Georgina, please don't blame yourself. Who knows, I may have spoken to him anyway. He was certainly handsome,'' Alice said.
 
   ''But from what you tell me, the Duke is even more handsome. I know you are being forced to marry him, but it could have been worse. He could have been a plain Duke,” Sophia said.
 
   ''Thank you, Sophia, that is a very comforting thought,'' Alice said, not quite sure whether it really was comforting or not.
 
   Once Georgina and Sophia had drunk all the tea and eaten all the butterfly buns, they took their leave of Alice. It was six in the evening, and almost time for Alice to get dressed for dinner. Usually Alice would have gone inside after her friends had left, but she was waiting for someone, and he was late. 
 
   ''Charles, finally. Where have you been?''
 
   ''Alice I am so sorry, father kept me. He can't stop talking about naval college and what lies ahead of me in my training. Listen, Alice, I've heard all the rumors, and I don't believe them. What did he do to you?''
 
   Alice had never kept a secret from any of her friends and she wasn't about to do so now. ''He forced himself on me.''
 
   ''Oh, Alice. I am so sorry. When I'm a Captain, I'll have him press ganged and keelhauled,'' Charles said seriously.
 
   ''Thank you for your kind expressions of concern. What has happened cannot be changed. I will marry his older brother, the Duke of Norfolk, that everyone's reputation be protected.''
 
   ''But, Alice. You can't. You of all people deserve to marry for love.''
 
   ''He is very handsome and I will be a Duchess. I will never want for anything. My life will be more comfortable than almost anyone in the land.''
 
   ''But what is that without love?''
 
   ''Charles you are far too romantic to be a sailor,'' Alice said as the first smile she had had for several days crossed her lips. ''I am going to marry the Duke come what may. The reputation of my parents is too important to me. But I want you to do something for me. Something that I will be forever grateful for.''
 
   ******
 
    
 
   Alice lay in the bath and held her breath as Eleanor rinsed her hair.
 
   ''Eleanor, you have been terribly quiet over the last few days. Are you unwell?''
 
   ''No, Miss Alice. I am quite well.''
 
   ''Then what is the matter?''
 
   ''It is not my place to say, Miss Alice.''
 
   ''Please, Eleanor. I consider you a friend. Please unburden yourself.''
 
   ''Those bruises, on your thighs, Miss. A man of honor does not do that to a lady. I know what has befallen you, and it has upset me more than you could ever know.''
 
   ''Oh, Eleanor. You are of course correct. Something terrible has happened. Something a gentleman should never do to a lady. |But it has happened, and I must move on.''
 
   ''I understand, Miss Alice, but I want to tell you one thing. Please, before you accept your fate and never mention the deed again, think of the next lady and the next after her. That is all I will say on the matter.''
 
   ''Thank you, Eleanor. You are very wise and kinder than is good for me. I wanted to talk to you anyway. I need your help and I hope you will agree.''
 
   *****
 
    
 
   All the servants at Stanley Hall lined up to wish Miss Alice well on her wedding day. As she left the house on her father's arm, they looked at her beautiful white dress and the veil that hid her face. They burst into applause. Eleanor was unable to prevent a tear running down her cheek as Alice nodded at her. Alice's father looked dashing in a black morning coat, gray waistcoat and blue cravat. Thomas had spent days polishing Lord Ashmeer's shoes, and when Lord Ashmeer looked down, he could see the clouds reflected in them. 
 
   ''Are you ready, my dear?'' he asked Alice
 
   ''Quite ready, father,'' she replied. Lord Ashmeer banged on the inside of the coach, and they set off with a jolt. Lord Ashmeer had hired the coach specially because it was capable of being drawn by six horses, and he'd wanted to make a good impression. His daughter was marrying a Duke, and he had to put on a good show. He had even hired a marquee, and had it erected on the lawn for the wedding breakfast.
 
   As was the fashion, the wedding was to be a small family affair only attended by family and close friends. Alice had chosen Georgina and Sophia to be her attendants, and when the coach stopped outside the church, they were standing ready to greet her. Alice’s father helped her down, and Georgina and Sophia, dressed in white dresses adorned with embroidered daisies, fussed around her for a short time. 
 
   Lord Ashmeer held out his arm for his daughter and they entered the church. When Alice was almost at the altar, she saw him standing next to the Duke. It had never crossed her mind that he would be the Duke's best man, and that she would have to stand so close to him, on the day of her wedding. She felt trapped.
 
   After the vicar had pronounced them man and wife, Alice and the Duke walked out of the church into a guard of honor. Georgina and Sophia held up an arch made from Yew branches, and when they walked under it everyone clapped. 
 
   The Duke and Alice climbed into the grandest carriage Alice had ever sat in, and they set off back to Stanley Hall. 
 
   ''Alice, are you alright? You looked like you had seen a ghost when you arrived next to me in the church,'' Philip said.
 
   ''I am quiet alright. It was just something of a shock to see your brother again.''
 
   ''I understand, but you will see him more often from now on, he is, after all, my brother. The affair you and my brother had almost cost me my reputation, and certainly cost me any happiness I might have found with a woman I loved. I would therefore, ask you to behave normally around him.''
 
   There were thirty five people in the marques when the Duke and Alice cut the wedding cake. Alice smiled, and the Duke looked somber as the knife slid through the cake. As everyone tucked in, Reymond walked around the table and bent down next to Alice. ''You look lovely, my dear, and congratulations on your marriage to my brother. I didn't get a chance to kiss you at the church. It is of no consequence, however, there will be plenty of times when my brother is away on business. I visit you then and we can continue where we left off.''
 
   Alice almost fainted. Despite the Duke's best efforts, she would never be rid of his detestable brother.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   When Philip and Alice arrived in London at the Savoy, they went straight up to the honeymoon suit.
 
   Alice had changed after the wedding into a salmon pink gown and bonnet. On the way to London, Alice had tried to put the Duke's brother out of her mind. She was married now and surely her husband would protect her. She wanted to concentrate on her wedding night and give herself to him, in a way that he would enjoy.
 
   The suit consisted of a regal bedroom, a lounge, and a bathroom. The floor was bedecked with a navy blue carpet in the lounge and bedroom, and gold and gray striped wall paper. The bed was a four poster covered with crisp cotton bed clothes. 
 
    The Duke sat and read a newspaper in the lounge as Alice busied herself in the bathroom. When she came out she was wearing a beautiful silk nightgown that clung to her breasts and hips. Her blonde hair was swept back and tied with a ribbon and her long smooth legs shone in the candle light. When Philip looked at her he saw her nipples pointing through the material, waiting for his touch. She was a picture of beauty, the like of which he had never seen before. Alice walked into the bedroom and lay down on the bed in a seductive pose. The Duke followed her and sat down on the edge of the bed.
 
   ''Alice, I have to talk to you,'' Philip said. ''You are beautiful and the most seductive lady I have ever seen. But I am not in love with you. What you and my brother did together is still fresh in my mind, and I find myself unable to touch you. I do no mean to be cruel or unkind, but those are my feelings, and, until they change I will not be able to touch you, let alone make love to you.''
 
   ''My Lord is wise, and I bow to your superior knowledge in matters of the heart. I understand, and I hope one day you will come to see me as I really am. Not a woman of a promiscuous nature, but a woman who is kind and loving and who can make you happy. You will come to love me, and one day you will desire me. I will wait for you patiently until that day.''
 
   They slept in the same bed but did not touch each other. Alice didn't cry. She had cried all she could in the last weeks, and now it was time to stop and concentrate on her marriage and future happiness.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Alice started her married life in Winthorpe Hall, the Duke's summer residence. The Duke owned three houses in all. A summer residence, or rather palace, a winter residence in London, and a house in Scotland that he used to entertain guests during the shooting season.
 
   Winthorpe Hall was a massive house. Far larger than Stanley Hall, or any house Alice had ever been in. It reminded Alice of pictures she had seen of the Palace of Versailles. It had a beautiful raised terrace at the rear and a large ornamental garden. 
 
   Georgina and Sophia came to stay, and they had looked with open mouths at the opulence of the place. During their stay they had talked of old times and the future. Alice had been very sad to see them go, but she was a Duchess now, and she had responsibilities. Her husband still hadn't touched her, but she had a household to run and to a small degree it took her mind off the Duke's stubbornness. The household she reigned over included thirteen maids, six footmen, five gardeners, four coachmen, a cook, and innumerable kitchen hands.
 
   The summer was drawing to a close, and Alice had decided what she wanted to do. When Philip came onto the terrace and sat next to her, she opened the conversation.
 
   ''It is time for me to reconcile my differences with your brother.'' Philip raised his eyebrows at her suggestion before she continued. ''It was just a moment of lust and silliness, and I really feel it is time to put it behind us. What do you say?''
 
   ''It would indeed be a step in the right direction, but it will never take away the fact that you did something very hurtful to our families.''
 
   ''Yes, my Lord, you are right. I realize I may never win your trust, but I would like to do all I can to do so.''
 
   ''So what do you propose?''
 
   ''I would like to invite you, and your brother, to Stanley Hall for a picnic by the lake. We will sit, talk, relax and eat to our hearts content. It is a lovely place and it will be a great opportunity to smooth things over. I will invite Georgina and Sophia. They will be most agreeable company for your brother, and, who knows, he may even take one as his wife.''
 
   ''Excellent idea. Yes, splendid, let's get him married off. It's more than time.''
 
   *****
 
    
 
   It was a lovely late summer’s day when Alice, the Duke, Reymond, Georgina and Sophia walked over the lawn, to the specially erected tent at the edge of the lake. The tent was open at the front and faced the lake. It was full of large cushions that they could lie on, and a thick carpet. Thomas had arranged for the champagne to be put on ice, and the food delivered when Alice gave him the signal.
 
   ''Isn't this lovely, everybody?'' Alice said. ''Thank you all for coming. It means a great deal to me. As you all know, Reymond and I got off on the wrong foot, and managed to cause a bit of scandal. I would like to use today to put that right.'' She glanced at the others as they stared at her.'' I want to make a toast if you would charge your glasses.''
 
   Alice waited until everyone had a full glass. ''I want to toast Reymond and say how sorry I am that things happened as they did. To Reymond.''
 
   The others lifted their glasses and toasted the Duke's brother. Alice looked at him. He still had those shining blue eyes and strong looking body, and he was still very handsome. 
 
   After they had eaten and finished the Champagne, most of them snoozed a little. Alice remained wide awake and looked over the lake. It was the place she knew and loved, and a place that had never let her down. Here, she felt at home.
 
   ''Oh, I see everyone is awake, why don't you take Reymond for a walk, you two,'' Alice said as she looked at Georgina and Sophia. 
 
   ''I'd love to walk with Reymond,'' said Georgina
 
   ''Yes let's,'' said Sophia enthusiastically. 
 
   ''Well, if you ladies insist, then who am I to refuse. It will be a pleasure to walk around the lake, with not just one, but two beauties,'' Reymond said. 
 
   ''Then let's go,'' said Georgina and she got up. 
 
   ''Don't forget to show Reymond the wood, will you girls? You know, where we used to climb trees when we were young.''
 
   ''Now, excellent idea,'' said Sophia. ''I would very much like to be in the woods with Reymond.'' Reymond looked at her and smiled. It seemed to be his lucky day. 
 
   The Duke and Alice sat and watched as the three made their way around the lake. Alice jumped as the Duke took her hand. ''Thank you for today. It has been lovely, and the girls seem to like my brother. It was most thoughtful of you to introduce them.''
 
   ''It was my pleasure.''
 
   The Duke held her hand for longer than he had ever held it, and watched his brother and the two ladies disappear into the wood.
 
   ''It really is idyllic here. Did you spent a lot of time here as a child?'' he asked.
 
   ''All of it. I was never away from here. When I think of a home, I think of this place.''
 
   ''I would like you one day to feel........'' Philip was stopped in mid-sentence by a horrible scream. ''What on earth?'' He jumped to his feet. Alice got to her feet as well.
 
   ''In the wood,'' Alice said.
 
   Charles had been on a lot of training exercises in recent weeks and he was more than a match for Reymond. He'd appeared from behind a tree and knocked him clean off his feet. Reymond was strong and had fought back, but Charles hit him in the groin with a savage blow. The pain was so great, Reymond had passed out. While Charles sat on him, Eleanor appeared from behind another tree, with a pair of scissors. Georgina and Sophia ran to her and stood patiently as she made an incision in the breast area of each dress. When she'd done that, she put her hand inside the hole and ripped the muslin material down and away from their breasts. 
 
   When Georgina appeared from the wood, the Duke and Alice were half way between her and the tent. When she saw them, she screamed, ''help, please help, he's gone mad. You have to help Sophia. He'll rape her.''
 
   As they got closer, the Duke was horrified to see Georgina standing in a ripped dress with her breasts exposed. ''Cover her up,'' he said to Alice as he ran along the path and into the wood. 
 
   When he arrived at the scene, he was deeply shocked. In front of him on the path lay his brother with a man on top of him. To the right, Sophia bent over a tree with her breasts hanging out and her skirt raised.''
 
   ''Who are you may I ask?'' the Duke said to Charles.
 
   ''Charles Argyle. I am a neighbor. Half of this wood belongs to my property. I was enjoying a stroll after lunch when I saw this man assault two women. It was the most savage attack, and I apprehended him.'' He looked across at Sophia and gestured towards her. ''Just in time by the look of it.''
 
   ''Wait here,'' Alice said to Georgina. ''I'm going to finish this now.'' Alice ran into the wood and stopped next to the Duke. She surveyed the scene, and ran to Sophia. She put her arm around her, and spoke loudly, so that Philip could hear her. 
 
   ''Oh my dear Sophia, I am so sorry. Please forgive me, I didn't think he would do this again after what happened to me. Will you ever forgive me?''
 
   Sophia nodded. She was extremely embarrassed that the two gentlemen could see her breasts, but she had agreed to do it for the sake of her friend.
 
   As Alice was helping Sophia, Eleanor appeared. ''Please excuse me, my Lord. I am a maid at Stanley Hall, and on Sunday afternoons, I walk in the woods. I saw this gentleman attack two ladies,'' she said pointing at Reymond. ''I was so afraid, I ran and hid behind a tree. It is only now that I dare come out of hiding. If it hadn't been for brave Mr Argyle, I dread to think what would have happened.''
 
   *****
 
    
 
   It was late when the Duke arrived back at Stanley Hall. Alice had arranged from them to stay there after the picnic, before traveling back to Winthrop Hall the next day. Alice was lying in her night gown when the Duke came into the bedroom. Alice didn't say anything, she could feel he wanted to unburden his heart.
 
   ''Alice, I have been a foolish man. Everything I assumed about you was wrong. He raped you on that evening, didn't he?''
 
   Alice nodded.
 
   ''Oh Lord, help me,'' he whispered as his head sank into his hands. After he'd composed himself, he spoke again. ''In the last weeks, I have come to admire you. Not just your beauty, but your kindness and your undying faith that, one day, I would come to love you. Despite what I have done to you, you have remained resolute. You will never forgive me, I know, but I was trying to do the best for everyone under the circumstances, as I thought them to be. Why didn't you tell me, or your parents, what he did to you?''
 
   ''Because he is a gentleman, and I a mere woman. Whose word would everyone believe?''
 
   ''You are right. Oh Alice, please forgive me. I will never be cold or unpleasant to you ever again.''
 
   ''And what have you done with Reymond?''
 
   ''He is in the police station in Northampton.''
 
   ''And what will happen to him?''
 
   ''I assume he will go to prison. Mr Argyle and Miss Eleanor will surely bear witness to the attack.''
 
   ''Yes, they most certainly will,'' Emily said, knowing full well what she had agreed with them.
 
   ''Then he will indeed be sentenced. Four witnesses against his word. I suppose a few years in prison will do him good. And it won't be easy for him. Men in prison don't like people who attack women.''
 
   ''So that's it, then. We can now live our lives together.''
 
   ''Yes, we can.'' He looked at her in her nightgown and for the first time felt his desire for her overwhelm him. ''My dear, do you think I could perhaps......''
 
   ''Is it cold outside?'' she asked.
 
   ''No, why?''
 
   ''Come with me.'' Alice got up from the bed, took his hand and crept downstairs. As quietly as she could, she opened the doors to the terrace and led him to the tent at the side of the lake.
 
   ''They won't take this down until tomorrow. Make love to me here. Take two cushions and lay them down here. I want to feel you inside me as I look at the stars.''
 
   He walked into the tent and took two of the largest cushions, and laid them down right at the edge of the water. 
 
   He looked at her as she pulled her nightgown over her head. When he saw her naked, he felt his manhood becoming hard. He pulled her to him and kissed her. It was a kiss of such deep longing, that Alice gasped when he let go. She gasped more when he dropped to his knees and pulled her pubic area to his face. As his tongue slipped between her legs, she opened them wider and threw back her head. His tongue probed and delved into every fold, before settling on her clitoris. When he took the tiny bud into his mouth Alice's legs almost gave way. She pulled away and lay down on the cushions.
 
   As he opened her legs and put his mouth on her again, Alice glanced over the lake. It was calm, just like she felt. He stopped licking her and took off his waistcoat, shirt and trousers. In just an undergarment, Alice could see that he was fully erect and ready for her. With her feet, she encouraged him to take off the remaining garment, which he did. She gasped when she saw how long his penis was. 
 
   He wasn't finished with his mouth though, and again he knelt between her open legs. He liked up and down the length of her wetness and then around her entrance. Suddenly she arched her back and dug her nails into the cushion as his mouth sucked her clitoris. He continued to suck and flick his tongue over her until he felt her explode on him. She rolled her head from side to side and stretched her legs out straight as one huge spasm engulfed her. It was several minutes until she stopped trembling. 
 
   The Duke held her and kissed her until her orgasm subsided. When she had recovered, he flipped her onto her belly, lifted her hips from the cushions and entered her. As he thrust into her, she knelt in front of him and looked over the lake. Somewhere a bird squawked and the sound echoed in the silence of the night. It was more erotic than she could have imagined. Being taken in this way as she looked over the place that was her home. 
 
   He quickened his rhythm, and his hips began to slap hard against her buttocks. The vibrations brought her to another orgasm. She threw her head back and looked at the sky as her muscles tensed and waves flew from her vagina. 
 
   Suddenly she pulled away from him and walked into the lake. ''What are you doing?'' he asked
 
   ''Isn't it obvious? Come in and make love to me in the water.''
 
   The Duke followed her in and wished he hadn't because it was quite cold. ''My God, Alice, I'm not sure I can make love to you in this cold. You know what cold does to muscles, it makes them contract.''
 
   ''Nonsense. Swim with me and you'll warm up.''
 
   They swam to the middle of the lake, almost to the point where she had been with her friends a few weeks earlier. Alice stopped and pulled him to her. He looked delicious with wet hair and she instantly wrapped her legs around his torso. ''Thrust into me,'' she ordered. He did and it sent shock after shock over her. It was hard work for him as he had to keep them afloat, and thrust at the same time. But soon he found a technique which worked. The water lapped around them and soon he was grunting with the effort. When Alice reached down and cupped his balls he groaned and thrust into her harder.
 
   ''Tell me when you come,'' she requested.
 
   When he was almost there, he said, ''Now.''
 
   She pushed him from her, and dived under the water. She found his penis, put her mouth over him and sucked. When he ejaculated into her mouth, he screamed.
 
   ''I love you, Alice,'' rang over the lake. Alice didn't hear him, but it was already obvious to her what he now felt.
 
    
 
   
  
 

Amish Bonus Stories
 
    
 
   
  
 

Amish: An Unexpected Gift
 
   Though she had been through alot in the past few months, nothing could prepare her for how she felt now. Yoder was going to be her new last name, and she hated it. She felt like she was going to have to become a different person. And her new first name, Sarah? It just sounded so old-fashioned. Her entire life was about to be old-fashioned.
 
                 She thought back at the events that lead her to this. They made her so angry. She was determined to give her father an earful during the drive. Or could she really call it a drive. A horse and a buggy can drive right? Sarah couldn’t even believe what was going through her mind. As she got ready to leave, she picked out the most plain clothes that she could so she would look like the rest of the Amish. She looked at herself in the mirror. At the age of sixteen, Sarah was old enough to know that she was attractive and desired by guys. It is what made her popular at school. But would Amish guys care about stuff like that? Weren’t they just interested in a person’s character? The thought of her appearance not being important made her cringe.
 
                 “Honey, are you ready, we have to leave now if are to get there before dark,” yelled Sarah’s father.
 
                 “I will be right down,” she said. Sarah took one last look at her room. She feared that she would never see it again. “Alright I am coming.” She looked at her father and laughed to herself. He was wearing the most drab and plain garments that she had ever seen. This is going to be an absolute joke.
 
                 “Do you have your Bible?” Asked Sarah’s father. His name was now Jacob. It was formally Lance. But Lance was much too cool of a name. It promoted vanity.
 
                 “No I don’t have my Bible, I don’t even know where it is,” replied Sarah. She couldn’t remember the last time she had read it.
 
                 “Well you know that you have to carry your Bible around. At least I think that’s what they do. Remember these people are very somber and super religious,” explained Jacob.
 
                 Sarah had always hated religion. It wasn’t that she hated God so much. She would talk to him on occasion. If he existed that is. But she hated the hypocrisy within religious circles. Thou shalt not commit adultery says the pastor as he is thinking about his many affairs. “I know, I am well prepared to put on a false facade that will make the Amish like me. I can pretend, father. I am a good fake.”
 
                 “That’s what I’m afraid of,” said her father under his breath.
 
                 “What did you say?”
 
                 “Nothing, I am just...nevermind. This is going to be a big adjustment for everybody,” said Jacob, as he was clearly frustrated.
 
                 Sarah was angry. “Yes it is, and we wouldn’t have to be making this adjustment if it weren’t for you.” She had planned to speak her mind. If she regretted it later so be it. She would regret not speaking her mind more.
 
                 “And you don’t think I feel bad about it?” Her father looked like he was about to explode in anger and frustration, but then restrained himself. “We can talk on the way there, let’s go.”
 
   Sarah had never been in a buggy before, and she was determined from the get go to hate it. But now that they were under way she realized that her fears were all founded in truth. It really was horrible. It was slow and bumpy and pulled by a horse that stunk. “Do you even know how to drive a buggy?” She asked her father.
 
   “Do I know how to drive a buggy? Of course, I learned in auto shop in high school,” he replied sarcastically. “I don’t know anything about buggies other than a quick video I watched on them. I am just winging it.”
 
   “Just like you do everything else,” said Sarah.
 
   “Sarah, are you ever going to forgive me?” He thought probably not. What he had done was hardly forgivable.
 
   “You killed mom, dad. I don’t see how you expect me to ever see you in the same light again.” Sarah turned her face from him. The images played through her mind, even though she didn’t want them to.
 
   “I hate it when you put it like that. You know I didn’t kill her. I would never do that. I loved her more than you know.” Jacob didn’t know what else to say. He knew that the guilt would never go away, even if he knew he didn’t mean for his wife to die.
 
   “What did you expect your life decisions to lead to, dad. You are an alcoholic and a lazy bum. I can’t even remember the last time that you had a steady job. Mom had to do everything and she worked so hard to support us. And now that she is gone we have nothing, and it is all because of you,” Said Sarah, practically screaming at her father.
 
   “I quite drinking Sarah, how many times do I have to tell you that.”
 
   “A lifelong alcoholic who quit drinking a few weeks ago is not a changed man.” You are just living in your same delusion that you always do. You are always different today, always going to get a better job. You always promise a better life for us and to treat us better. Well now we are going to live with people that get excited for midnight barn raisings. Are you happy now that we have hit rock bottom. There is no place else for you to drag us. At least mom escaped this hell that you have created.” Sarah was now in tears. She said most of what she wanted. It felt good to get it off her chest, but also terrible at the same time. Though part of her did hate her father, part of her still loved him.
 
   There was a long silence after Sarah said those words. Jacob was too hurt to reply. He thought about his life, something he didn’t do enough probably. He had let his family down, he was fully aware. But his wife’s death was not his fault. She was the only good thing he had in his life. Why would he want something bad to happen to her. But the night she died he was hammered drunk, as was typical. Had he been sober he would have been able to stop the assailant. At least that’s what he told himself. But he was drunk, and could do nothing to help his wife. Maybe had he been sober, the assailant would have killed him too. There was no way to know, but the thoughts haunted him. He would rather have died trying to protect her.
 
   “Do you even know how much farther we have to go,” asked Sarah, breaking the silence.
 
   “I believe we are only about twenty or so minutes out,” replied her father. They had exited the limits of their town and were now in rolling hills. They were not really on a road. Semi organized gravel was more like it. This made the ride very bumpy. Sarah hated it.
 
   “Well I hope we get there soon, I feel like I am going to get sick. Where did you get this thing anyway?” She asked.
 
   “You will be surprised what you can find online. It was pretty cheap, which is probably why it is such an awful ride. I wanted to try to look like anybody else though. Rolling up in a car would not exactly be welcome. We are just lucky that your mother had a connection here. If she didn’t, we would be on the streets or something pretty bad.
 
   “Ya well look at that, mom is still taking care of us after she is gone and you can’t even do that while you are still here.” Sarah still had more pent up vitriol.
 
   “I am doing the best that I can to take care of us now,” said her father. He was confident that he actually meant it this time. He really did want to change. But the only changes he had ever seen in his life were for the worst. It was as if his life had been in a tailspin for as long as he could remember and there was no way he could stop the negative inertia that plunged him deeper and deeper into places he didn’t want to be. “We have a place to stay, be thankful for that.”
 
   “Oh I can’t wait to see it,” replied Sarah sarcastically. When they crested the next hill, her wish was granted.
 
   The sun was setting on the quaint town of only a few thousand. It was mostly farmland with barns scattered here and there and trees and rivers and a few lakes. The houses that she could see looked very primitive and devoid of any luxuries that she was accustomed to. She fingered the earbuds in her pocket, the last vestige of her previous life. But the batteries would run out soon, and that would be the end. She was determined to only use them for special occasions.
 
   “Well here we are,” said father, as they pulled up to one of the houses. “This is our new home. It is actually one of the nicer ones here, and the family we are staying with are very good friends with the reverend. And in a town like this, the reverend is king.”
 
   Sarah got out of the buggy and was pleased to see that the house was not falling apart. It actually looked to be very well maintained, if not plain. But plain, she would find, is the way of life for these people.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Welcome, you must be Jacob and Sarah,” said a middle aged man. “My name is Isaiah, you are our guests. Come, we have a meal prepared for you.”
 
   Jacob and Sarah went inside. The house could not have been less adorned, but at the same time it had a certain charm to it. Sarah couldn’t quite put her finger on on what it was.
 
   “I have prepared my favorite dish,” said Isaiah’s wife. “It is roast duck with a hint of cherry flavoring.”
 
   “I thought you people didn’t believe in flavoring anything,” said Sarah.
 
   There was brief silence at the awkwardness and rudeness of the question. Her father gave her a scowl.
 
   “Actually, we believe that life should be full of flavor. We just have different tastes than a lot of people,” she said with grace and kindness. Sarah was caught off guard that she didn’t take more offense.
 
   “I should have introduced my wife earlier,” said Isaiah. “This is Rebekah. She is the most industrious wife a man could ever have and for that I feel very blessed.” Isaiah looked around and then yelled out the window. “Ezekiel you can finish up with your chores later, we have guests over...Ezekiel is my son,” he explained.
 
   Ezekiel walked in just moments later. He looked to be in his late teens. Sarah thought that he was a very good looking young man. Too bad he is Amish, she thought to herself. Everyone sat at the table and Isaiah led them in prayer.
 
   “Great father in heaven, we thank you for the gifts that you have bestowed upon us. It is not by our hands that we are so blessed, but by Yours Father. We thank you for our guests, and that they had safe travels here this evening. We pray Father that they will feel comfortable here and that we will be able to serve them to the best of our abilities. In your name, we pray.” Everyone said ‘Amen’ except for Sarah. She wasn’t going to have anything to do with this religion stuff. Not after what had happened to her mother. If there was a God that actually cared for her, why would he have let so many bad things happen to her?
 
   “This is really good,” said her father.
 
   “We are really blessed,” replied Rebekah, unwilling to take credit for it. Sarah had to agree, though. The meal was incredible. The duck was juicy and the cherry flavoring added to it in a way that she had never imagined food tasting before. The potatoes were also delicious. Well they eat all organic, right. It shouldn’t be a surprise their food tastes good.
 
   After they finished supper, Isaiah showed Sarah and her father to their room. It was a single room that they would have to share. At least there were two beds. Wow we are definitely going to be spending a lot of time together.
 
   “Thank you so much for taking us,” her father said to Jacob.
 
   “It is our pleasure. What would life be without guests. Furthermore, your wife was quite a wonderful lady and we are honored to help her out any way that we can. She is with the Lord now, and I know this is what she would want,” replied Isaiah. He then left to go help with cleaning up the kitchen, leaving Sarah and her dad by themselves.
 
   “Well this place isn’t so bad,” said Sarah’s father. He wanted to make Sarah feel better. He could tell that she was not enjoying herself so far.
 
   “Dad, this place couldn’t be any worse. Well except for the food was pretty good.” She got into her bed. It was hard and stiff and not anything like she grew to expect in a bed. How could anyone get a good night’s sleep in one of these things. It was also cold, but the covers were surprisingly warm.
 
   “Well what about Ezekiel. Did you think that he was cute,” asked her father. He knew that she would be embarrassed by the question.
 
   “Why would you ask that. You know I don’t like talking about boys. He is just another one of these weird people and I want nothing to do with him. I am going to sleep, goodnight.” Sarah grabbed her earbuds and put them on. She figured that since she had never felt so miserable in her life, that this was a special enough of an occasion to use them. She listened to her favorite songs, the ones that her mother used to sing to her when she was little. Her favorite was a hymn. What was it called? Oh ya. “Amazing Grace.” I soothed her, and reminded of her when she was younger and still had hope for the world.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   When Sarah woke up the next morning, her father was already gone. At her age, there was no such thing as being a morning person. She stumbled to the bathroom, but when she got there, she noticed that there was no mirror. How am I supposed to see what I look like? When she came out, she noticed the smell of breakfast, and unsurprisingly, it was wonderful.
 
   “How did you sleep, Sarah,” asked Rebekah.
 
   Sarah remembered how hard the bed was and how poorly she thought she would sleep. But she stretched her arms out and realized that she didn’t feel bad at all. “You know, I feel alright.”
 
   They enjoyed breakfast together, the five of them. Sarah still didn’t accept that this was her new reality. Ezekiel seemed so content as he ate his food and talked about the chores he was going to get done that day. He talked about it as if there was nothing in the world that he could possibly want that would make his life any better. Sarah knew he must be faking his joy. These Amish must just put up a false front of happiness.
 
   “After breakfast, we all have chores that we do,” said Isaiah. “Each day’s work is not too hard if one commits himself fully to work unto the Lord. Jacob, you can work with me out on the barn. We are trying to have it ready by winter. And Sarah, you can work with Ezekiel out in the fields. The berries need to be picked as soon as possible. If you guys finish there, you can milk the cows.”
 
   Sarah wondered how her father would manage doing any work. It was not something he had done as long as she could remember. Ezekiel got up.
 
   “Come on Sarah, follow me,” he said.
 
   Sarah realized that she had to do work as well. Outside the sun was just cresting over the hills and beginning to shine off of the few clouds that were in the sky. Sarah breathed in deeply and appreciated how fresh the air was. Well they have good food and good air. Maybe this place has a few redeeming qualities.
 
   “So Sarah, how are you acclimating so far?” Asked Ezekiel.
 
   Sarah realized that she had not yet spoken to him. “Pretty well I suppose, it is very different than what I am used to.”
 
   “That is what everyone from the outside says when they come here,” he said. His voice was cheerful and optimistic.
 
   “Really,” Sarah was surprised. “Do people from the outside come here often. I mean I thought you guys were pretty isolated.
 
   “Oh there is certainly a sense in which we are isolated,” explained Ezekiel. “But visitors do come here from time to time and they enjoy learning about us. We are used to it really.”
 
   “But don’t you envy them when they tell you how great life is outside of here,” asked Sarah.
 
   Ezekiel shook his head. “Haven’t you ever heard of rumspringa?”
 
   “No, I never have.”
 
   “Rumspringa is when the young Amish, usually between the ages of 14 and 16 are allowed to experience the outside world for themselves. They then have the choice of staying or coming back and being baptized into the church.”
 
   “Really, and so don’t most just leave and never come back,” asked Sarah, sure that he would say yes.
 
   “Not at all, almost everyone returns. In fact, rumspringa is mainly to show us how good we have it here. I think that in time you will learn to appreciate the world we have created here.”
 
   “I doubt it.”
 
   “And how could you be so sure,” asked Ezekiel as he stopped. Sarah stopped too.
 
   “Because it is not as fun here, that is why,” she thought it was so obvious, especially to anyone that had experienced both living here and living in the real world. She didn’t understand what Ezekiel saw in this place. “There is no television here, there are no videogames, or music blaring in your room. You don’t have air conditioning or cars or anything that makes life worth living.”
 
   “Oh and that is what you think makes life worth living?” Ezekiel shook his head slowly, frowning. “Sarah, I think that soon you will come to understand my perspective. But it is not something I can explain to you right now. It is something that you must experience.”
 
   Sarah had no idea what he could be talking about. They began walking again.
 
   “Just over here,” said Ezekiel. “We just need to pick these berries that you see. It is really as simple as that. With the two of us it will go much faster.”
 
   At first they picked berries without talking. Sarah found the silence to be refreshing at first but then thought it was awkward. Who is so comfortable alone in silence?
 
   She looked around to find Ezekiel. He was behind one of the bushes. he was humming to himself. She recognized the tune as one that her mother had sang to her when she was young. It was a hymn, it was “Amazing Grace.” He looked so content to be by himself and lost in his own thoughts. And his thoughts didn’t seem to torture him or consume him, but rather to uplift him. But what does he know. He has never experienced real tragedy in his life.
 
   She was beginning to tire of picking the berries. Ezekiel came over.
 
   “Are you ready for a short lunch break?” He asked
 
   “I didn’t know that you people take breaks. I thought that you gained some kind of power from working so hard,” she said sarcastically.
 
   Ezekiel laughed, “we take plenty of breaks. It is good for the body to rest after doing work. It is God’s way. You do know that he rested on the 7th day right?”
 
   Sarah nodded, “but what does that have to do with anything?”
 
   “He set a precedent,” explained Ezekiel. “He was telling us that rest is ok. And what’s more he was telling us that the 7th day is sacred. That is why one day a week we rest and just enjoy fellowship and our time worshipping the Lord. But that is enough of a Bible lesson. Eat up, take a breather.”
 
   Sarah could not believe what she had gotten herself into. Ezekiel was a good enough looking guy, but he was a total square. Where is the fun in his lifestyle. he worked, and then he rested, and it was all scheduled out. There was no spontaneity. Oh well. Sarah did enjoy the lunch though, as she expected. It was corn bread with jam. She also ate some of the berries that they had picked. They were extremely good.
 
   After lunch they picked berries for a few more hours. They didn’t do much talking, because Ezekiel seemed focused on what he was doing and content to hum in his head some crazy worship tune. “Alright, I think that is enough for today, let’s walk back and check on the cows,” he said.
 
   Finally, thought Sarah. They started back, but to what? More work. Sarah was already dead tired and couldn’t imagine milking cows for hours. Don’t farmers have machines to do that? She then thought that the real reason for every invention was to increase laziness. She laughed to herself. Maybe it wasn’t true, but the thought was funny.
 
   “Do you know how to milk a cow?” Asked Ezekiel.
 
   Sarah gave him a look that she thought couldn’t be misinterpreted in any culture. “No Ezekiel, I don’t know how to milk a cow. I know how to buy milk at the supermarket though.”
 
   Ezekiel smiled, taking no offense. “Okay, it is really simple…” He showed her the proper technique and they ended up finishing in no time at all.
 
   “Okay that was quick, you are a really big help,” he said. “having an extra worker really makes a big difference. The next thing we are going to do is feed the chickens.”
 
   “And I’m sure you have free range chickens,” said Sarah.
 
   “Actually we do. I saw your chicken eggs that you eat on my rumspringa and even tasted some of them. Trust me, the ones we have here are much better. I could tell that you enjoyed them during breakfast this morning.”
 
   “You know, for once I can’t disagree with you,” said Sarah. “Okay, show me how to feed these chickens.”
 
   Ezekiel showed here how to spread the feed on the ground and how much to use. “It is really not much harder than that.”
 
   “Okay now what,” asked Sarah.
 
   “Look at you Sarah, anxious to get started on the next chore. I knew that you would come along.” Ezekiel was Amish but he still had a sense of humor. “Actually, that is it for right now. We finished early and were able to accomplish more than we needed. We can just go back now and see if mama needs any help inside the kitchen.”
 
   “Why do you call her ‘mama,’” asked Sarah.
 
   “Well we have a few different ways of saying things here. For the most part we talk the way that you do, and especially when you are around. We don’t want to confuse you. But, for example, we call God, Gott, sometimes. You will get used to it Sarah.” Everything he said was with a smile.
 
   The walk back to the house was not too far, but Sarah’s feet were beginning to hurt. She didn’t understand how they could do so much every single day without breaking down. Where were the lazy Saturday morning cartoons, or the sleeping in on a snow day or just blowing off a school assignment because you can. Sarah thought that Ezekiel must take pride in everything that he does. What a loser, she thought to herself. But that was a term for someone back home that wasn’t popular. Ezekiel was handsome and well liked and industrious and nice. Sarah was beginning to realize that the world she was living in was really completely different than anything she had ever experienced before.
 
   “So Sarah. I heard that you had a tragedy in the family, and that is why you have come here to live with us. I don’t mean to pry, but I wanted to let you know that I am here for you if you ever need to talk about it,” said Ezekiel as they were walking back.
 
   Sarah realized that it would be nice to talk to someone other than her dad about it. “You know, I am going to be staying here for a long time probably. We will have many times to talk about it I am sure. And I do appreciate that, Ezekiel.” Sarah fought within herself not to confide all of her thoughts to him right there. “But all that I want to tell you right now is that I had a wonderful mother once. The best, most loving mother in the whole world. A lot like yours, I think. And now she is gone.” Sarah stopped in her tracks as she was full sadness, she looked into the distance. Even saying as little as she had made a profound impact on her.
 
   Ezekiel just put his arm around her. Sarah expected some lecture on the Bible about how suffering is good for us. But she got none of that. All she got was comfort. She felt that he actually cared for her in the midst of her pain. That was more than she could say about most. Well even if this place stinks, at least there are people that seem genuine.
 
   They got back and helped Rebekah with the chores in the kitchen. They had fruit to preserve and butter to churn. They worked on some pies and other desserts. Her father and Isaiah returned before sun down and they helped finish up the last of the chores. The men then left the kitchen and Sarah followed. “Stay here and help me make dinner,” said Rebekah. Sarah stopped.
 
   “Okay, but everyone else left.” Sarah was puzzled. It was not that she didn’t want to help but she was curious why it had to be her.
 
   “In this house everyone has their roles.” Explained Rebekah. “Trust me, it is better this way. You don’t want to eat anything Isaiah makes.” Sarah laughed.
 
   “But I don’t know much about cooking,” said Sarah.
 
   “I will teach,” assured Rebekah. “The most important thing to remember is to have fun with any of the work that you do. Work is for our benefit. God could of had us just lay in the fields all day, but He knew that work is better. It gives us a sense of accomplishment. That is a joy that once you discover it, it is simply the best there is. Especially when you make something really delicious that makes the men cry for joy. I don’t mean that metaphorically mind you. After a hard day of work Isaiah appreciates my food more than you can imagine. Now that makes a wife happy,” explained Rebekah.
 
   Sarah nodded in understanding. As much as she thought everything was backwards and outdated here, there was something to it. It was that charm that she felt earlier. She couldn’t quite put her finger on it, but she felt it again. Sarah helped with what she could and tried to learn as much as possible. It didn’t take too long, as Rebekah was a very fast cook.
 
   “Tonight, with the help of my new assistant, I have prepared us pork and corn on the cob,” said Rebekah as she presented the food to the boys.
 
   “Will you say the pray for us tonight,” asked Isaiah.
 
   “Of course, papa.” Ezekiel looked grateful for the honor. “Heavenly father, again we come before you tonight in awe of your loving kindness and faithfulness towards us. It has been such a blessing have more help with our chores today. You always give so much more abundantly than we could ever ask for. In your name we pray, Amen.”
 
   Everyone said ‘Amen,’ even Sarah this time. The food was as good as Sarah had come to expect. But good in it’s own unique way, that made it stand out from anything else she had ever had. The house was warm from the fire that had been prepared and felt particularly good because it created a delightful contrast to the cold outside. Sarah realized that she was beginning to appreciate certain aspects of her new life. She killed the thoughts as soon as they crept in, however. She didn’t want to be seen enjoying herself.
 
   After supper they went to their separate rooms. “Did you enjoy yourself today,” asked her father.
 
   Sarah didn’t want to sound too upbeat about anything. After all, she did work all day in the sun and barely had any chance to do anything fun. But, for some reason, she hadn’t hated it as much as she thought that she might. “It was okay, dad, or should I say Jacob,” she said jokingly. It was the first joke she had made with her father in a long time. “How was your day working on the barn with Isaiah?”
 
   Her father smiled slightly. “You know, it was more than okay. I don’t remember the last time I had worked with my hands for so many hours. It was hard work, but it felt good to accomplish something. Isaiah talked to me a lot about God too. It was really inspiring. It is good for us that we are here, Sarah. I know you don’t believe that yet, but I think that everything happens for a reason. Isaiah explained that to me.”
 
   “So you are saying that mother died for a reason. That her death was all a part of God’s good plan?” Sarah was again angry with her father. Why did he have to say that. Couldn’t he just accept that he was a loser and wallow in the misery of his own failure?
 
   “I am not saying that Sarah. What I am saying is that God can work out for good anything that happens, including your mother’s death. We need to trust God,” said her father. He was surprised at what he was saying.
 
   “Trust God? Since when do you trust God? I don’t remember the last time I have ever seen you read the Bible or pray,” said Sarah. She was very angry again.
 
   Jacob tried to think of a way to fix the situation. “Well why don’t we pray right now, together. I know that I haven’t been the best father, but why can’t we change things now?”
 
   “We can’t change things, because mother can’t change things. She is gone.” Sarah got into bed and pulled the covers over her. She didn’t want to talk any more.
 
   “That is a part of life, Sarah. I know you don’t want to accept it, and you want to blame me for it. But life is not as easy as you want it to be. I don’t know why, but God has a plan. We just have to trust him.” Jacob trailed off as he was now in bed and clearly exhausted from the long day. Neither of them were used to the long Amish work days yet.
 
   Trust God? How could I trust a God that let my mother die? Sarah pondered these questions as she lay in bed. She wondered why Ezekiel seemed so happy all of the time. She wondered why his whole family was happy. It must be a facade. Soon she would see their true nature. But part of her suspected that they may actually truly be happy. And that thought scared her more than anything.
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The next day Sarah awoke to much the same routine. Her father was already gone and breakfast was already ready. It tasted amazing as was expected. But after breakfast they did something different. The whole family, everyone including her, gathered into the corner of the main living room and sang hymns. Sarah had not sung since she was a little girl and tried just to blend in by mouthing the words. Isaiah and Ezekiel took turns leading in front, but for the most part everyone just sang as a group, without instruments. It was uplifting and as much as Sarah hated to admit, she felt ready to take on the chores of the day. What is it about this place?
 
   “That was wonderful and such a delight to my soul,” said Isaiah. “The plan today is similar to yesterday. The berries should be finished up in just a few more hours, and Ezekiel and Sarah can work on that together again. I can’t thank you guys enough for the work you did yesterday. Jacob and I will continue to work on the barn. Now let’s get going and serve the Lord with joyful hearts today.”
 
   As they departed, Sarah admitted to herself that she was buying into the way of life here a little bit. But she was still nagged by the seeming paradox of God. How is it that He could seem so wonderful and caring when they sang songs and talked to Him in prayer, but then the next minute he is allowing her mother to die, or for suffering in general. Sarah knew that she was still a long way off from having any kind of healing faith in God. If she was powerful enough to stop her mother from dying, she knew should would have. So why didn’t God? She remembered that her father had talked at length about God with Isaiah and came away with a different perspective. She wondered if Ezekiel had any enlightening thoughts.
 
   “Ezekiel, can I ask you a few questions,” she said as they were talking to the berry field.
 
   “Of course,” he responded. She knew that he would be delighted to help her in any way that he could.
 
   “How do you still have faith in God when you see the horrible things that happen in this world. I mean he allowed my mother to die. And I’m sure that you know plenty of people that have died. It just seems like things happen at random. Or even that God is evil and enjoys tormenting people. I just don’t see his lovingkindness like we sing and talk about. I look around and I see pain.” Sarah realized that she confessed secrets about how she felt to Ezekiel that she had not shared with anyone else. How was it that he had gained enough of her confidence in one day to warrant this?
 
   “You ask difficult questions,” said Ezekiel. He stopped walking and thought deeply. “But I cannot give you all of the answers that you seek, but I can help you find the way. Tell me Sarah, do you know the Gospel?”
 
   Sarah nodded. She had heard it preached when she was younger, but she was a bit hazy on the details.
 
   “Well think of it this way. God, being aware of our sufferings here on earth sent his own Son to suffer with us and die with the worst of criminals. That is what the gospels say. So you see, whatever reason God has for allowing suffering in this world, it can’t be that He simply doesn’t care. You can believe what you want about our God, but you can’t say he is indifferent to us.”
 
   As much as Sarah wanted to think that what Ezekiel just said was garbage and sentimental nonsense, she couldn’t deny that it resonated with her. God is not just sitting on his throne in the heavens and watching gleefully as we suffer. He has partaken in the suffering. The stories from when she was a kid came flooding back to her The manger, the wise men, the angels, and many more. She remembered her mother telling her those beautiful stories when she was barely able to comprehend them. But somehow they stuck deep in her mind.
 
   “Does that make sense Sarah…”
 
   “Oh...yes…actually it does.” She was caught off guard as she had been lost in deep thought. “Actually it makes perfect sense, and in a way makes sense of everything. But it is still hard. You are saying that you just rely on faith. Because you never gave me an answer, you just said there must be a good reason.”
 
   “Yes, Sarah, faith. And that is hard to explain. But tomorrow I am going to try and show you.” He said. “It will be fun, trust me.”
 
   “Trust you, what is it?”
 
   “Ah, but you must have faith in me,” replied Ezekiel with a wink and a laugh.
 
   Sarah laughed too. There was a certain undefinable charm about him. She watched as he worked but this time she knew what to expect. She knew that he would hum glorious and uplifting tunes to himself and seem to smile and laugh the entire time he worked. It was if he was in constant communication with God and he was continually being filled with enthusiasm for life. Sarah tried to think joyful thoughts. But as much as she was beginning to learn about how Ezekiel saw the world, her thoughts of God and joy were drowned out by the pain of her loss. She continued working to take her mind off it.
 
   After they finished work for the day, they went back as they had the day before. They enjoyed another great meal together. This time it was goose. It was delicious. Sarah was so exhausted after two straight days of working hard doing chores that she could barely bring herself to talk at the dinner table of after. She went to her bedroom as quickly as she could.
 
   “I am sure that you learned some more life lessons from Isaiah today,” said Sarah to her father.
 
   “Sarah, I have learned a lot in just the two days that I have been here. I honestly feel different about how I see life. It is hard to explain, but it is real. Sarah I want us to reconcile. I need to hear that you forgive me. It will ease my suffering and my guilt. Could you please offer that to me?”
 
   Sarah felt a desire in her to forgive him for all he had done to her in the past. For some reason it nagged at her and she wanted to hug her father and reconcile with him. It wasn’t right for a daughter to hate her father so much. Maybe the hatred was cooling off. Maybe now she simply didn’t like him. But she still could not bring herself to forgive him.
 
   “I want to believe you, dad. I really do. But you have let me down far too many times. You forgive a person for spilling their drink on you, but not for this. I am sorry I cannot give you what you seek.” Sarah got into bed. She felt the weight of her sorrow and sadness consume her. It was as if she could not escape it, it stifled her.
 
    
 
   She remembered what Ezekiel had said about faith, and wanting to show her. But she still didn’t know what he meant, and she was too tired to be able to care very much. She drifted off to sleep imagining her mother and what if felt like to be loved by her.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Sarah, get up, get up.”
 
   “What, what is going on? Ezekiel, What are you doing here?”
 
   Ezekiel whispered, “remember I had something to show you? Well now is the time. We must be quick though.”
 
   Sarah got out of bed as fast as she could without being loud. She saw that her father was still there sleeping and didn’t want to wake him. “What time is it?”
 
   “It is early, but not that early. We don’t have a lot of time,” he said. He grabbed her hand and led her out of the room and out the front door. It was very cold. “Here, put this on.” Ezekiel put his coat around Sarah. It fit surprisingly well. And smelled good.
 
   “Where are we going,” demanded Sarah as she didn’t want to be out in the cold if she had no clue what was going on.
 
   “You have to have faith in me, Sarah,” explained Ezekiel. “Now follow me.” Ezekiel began to run. he was faster than Sarah expected him to be. For where did an Amish boy learn to run fast. Ezekiel never ran track in high school or played football. But he could run. And Sarah struggled to keep up. They entered into the woods and the starlight and moonlight no longer illuminated their path. “hold my hand, Sarah.” Isaiah lead her through the trees. He moved deftly and without hesitation. He had done this many times before.
 
   “Are you going to tell me where we are going yet,” asked Sarah. “I think I have trusted you quite a bit already and you owe me something.”
 
   Ezekiel stopped. “Listen,” he said. “Do you hear that?”
 
   “Hear what,” asked Sarah.
 
   “The crickets, the frogs, the trees rustling in the wind. Close your eyes, Sarah. It is a chorus. The soundtrack of the night. This is a gift that God has given us. You said earlier that we do not have music. But yes we do. And I would say that this music given to us directly by the Lord above is better than anything that you have in heard in your earbuds.” Ezekiel seemed to be transfixed by the sounds.
 
   “Yes, I can hear it.” Sarah closed her eyes. “Yes, that really is wonderful.” Sarah was not being sarcastic but genuinely loved the sounds. She felt a sense of peace come over, one that she had not felt for a long time. She smiled, hoping that it was too dark for Ezekiel to see.
 
   “Sarah, I hope you are not beginning to get your first taste of joy,” said Ezekiel jokingly. “Come, we must continue ahead. We cannot stay here.
 
   “I thought this is what you…” Ezekiel grabbed her hand and dragged Sarah along. He started to run faster than before and with all of the trees Sarah could not keep up unless she held tight to Ezekiel and trusted that he knew the way. He kept a steady speed for a while and Sarah felt like there was no way that she could continue. Then he slowed down and then stopped.
 
   “Are we there yet,” asked Sarah as she tried to catch her breath.
 
   “We have reached the creek. We must cross here to get to our destination. But we must be quick, for we don’t have much time.”
 
   Time for what? Sarah couldn’t imagine what they could possibly be late for. Was he anxious to show her a midnight barn raising?
 
   “The only way to cross is on those stones in the creek. You can’t see them very easily, but I know exactly where they are and will be able to guide you,” explained Ezekiel. I will go over first, and then you will come after.
 
   Ezekiel looked for the familiar spot that he crossed. He found it immediately and then readied himself to jump. It was not a long leap, but it was a bit more than a stop. He landed securely with perfect balance.
 
                 “See there is nothing to it,” he said with a hint of glee in his voice. He readied himself for the next jump and again landed securely without losing his balance at all. Sarah was impressed. “There is only one more stone that I have to land on. It is close to the other side, and from there I can just step to dry land. The last jump is the hardest though.”
 
                 Ezekiel made sure that he was secure, and then got ready to jump. He pushed off harder this time, and landed on the third stone. But this time he wobbled a little bit before regaining his balance.
 
                 “See that last one is tough. I almost fell in.” Ezekiel stepped to the other side of the creek. “Now it is your turn.”
 
                 “I don’t know if I can do this,” said Sarah. “I will fall into the water, and it is freezing cold. There is no way I can do this.”
 
                 “Yes you can,” said Ezekiel, trying to assure her. “Just have faith. Remember you have to experience it. Now is your chance. Trust me.”
 
                 Have faith. But what does this have to do with God? Sarah determined that she would try to make it across. Ezekiel had been true so far. She would trust him. The first stone was barely visible in the darkness, and Sarah felt that she would barely be able to make it. She crouched down to make the jump. She sprang into the air and then to her relief felt the solid stone beneath her feet. She had successfully made the first jump.
 
                 “Great job, Sarah. This next one is easier,” said Ezekiel, cheering her on.
 
                 Sarah readied herself and made the jump. This time with more confidence than before. She landed securely on the stone. “Look at me, I am doing it.”
 
                 “You are Sarah, you are doing a great job. Now this last jump is the hardest and it might look like it is impossible for you right now. But I am over here and I will catch you if you are going to fall off. You just have to trust me that I won’t let you get hurt,” said Ezekiel.
 
                 “Okay, I am going to make the jump.” Sarah crouched down and this time pushed down with all of her might. She closed her eyes when she was in the air for fear of seeing the ice cold water below. She would rather hit it without seeing it coming. She felt the hard rock beneath her feet, but she struck it with so much force that she couldn’t keep her balance. Sarah opened her eyes and saw nothing but the trees swirling around her. She was going to fall. Then, right before she fell completely off of the rock, she felt Ezekiel catch her in his strong arms.
 
                 “I told you I wouldn’t let anything happen to you,” he said. “You did really great Sarah.”
 
                 Sarah regained her focus and looked up and saw Ezekiel looking down at her. For a moment she was transfixed by his gaze but then the moment was over.
 
                 “But, now we must go again. We don’t have much time,” said Ezekiel as he stood Sarah upright and then headed off into the woods. I thought this is what he wanted to show me. I guess not.
 
                 Sarah tried to keep up, but Ezekiel darted through the trees with skill and dexterity. he made sure that she wasn’t too far behind though.
 
                 “We are almost there,” yelled Ezekiel with more excitement in his voice than Sarah had ever heard before. “Just past these trees, and then...you will see.”
 
                 Sarah sprinted as fast as she could. Ezekiel was so excited that it was rubbing off on her. He must have something good in store for her. When she got past the trees and came out of the woods, she saw Ezekiel standing still. She stopped, and then walked to his side.
 
                 They were standing on top of a hill that overlooked a valley that stretched to the horizon.
 
                 “Look at that view, Sarah. Look into the sky. Look at the stars.”
 
                 Sarah looked up and saw more stars than she had ever seen in her entire life. There was no pollution to hide or obstruct them as they shown through the crystal night sky. They seemed so close that Sarah felt like she could reach up and grab a handful of them. She wished she could take some back to her father and show him.
 
                 “Look at the horizon Sarah, we are just in time.”
 
                 Sunlight crept over the top of the mountains in the distance as the sun began its journey. Sarah felt wonderment, as she had never seen anything quite so beautiful before in her entire life.
 
                 “watch as the orange hued rays kiss the skyline,” said Ezekiel. “The light will slowly creep over the valley. Watch as the flowers turn to face it as it greets them. Listen as the birds begin to sing as the sun ascends over the horizon. Feel the energy of the woods as the animals come alive all around us. This is the glory that each new day brings. Feel the sunshine kiss on your skin as it banishes the cold of night.”
 
                 Sarah did feel all that Ezekiel had said. She wondered how he had come to speak so poetically about the sunrise. She looked straight into the sun as it was not bright enough yet to hurt her eyes. It was beautiful.
 
                 “So this is what you wanted to show me?” Asked Sarah.
 
                 “Yes,” said Ezekiel.
 
                 “It is beautiful,” continued Sarah. “But what does this have to do with faith,” she asked.
 
   “You really are clever, Sarah,” said Ezekiel. “The reason I brought you here is because you said that you could not have faith in a God that would allow suffering and your mother to die. Well I say how could you not have faith in a God that created something so wonderful as this sunrise.”
 
                 It made sense to Sarah. It didn’t answer a lot of questions, but it made sense. And it resonated with her.
 
                 “Sarah, there is a lot that we cannot know. I don’t know why your mother died. I don’t know why anything bad happens in this world. But I also don’t know why anything good happens either. So should I focus on being angry about the bad? Or should I focus on being grateful and happy for the good? You are a smart girl Sarah. You tell me which is more logical.”
 
                 Sarah nodded her head slightly, almost imperceptibly. She knew deep down that Ezekiel was right, that there was no good reason that she should focus on the evil and not the good. She was standing next to a wonderful guy that had shown her something amazing, and taught her something even better. She was with a family that loved her and would always be there for her. Her father was becoming a changed man and finding happiness. What did she have to be mad about anyway? Maybe this was God’s way of working things out for good?
 
                 “I think that we both know the answer to that,” said Sarah with a smile.
 
                 Ezekiel didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to.
 
                 They stood and watched the sunrise for a while longer, making sure to soak in every moment. Ezekiel reached for her hand. It caught Sarah off guard. But he had been holding her hand all night, guiding her through the woods. It felt good she admitted to herself. She laughed to herself. A few days ago she hated everything to do with the Amish. Now she was holding hands with one of their own.
 
                 “We must go back now,” said Ezekiel. We need to make it back for breakfast and our chores. We wouldn’t want to miss any of that now would we.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
                 it was light out now, and Sarah could see her way through the trees much easier. her feet felt light as she still energized from the beauty of the sunrise. It was as if she was gliding through the forest. Ezekiel helped her across the creek and made sure she didn’t fall. He made sure that her every step was in its proper place, and something told her that he would always look out for her.
 
                 When they got out of the woods on the other side, Sarah saw the house again. But this time it didn’t look old and primitive and devoid of luxuries. This time it looked cute and charming and rustic and beautiful. She wondered if this is how the Amish see everything. The grass seemed to tickle her legs as she ran. They got to the house just as breakfast was starting.
 
                 “Where were you guys?” Asked Isaiah.
 
                 “I was showing Sarah the sunrise. You know at the spot that you used to take me when i was younger,” explained Ezekiel.
 
                 Isaiah gave a knowing nod. He looked at Sarah and could see that her temperament had changed. She looked happy, as if there was as glow about her. “And is that the case?” He asked Sarah.
 
                 “Why, yes, of course. Your son actually showed me a lot. In a way, he opened my eyes for the first time.” Sarah was emphatic.
 
                 Isaiah believed her and looked at her as if to say that he understood exactly what it felt like to have your eyes opened. Sarah looked at her father. He seemed delighted to see her and in a better mood than she was used to out of him.
 
                 “Well now that we are all here, let’s dig in,” said Rebekah.
 
                 Sarah heartily agreed, as she was very hungry after the long morning. After breakfast, they did their chores just like they had the past two days. The chores seemed easy with her newfound joy and perspective. She talked with Ezekiel and grew closer to him. He was like a best friend to her. But a great looking best friend that she never wanted to be apart from again. When they were finished with everything, they began to head back to the house.
 
                 “Ezekiel, I have a question for you,” asked Sarah nervously. “Do the Amish date, and if so how?”
 
                 Ezekiel laughed. “How do you think that we get married and have kids. We date, but we don’t do it the exact same way that you are used to.”
 
                 “Oh interesting,” said Sarah.
 
                 “Why do you ask,” replied Ezekiel.
 
                 “Oh no reason,” Sarah felt for sure that she was coming across as ridiculous.
 
                 “You are asking because you want to date me, aren’t you Sarah. I can see it on your face. And and I can hear it in the way you talk.” Ezekiel laughed.
 
                 “Why do you laugh at that idea. Even if it were true it wouldn’t be funny.”
 
                 “You are right,” Ezekiel calmed himself down. “But, to clear up any of the tension, let me ask you Sarah if you would do the honor of allowing me to court you. Not date you. But court you. That is what we Amish call it.”
 
                 Sarah looked relieved and thrilled. “Of course. I would love that. But how do we court? I wouldn’t know the first thing to do?”
 
                 “We have a way of doing it that you are going to get a kick out of. Most outsiders think it is the strangest practice. But it actually makes a lot of sense. I have never done it myself. But it sounds pretty awesome. Well, awesome if you are with the right person of course.”
 
                 “Oh and what is this method for courting?” Asked Sarah.
 
                 “Sarah, again, you are going to have to trust me. I will ask father about this.” Ezekiel looked eager. “I will ask now. Let’s go inside. We can start tonight.”
 
                 Sarah was confused, but decided to trust Ezekiel. “One thing, before we can court though.”
 
                 “Anything,” replied Ezekiel.
 
                 “It is not anything that you need to do. It is something that I have to do. There is a lot of enmity between my father and I. I wouldn’t feel right about starting something between us if there is so much negativity in my life. It wouldn’t be fair to you Ezekiel. You deserve the very best from me.”
 
                 “I understand,” replied Ezekiel. “And I think that is very noble of you. How about I talk to my father and you talk to yours. You can ask him if he thinks it is alright for us to court as well.”
 
                 Sarah went into the house. her father was already finished with his chores for the day and was sitting at the table reading a Bible. She was surprised, but also happy for him. Her father really was a changed man, and that would make it much easier to forgive him.
 
                 “Father, can I speak to you really quick about something,” said Sarah.
 
                 “Yes, of course honey, you can talk to me about anything, you know that,” he replied. Sarah couldn’t remember the last time that they spoke to each other so respectfully.
 
                 “Remember the other night when you asked for my forgiveness. You said that you needed to hear is so that the burden of guilt would be lifted off of you. Well the reason I couldn’t give my forgiveness last night was because of me, not you. Something happened to me today, and I feel changed. I feel that I can forgive you, and I do forgive you.”
 
                 “Oh Sarah,” said her father as tears welled up in his eyes. “I have longed to be at peace with you again for a long time. You have no idea how much I love you. You are my daughter and you mean so much to me. I will be a better father. I promise.”
 
                 “I know you will,” said Sarah. She hugged him. They embraced for what felt like a long time. Then Sarah remembered the second question she wanted to ask him. “Can I court Ezekiel?”
 
                 Her father looked surprised. “You want to court Ezekiel?” he exclaimed.
 
                 “is that a question...or what,” asked Sarah.
 
                 “It is shock and an answer to prayer. What father wouldn’t want their daughter to end up with someone like Ezekiel.”
 
                 “So is that a yes?”
 
                 “It is indeed,” said her father. Sarah hugged him again. Then she rushed to tell Ezekiel the good news.
 
    
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
                 Sarah knew that she would be courting Ezekiel that night. Isaiah had approved it and her father had approved it. But she still didn’t know what it meant. After dinner Rebekah lead Sarah and Ezekiel into a special room. “This is the courting room. The bed has a bundling board in the middle of it. That is there to make sure that you do not touch each other. You may stay up all night talking. But you must keep your clothes on and not touch,” explained Rebekah.
 
                 Sarah jumped into the right side of the bed and quickly got under the covers. She was too excited to contain herself. She noticed that she felt light, not burdened with guilt. Forgiving her father had liberated her. And so did Ezekiel’s interest in her. The idea of staying up all night and talking to him was too much for her to handle. He got into bed. The bundling board was only about a food high. They couldn’t see over it, but they could easily communicate.
 
                 “Are you comfortable,” asked Ezekiel.
 
                 “Yes, I am comfortable,” replied Sarah. “And I have a surprise for you.”
 
                 “Oh now you are coming up with surprises.” Ezekiel sounded excited. “I can’t wait.”
 
                 “Well, unlike you, I won’t make you wait.” Sarah passed one of the earbuds over the bundling board. “Here, you listen with on ear, and I can listen to the other one. It is almost out of battery. I told myself that I would only use it for special occasions. I used it on the first night, because that was the worst night of my life. And now I am using it tonight, the best night of my life. Funny how that worked out”
 
                 Ezekiel knew how to put an earbud in from his rumspringa days. “What are we going to listen to?” He asked.
 
                 “You will see.” Sarah turned on the music and the hymn began to play. It was “Amazing Grace.” They listened until the song was over. Then they talked more about life and the farm and about God and what they hoped for the future. After they were tired and done talking they each put an earbud back in and listened to the hymn, on repeat, until they fell asleep.
 
    
 
   
  
 

Amish: A Hard Choice
 
   Mary had just finished her chores for the evening and walked back to her house. Her sister, Ruth, was playing in the front yard, running around and chasing butterflies. Mary admired her carefree nature, without a thought for tomorrow, unfettered by the concerns of the world. That was how it used to be for Mary as a child, for everyone really. But growing up is a necessary part of life, and with it comes responsibilities. Not that Mary’s life was altogether horrible. But when she watched her sister, she definitely knew she missed the days of blithe unconcern about the world, where the only responsibility is to have as much fun as possible.
 
                 In truth, Mary’s life had only become encumbered by responsibility recently. Her father had died of a heart attack not long ago, leaving her and her mother in charge of the house, the farm, and the rest of the children. It meant that she had to grow up fast. Mary had faith in God, but the struggles that she had gone through made her feel distant from Him at times. It was hard for her to talk about it with anybody. She especially didn’t want to talk about it with Samuel, the love of her life.
 
   He was as respectful and as good as a boy could be. He was only a few years older than her, and the way Mary saw it, likely to propose soon. She had known him her whole life and to this day he kept gifts that she had given him when they were children. Such a romantic. But she feared talking to him about her pain and responsibility feeling it would be too much to put on him, for he had fallen in love with the happy carefree girl that she once was, the one she pretended to still be.
 
                 “Help me with supper, Mary,” yelled her mama, Deborah. “Don’t worry, we are making something simple. I know how hard you are working now. How hard we all have to work.” Her mother looked wistfully out the window and onto the farmland, as if wondering how it would be possible to reap the fields before the harvest. She shook her head.
 
                 “Mama, you don’t have to worry about me, I will always be here to work hard for our family,” said Mary. She meant it with all her heart.
 
                 “I know child,” her mother said with affection. She put her hand on Mary’s cheek. But I don’t want your life to suffer because of the accident with your father. I want you to live your life, to be free. He would want that for you. I have a blessed home here. God has his hand in all of this, you will see.”
 
                 Mary helped her mother diligently. She loved her mother with all of her heart, and didn’t like to see her sad. But mama spent many hours every day in mourning. It broke Mary’s heart.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
                 “This is not going to work out between us,” John told his now ex-girlfriend, Jessica. “We are just two different people. I met you when I was young and rebellious, but I can’t keep living this lifestyle. It is unfilling and going nowhere. I’m sorry, it’s over.”
 
                 Jessica had cried, and begged him to come back. But John knew he had to move on. He had been able to find a good job in the world of the Englishers and amassed a good fortune. But it left him empty and with no direction in life. After breaking up with his girlfriend, he went to the local bar to think about his life.
 
                 “Dude, you have it all, money,freedom and girls. I don’t know what you are complaining about,” said his friend Jake. John had known him for eight years now, ever since he had left the Amish community of his youth. He had been a good friend.
 
                 “It’s not that I don’t know I should be happy, it’s just that I’m not,” replied John. “Look around, Jake. See that table over there, with the group of girls? Right now they are evaluating you, me, and every other guy who walks in here. I’ve been watching them. They compete over who can get the best guy. That’s who Jessica was when I met her, and still is.”
 
                 “So then get another girl,” replied Jake. “There are plenty of fish in the sea. Like you said, look around.  There are girls everywhere.”
 
                 “Maybe there are girls out there who aren’t so superficial, just looking to compete for the best guy with the best job and the fastest car. But they aren’t here. This city, this life, there is something in the air that I can’t breathe. I don’t know.” John shook his head in frustration.
 
                 “So what are you saying?” asked Jake. He looked puzzled, for he rather enjoyed the rat race and the chasing after girls.
 
                 “I grew up different from this, Jake. I don’t think that you would understand. Ever since I left, I have always felt alien, like I was living a lie. Sure it was fun at times, but never fulfilling. There has to be more to life than this, right? I mean, you get a good job, you get money and nice things. The pretty girls are easy to get when you have all that. But what’s next. Isn’t there more?”
 
                 “Right now you seem very ungrateful, man.” Jake was getting angry at his friend. “I think that you should be grateful for the superficial women that you get. They are more than what most guys get. I don’t get you man.”
 
                 John closed his eyes. He imagined things being different. But his imaginations turned into memories. Memories of his youth, of singing songs in church, of playing outside with his friends, of doing chores until his whole body ached. He slept like a baby then. His mother used to tuck him into bed and tell him stories of a God who loved him. He smiled ever so slightly.
 
                 “Here you go in your little dream world again,” said Jake. “What you need is to find another girl. That will get you out of your funk.”
 
                 John snapped back. “I don’t need another girl, I need another life.” John walked out of the bar. It was cold out. He looked up and could see the clouds moving out of the way, revealing the stars. They were beautiful, but he remembered seeing them as a kid, even as a teenager, and thinking they looked so much better back then.
 
                 He continued to walk the night alone. John felt like a man against the world, by himself in a city full of millions. He knew he didn’t fit in, that there was nothing left for him. More than anything he desired belonging, a community. But he didn’t know if the belonging he desired was in front of him or behind. John hailed a cab.
 
                 When John told the cab driver where he was going, he got a strange look. Apparently he didn’t take too many people to the Amish community outside the city. “What business do you have in Amish country,” asked the cab driver.
 
                 “It’s where I belong,” said John. He thought it strange how easy it was to say things to a stranger that you would never say to someone you knew. “I grew up there, but on the eve of my 21st birthday, I left to set out on my own. But now I feel something pulling me back; I don’t know what it is.”
 
                 “Are you a religious man?” asked the cab driver.
 
                 “I’m not sure. I think I used to be. I grew up that way.” John thought about the question more.
 
                 “I am,” said the cab driver. “And it doesn’t seem strange to me that you want to return. Have you not heard the parable of the prodigal son?”
 
                 John just nodded his head. The comparison struck too close to home. He had left his family when they needed him, when he had become a man to help around the house and on the farm. But he left them. He thought that when he returned they would welcome him with open arms. But that would make the pain even worse. How does one put the pieces back together of a broken life? Or mend the pain of searing loss? John was now thirty, and finally ready to face his life for the first time.
 
                 It was just ahead, and John could see the familiar sites from his youth. He recognized the one room schoolhouse he went to as a child and the church where he went to every Lord’s day. He saw familiar hills and trees and even the night sky seemed friendlier. “Over there,” he said to the cabbie, pointing to where his old house was.
 
                 The cab driver dropped him off. He would have to walk the rest of the way as the roads in town were made for buggies, not for cars. But he didn’t mind. He welcomed the opportunity to be outside and to feel the night air that was so familiar to him. There was something different about it here. It felt cleaner, more pure and crisp. It almost felt innocent on his skin, as if the lack of pollution made the air more vivacious and alive.
 
                 The night was teeming with the sounds of life. He heard the crickets chirping and frogs croaking. As he walked, fireflies took flight and illuminated the path in front of him. John had left for the city so that he could find all of the action and excitement that the world had to offer, and yet before his eyes was something far better, more real. With each step the memories of the past felt palpable, so thick he wanted to brush them away. He hoped to see his little brother playing in the front yard. Maybe he would be so excited to see him that he would run to greet him. His little sister would probably trip and fall when she tried to run, because she was so clumsy. But she would at least be there, because she was always dependable. Something he was not.
 
                 Tears welled up in John’s eyes as he thought about all of the memories that he had blocked for so long. Why had he left? So that he could try to make more money than the next guy? It sickened him. He had been gone for nine years, and wondered if his family could ever forgive him. Could God ever forgive him? John hadn’t thought about God in a long time. But he knew that it was God who had been tugging at his heart to return, to become the man he was meant to be. The type of man who would face his problems and overcome them. John knew he wanted to support his family the best he could now. He wanted to contribute, and not just look out for his own pleasures.
 
                 This is it, he thought, as he walked up to the front door of his old home. He was disappointed that nobody was out front playing. But they would have been all grown up by now anyway. He knocked on the door, and waited for longer than he expected it. It was late, and he knew everyone should be home, and his family was usually eager to welcome a visitor.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
                 “Mama, look, I see Samuel,” said Mary. She was pointing out the window in the kitchen. Samuel was above average in height and appearance. There was nothing extraordinary about him though,but because Mary had known him since she was a little girl, to her he was her prince, her knight in shining armor. She adored him.
 
                 “You really are smitten, aren’t you my child,” said her mother. Mama loved Samuel, and knew that he loved her daughter very much. The only thing she worried about was Samuel taking her away from the family and the farm.
 
                 “Oh Mama, you know I get embarrassed easily,” laughed Mary. The two women hurried up in the kitchen. They wanted supper ready for when Samuel got there.
 
                 “Welcome Samuel,” said Mama.
 
                 “Deborah, always a delight,” responded Samuel. He was always proper and courteous and kind. “Mary, you look wonderful this evening.”
 
                 Mary’s heart leaped. Though she saw him often, each time seemed better than the last. “Why thank you,” she said, smiling. Samuel had always known her to be fun loving, because she was always smiling and looked delighted while she was around him. She hoped that he didn’t just love her for that.
 
                 “And how are you, Ruth. You know I come here just to see you,” said Samuel.
 
                 Ruth smiled, but was too shy to respond.
 
                 “Supper smells delightful as usual,” said Samuel as he took a seat at the dinner table. “You know how much I love your cooking, Deborah. It feels like home cooking to me after all of these years.”
 
                 Deborah’s heart was warmed. “And cooking for you feels like cooking for my own family,” she responded. “It is great to have you around the house. It is good to have a man around here.” She was referring to the loss of her husband.
 
                 “Yes…” Samuel didn’t know how to respond in light of their recent tragedy. “I am glad that I can help bring some comfort.” He hoped he had said the right words.
 
                 Deborah and Mary looked like they wanted to change the subject, as the pain was clearly too fresh for polite conversation. “Well, are you going to the get together tomorrow night?” asked Mary. She cringed inside. It was a very awkward time to ask the question. But, she assumed he probably was, since most of the community would be there anyway.
 
                 “Of course,” replied Samuel. “Now, enough talk about personal matters. Let us dig in and enjoy this great feast.” He began to pray. “Lord in heaven, we thank you for bringing all of us together. I thank you for the strength of this family to carry on in the midst of tragedy. But we know that you have a plan. In your name we pray, Amen.”
 
                 “Thank you, Samuel,” said Mama.
 
                 The dinner was duck and mashed potatoes. It was good as always and everyone enjoyed it and got their fill. Mama served dessert after, cherry pie. Ruth was too full to have more than a small piece. Samuel and Mary were too modest to want to eat a lot of it in front of each other, and Mama didn’t want to gain weight. They all talked, and laughed and enjoyed the evening. Mary treasured these times together.
 
   “You do still intend to stay the night, right Samuel,” asked Mary. The plan was for him to stay since he was now officially courting her.
 
   “Yes, Mary, of course. I don’t have to be back at the farm too early either.” Samuel was clearly excited. He had stayed over before, bundling with Mary. They were her favorite nights.
 
   Mama led them to Mary’s room, which had the bundling board in place. “Now you two enjoy the night together. I remember when I was your age, and I tell you it goes by quick.” Mama gave Mary a kiss goodnight and hugged Samuel. Mama left the room.
 
   “Samuel, we have known each other since we were kids, and I just think that it is so good that we don’t grow tired of each other,” said Mary. She was hoping to probe Samuel’s mind more. To see how much he really liked her.
 
   “I have thought long and hard about that,” replied Samuel. Mary held her breath. Thinking was not always the best thing to do while courting. “But I think we should lay down first before talking.” They both got into bed, with the short bundling board between them. “I like you a lot, and I have been thinking that we need to talk to each other in a more serious fashion. We have always been great friends, but we always seemed to just have fun and mess around with each other. Shouldn’t we talk about life, and what we want? Our dreams for the future?”
 
   This is what Sarah feared. She didn’t want to talk about serious matters, because serious matters depressed her. And she realized that such things didn’t come easily with her and Samuel. “I think that I can see your point. I just know that I want to be a good wife one day who supports her husband. What more could a girl want?”
 
   “I know you want those things, and they are commendable and I love you for that. But I don’t think that you are telling me everything about what is going on with your family.” Mary could tell that it was hard for Samuel to talk about these things.
 
   “The truth is, ever since father passed, we are having trouble paying all of our bills. We might not be able to keep the house and the farm. Mama and I are very scared. I know it is not what you want to hear. I know you want me to be happy and carefree. But that is the truth of the matter. I am sorry that I have to tell you these things.” Mary’s voice was filled with sorrow as she fought back tears. But she told the truth, even though she knew she was disappointing the person she cared for most.
 
   “Mary, you know that my feelings for you cannot be dampened by financial problems. What are you worried about?” Samuel was trying to encourage her.
 
   “I don’t know how I can leave mama with all of this going on. Am I supposed to expect you to just live with me and mama? Is that the kind of life you want? I couldn’t hope that for you. I care for you too much. I hear you talk. I know your dreams. You want to own a lot of land one day, to have a large family and to see your children run free. You want good things Samuel. I want those things too. But I feel that if you are with me, you won’t be able to have them.”
 
   Samuel was beginning to understand the situation more. “We could work hard now and help your mama out and then one day we could be on our own.”
 
   “Samuel, you don’t understand the type of debt that we are in. It is the type of debt that makes one a slave, a prisoner in your own house. That is what my family is facing. It is not as easy as you think, trust me.” Sarah began to cry. She wanted more than anything for the situation to not be so. She wished that her father was still alive, or that he had already paid off the farm and the house. She wished that Samuel was wealthy and could help somehow. But the truth was none of these things.
 
   “Mary, we will figure something out. God always provides for those who love him, right?” Samuel said, hoping to offer some comfort.
 
   “Right,” whispered Mary. She wasn’t sure if she believed it.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   John kept waiting for a response, but none came. He turned around to leave when suddenly the door opened. “Who are you,” asked an old lady. “I don’t mean to be rude, but I have never seen you before, stranger.” The lady sounded kind enough. But why wasn’t it his family?
 
                 “My name is John Schrock. I grew up in this house. I was expecting my family to still be here. Who are you?” asked John.
 
                 “My name is Sarah, Sarah Yoder,” she said. “The Schrock’s haven’t lived here in years. How is it that you grew up here but you did not know that they are no longer here? Wait, you must be…” Sarah stopped in mid-sentence. “The prodigal son...returned.”
 
                 “I gather that is how I am known around these parts,” replied John. He hadn’t figured out if that was a good or bad thing yet.
 
                 “After you left, your family history has not been so good. You better come in. I don’t want you to hear about all of this while you are standing up. Be seated.” She offered him a seat in a rocking chair. “Parents always know that there is a chance that one of their children will leave. You don’t know what it is like for a mother to see her son go off on rumspringa. It is a painful time, filled with worry and prayer. But, you came back from rumspringa, didn’t you.”
 
                 John nodded. Rumspringa usually happens in the mid teenage years he remembered.
 
                 “So when you came back, your mother was thrilled. She thought that you had returned for good, that you would remain a good and true and loyal Amish son for the rest of her days. But something happened. I wasn’t here, and I don’t know why you left. But I knew your mother and I know that you left, suddenly, even before your 21st birthday.” The old lady got up to get a glass of water. “Here drink this.You look like you have had a long day.”
 
                 The water was good. “I did leave. Looking back I don’t know why. I regret it now, but I can’t take it back.” John was beginning to fear the worst. “So what happened to my mother and father and the rest of my family? You never got to that part yet.”
 
                 The old lady continued. “Your mother was stricken with grief the likes of which I had never seen before. You were her oldest, and she loved you more than you know. I don’t think that any son could possibly understand how much he is loved by his mother. I have had sons myself, I should know. Your father did not take it well either. He blamed himself. Eventually your mother fell into such a deep depression that she was bedridden. She was that way for years and years. It was around five years ago when she passed away. So you must have been gone for four years by that point.”
 
                 “My mother is dead?” John looked incredulous and then nearly hysterical. He had come home to face his problems, but not this. “My mother is dead? And what happened to the rest of my family?” He was near tears now.
 
                 “Your father, Jeremiah, was filled with great sorrow over your loss and then your mother’s death. He couldn’t maintain his duties on the farm because of it. He would wander outside at night, seeking you or his wife, or for God to send an Angel. Anything besides the loneliness of his own home. He had to sell the farm and the house to pay off his debts. Now he lives a few miles from here in a small cabin. I believe that his children still stay with him, helping him cope with day to day life.”
 
                 John wanted to run. He wanted to call the cab to pick him up and take him back to the city. He would go back and get a nice hotel room and go online and look at his bank account. He had accumulated a lot of money while he was gone. He wanted to spend it on nights on the town and going to movies and shows. He wanted to do anything that would numb his mind to what he had just heard. But he knew he couldn’t. He was in this situation because he had done what he wanted to do. He knew the only way to break the cycle was to do what he should do.
 
                 “You must take me to my family. I must see them, I can still help them,” said John.
 
                 The old lady shook her head. “It has been almost a decade since they have seen you. Long ago your father swore you off. I don’t think that he would just welcome you back.”
 
                 “But I must try,” demanded John.
 
                 “Suit yourself,” she said. I am too old to take you there. But I can tell you how to get there.”
 
                 The old lady explained the way. It was only a few miles down the road and then a few miles over a clearing near the woods. He would walk all night if he had to.
 
                 “You know we don’t see much of them nowadays. Even at the community gatherings, they rarely show up. Maybe you can change things for them.”
 
                 “I owe them at least that much, to try,” said John. He thanked the old lady and was on his way. The pain of guilt for what he had done was acute. He walked faster. John was determined to do the right thing from now on. Was this God’s way of shaping his character?
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
                 The next morning after breakfast, Mary said goodbye to Samuel. He had to return home to attend to his chores. They had enjoyed their time together. But the morning was filled with an overarching sadness that permeated and tinted everything. Mary knew that she was a slave to the debt that her father had left her. Samuel knew that he didn’t want to spend the rest of his life paying off a debt that wasn’t his own. Deborah wished her husband was still around and could make things right.
 
                 “He is a good man,” said Deborah. “I wish that you would be with him. He will make you a happy wife and you will have a good life.”
 
                 “But Mama, what about you and Ruth and the farm? I told Samuel our situation, mama. I don’t think that he is going to be proposing to me anytime soon,” said Mary.
 
                 Deborah looked full of sadness. “You know you didn’t have to, Mary. This is not your debt. It is my debt. I was your father’s wife, not you. This is my reality, and my life’s problems, not yours. You didn’t have to tell him anything.”
 
                 “And was I supposed to get married and live in a nice house while I see you suffering? I couldn’t bear it Mama. I had to tell him. I don’t care if he doesn’t want any part of me now. Mama, a true man will find a way to fix this if he really cares,” cried Mary, now with tears streaming down her face. She embraced her mother.
 
                 “Child, you are much too sweet for your own good. A man’s measure is not just in his ability to provide, but it is important. If you want someone who can provide and take care of all of us, then you are free to want that. I just want you to be happy,” explained her mother.
 
                 “Mama, you have always been there for me, and now I want to be there for you. I am confident that there will be a way out of this. We probably can’t even imagine what it is yet.”
 
                 Mama smiled. “You know, Mary, in life there are always trials. But you can’t let that constantly make you unhappy. For if you do, you will never have a chance to be happy. Now, about that gathering tonight. I think that we should focus on that.”
 
                 “Yes, we will get our chores done as quickly as we can and then get dressed and ready to go.” Mary had at least a semblance of happiness now, even if she had to fake it. They both knew that they could not possibly hope to get all of their chores done. Not by themselves.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
                 John knew that the Amish were a loving people. But they could be austere as they were a very rule abiding people. When he knocked on his father’s door, he gulped, nervous about what he would say and how he would react. The door opened.
 
                 “Father,” John said. He looked older, his face more wizened. There was a sadness to him that was different from what John remembered.
 
                 “My son, you have come back.” He was startled, seemingly taken aback. “You were gone for a long time…” John’s father looked almost dazed. He looked like he could be happy to see his son or angry. There was no way to tell. John hugged his father. His father embraced him, but then slowly pulled away. “Much has changed since you left. We have a new bishop now…”
 
                 John sensed something was wrong. “A new bishop? And what does that have to do with anything?”
 
                 “The new bishop is not as forgiving of those who leave as the last one. You know the rules, John. You have caused so much pain to our family and this community. Do you know what happened to your mother?”
 
                 John knew. He nodded. This was the reaction that he feared he would get. “But father, I want to come back. I want to build a relationship with God, and with you. There is nothing for me in the outside world. I know that now. There has to be a way.”
 
                 Jeremiah shook his head. “I don’t know if that is possible. You can come in, and stay the night, but you will not be welcomed in this community. I know that for sure.” Jeremiah hugged his son again. But it was filled with the sadness that it could not last.
 
                 Father and son sat at the table and talked. John’s siblings joined in. They were much older, now grown, but had to stay to look after their father. “Is the bishop so determined in his mind that there is no way I could ever be welcomed back?” asked John.
 
                 “Son, you know the history of our church. You know that when a person is excommunicated, it is a strong and nearly permanent severance from the community. I would never say there is no hope though. There have been instances when a person has been welcomed back in.”
 
                 “And under what circumstances? What did the person have to do to be welcomed back?” asked John. He wondered if he had made the wrong decision in coming here.
 
                 “You know what we believe, my son. You know that we value work and contributing to the community. We are not allowed to have insurance, even, because we are to depend on each other for help. That is our way of life; it will never change.” Jeremiah got a glass of water. “Think of the negative impact you have had. How doesthe bishop know that you are not going to continue in your destructive ways? How do I know that you have changed?” Jeremiah lowered his head in sadness. “Our austere life makes us who we are. We are simple folk, and we do not question much. If we did, we would not be who we are. I think that tomorrow you should go to the bishop and talk with him. I do not know what he will say, but there is always a chance.”
 
                 “I will do that,” said John. “But for now, let us have one more night like old times. It will do me more good than you can imagine.”
 
                 Jeremiah agreed. He stoked the fire, warming the house. The whole family sang songs together, and enjoyed the breaking of bread. Jeremiah wished that his son could stay. It would give him a sense of peace in his life, that what was lost has been restored. But there was also a part of him that didn’t know if he could ever forgive his son. He hoped that the bishop would agree to let his son live with him. Even if he didn’t, Jeremiah knew he would still let his son stay, even if it was in secret.
 
                 John slept on the couch that night. Amish beds are not known for their comfort, let alone their couches. It was very stiff, but it was home. He was now with the plain folk who he had grown up with. He looked around the dark room, barely illuminated by the moonlight that seeped through the windows. There were no pictures on the walls, no colors of any kind besides grey,white and black. There was nothing that would promote vanity.
 
                 It was the exact opposite of what John had gotten used to during his time in the city. The Amish desired humility above all else. They desired to spend their lives seeking God, and not vain entertainment. John thought back to the stories he had heard as a kid. He remembered studying the Bible every day. There was something about it. Something that spoke to him. He couldn’t put his finger on it. As he thought about these things, he grew tired and drifted into a deep sleep.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
                 Mary wore the same clothes that she always wore; it made things simple. The gathering that she was going to was to be at the bishop’s house. The Amish never get together for parties or festivals, so an event like this was something to get excited about. Mary knew that the men would gather and talk about the community and ways to improve life. She wished that her father were there. He would be able to talk to the bishop about needing money. But if her father were there, she wouldn’t need money.
 
                 She wanted to spend her time talking with Samuel, but now she didn’t know if he felt the same way anymore. Besides, he would be busy talking with the other men.
 
                 “Are you ready, Mary?” asked her mama.
 
                 “Yes, Mama, I will be right out,” she said.
 
                 Mary and her little sister Ruth got inside the buggy. The bishop lived about five miles away, so the trip would take about half an hour. Mary and her mother knew they wouldn’t discuss the matters of the farm with her little sister sitting there. She was too young to be burdened with the realities of adult life.
 
                 The sun was still out, as the Amish rarely stayed up past sundown. Mary tried to enjoy the scenery but it was difficult for her. It was difficult because of the heavy burden she carried. She wondered if this would always be the case, that she would never truly be happy again.
 
                 The bishop lived in a larger home than the rest of the plain folk. It was not that he wanted to flaunt his wealth, but for purely practical reasons as many social events took place there. Mary and her mother hitched the buggy out front. A few other families had already arrived, and there were a few more yet to come.
 
                 
 
   *****
 
    
 
                 John sat, waiting for the bishop. He had lived long enough in the Amish community to know what to expect. He would be interviewed and the bishop would try to make a determination of if he was fit to return. The bishop entered the room.
 
                 He looked middle aged, younger than most bishops and younger than the last one. John knew that probably wasn’t a good sign. A young bishop would be afraid of bending any rules. He would want to assert his authority in order to keep order in the community.
 
                 “My name is Ezekiel,” said the bishop. He seemed nice enough, as most Amish were, even in the face of grim circumstances. “And you must be John.”
 
                 “That is right, I have come here to…”
 
                 The bishop cut him off. “I know why you have come here. Do you not think that your story is well known in this community?” The Bishop looked serious. But there was a hint of understanding behind his stern look.
 
                 “That is what I was afraid of,” replied John. “Afraid of my story being well known, that is to say, a bad example of how a person ought to be.”
 
                 The Bishop nodded in agreement. “You know your situation,” he said. “And so if I were to allow you back into this community, how do you think that would look? How do you think it would make me look?”
 
                 “I think that it would make you look forgiving, like a true Christian ought to be,” replied John.
 
                 “Do not talk to me about how a true Christian ought to act,” retorted the bishop quickly. “I am not the one who abandoned his family and caused untold grief in this community.” The bishop shook his head. “You are too young to understand. But the main reason we excommunicate is to not build up false hope. Suppose that we didn’t forget about you? Suppose that we prayed for your return every single day?”
 
                 “Wouldn’t that be the right thing to do?” asked John.
 
                 “No, we have our traditions for a reason. If we change them, if we bend them, then we are liable to be taken advantage of and for our culture to fall apart. I am sorry, John. But you have to see it from my perspective. What I can say is that I will let you approach this as any outsider would. You may visit us, you may even stay the night with folks that will let you. But you cannot live here permanently, and you cannot become of a member of the church. That is, unless you show through your actions that you have changed and can be a valued member of our community. Is that understood?”
 
                 John nodded. “You have been fair in your judgment. I do want to move back, and be a member again. So look for me to be around, doing good works and honoring God once again. I will atone for my mistakes.” With that, John shook the bishop’s hand and left the room.
 
                 When he walked downstairs, he noticed that quite a large group had gathered. First one person stared at him, and then another and another. It made him feel like an outsider. He made his way downstairs, trying not to make eye contact with anybody. Clearly they knew that he was the prodigal son. And clearly he was not welcome.
 
                 When he went outside, he noticed a girl crying. “Are you alright?”
 
                 Mary looked up. She did not recognize John, and she was embarrassed that a stranger saw her crying. “I am okay, there is nothing wrong here,” she said.
 
                 John was curious. She looked sad and hurt, like himself. He sat down beside her on the bench. “Why aren’t you inside with everyone else?”
 
                 “It is a long story. I thought that I was in love, and that I was going to be engaged soon. But that looks like it will never happen…” She began to cry too hard to continue.
 
                 “I have time for a long story,” said John. “But I think that we should go for a walk. This place has a few too many judging eyes for my liking.
 
                 Mary nodded. When her eyes cleared up, she noticed that John was extremely well built and handsome. He didn’t have a beard, meaning that he was single. And his hair was styled, not plain like the rest of her kin. He talked differently too. He wasn’t so reserved and afraid to come across as being confident. “Who are you?”
 
                 “You mean you haven’t heard of me?”
 
                 Mary shook her head. “Should I have?”
 
                 “Oh, I don’t really know what to think anymore. Some people have heard of me here, I know that for sure. And a lot of them don’t want me back.” John played with the dirt with his shoe, annoyed at his situation. “It was a long time ago, but the past cannot be changed.”
 
                 Mary thought about his words. She knew them to be true. What was his pain? “Thank you for taking the time to talk to me, it means a lot.”
 
                 John smiled. “It means a lot that you would take the time to talk to me,” he replied.
 
                 Mary laughed to herself. “Well, clearly neither of us are on top of the world right now. Tell me what troubles you. I am here to listen. I won’t judge.”
 
                 Something about the way that Mary said those words made him believe that she was telling the truth. He looked closer into her eyes. “I am lost.”
 
                 “Lost? Well, where are you trying to go? I can help you get there.”
 
                 “No, not lost in that sense. I don’t know what I am supposed to do with my life. I have…”
 
                 “You have been on the outside, living with the Englishers, haven’t you?” asked Mary.
 
                 John was surprised. “Wait, I thought you didn’t know who I was.How did you know that?”
 
                 Mary laughed out loud this time. “I don’t know who you are, silly. It is the way that you talk, the way that you dress, and just the way that you carry yourself in general. You stick out like a sore thumb. I have been scolded once for walking around too worldly-like. We plain folk work hard to be the same you know.”
 
                 John knew she was right. “I guess I forgot about how much different I have become.” He wondered if that was why people had been staring at him. Perhaps it wasn’t so much that they hadn’t forgiven him, but more that he was different, and they weren’t used to that. “Well, anyway, I was living with the Englishers, yes, and it just didn’t feel right.”
 
                 “I have only been on the outside for a short time during rumspringa,” said Mary. “Why didn’t you like it?”
 
                 “It wasn’t that I didn’t like it. At first I loved it. There are a lot of fun things to do in this world. But after a while it all seemed empty and meaningless. It’s as if they just try to entertain themselves and keep their minds distracted so they don’t have to think about life, and what truly matters. For I think that if a lot of those folks did, they would not like what they see.”
 
                 Mary listened and thought his words to be interesting. And in some way they made sense to her. “And the belonging that you seek, have you felt it since you have returned?”
 
                 John nodded. “Not at first. But you have looked at me differently than any girls or any person for that matter.” John was hoping that he wasn’t being too weird.
 
                 Mary was not used to guys talking like this. The plain folk would hardly speak their mind to a girl they didn’t know. But she found it refreshing. “And how have I looked at you,” she asked, genuinely interested.
 
                 “You seem to notice me.”
 
                 “Do other girls not notice you?”
 
                 “I mean the real me,” explained John. He was thinking about the girls at the bar, the ones who he knew just cared about your job,your car and what you were wearing. “You look at the heart, not just at how I can help you.”
 
                 John’s words touched Mary. It had been a while since she had heard something to cheer her up, and the words were welcome. “That is how I was raised. I had a very good father…” she trailed off.
 
                 “What happened to your father?” asked John.
 
                 “He passed away suddenly from a heart attack. Now things are so hard for my family. I don’t want to bore you with my problems. It doesn’t seem to be what guys want to hear.” Tears welled up in her eyes again.
 
                 “What kind of problems are you having,” asked John. He knew that he genuinely cared and wanted to help.
 
                 Mary was reluctant to answer. She had already had one guy seemingly lose interest because of her problems. Why should she tell this guy? But something told her it would be okay. “We might lose our house and our farm. If a miracle doesn’t happen soon, we will lose it. I am scared, and I don’t know what will happen to my mother and my sister. I could marry and be taken care of, but I just don’t want to leave my family. I don’t know what to do. I am lost too,” she said.
 
                 “I think I might be able to help,” said John. He surprised himself with what he said.
 
                 “Really? Surely you’re joking,” replied Mary.
 
                 “No, I am being serious. You need help with your farm and with chores. And I need a place to stay and I want to work. I want to work with my hands and feel good about myself. I want to wake up early and feel like I am in God’s will.” The words seemed to flow from John. He knew that he had wanted to say these things for a long time.
 
                 Mary could not believe her luck, or the providence of God rather. Maybe he wouldn’t be able to stop the farm from being taken, but at least there was hope. At least there would be another man around to help with the chores. “I think you will have to sleep on the couch, or in the barn. But I think mama would be happy to have you around so long as you pulled your weight.”
 
                 John knew that he would pull his weight. He wanted not only to work hard for himself and for God, but also for Mary. She was different and beautiful and he liked talking to her. “I think I would like that,” said John. “Now tell me about yourself, not what is going on in your world. But about you.”
 
                 “Well I guess if we are going to be spending a lot of time together, we may as well get to know each other,” she replied. She was being coy.
 
                 “Aye, we will need to be able to better communicate about which cows to milk and how to feed the chickens. You know I haven’t done that in a while. I might need more help than you think,” said John playfully.
 
                 Mary laughed. She loved that he was not perfect, and that he didn’t always measure  exactly  what  said. He was fun and unpredictable. “I might have some extra time to teach you,” she said. Mary knew that she was never the best at flirtation. She hoped that her sincere heart would make up for it.
 
                 “I like that,” said John.
 
                 They continued to walk and talk. Boys and girls were not usually allowed to talk in private except for when they were courting. And long walks through the woods would be strictly forbidden. But Mary trusted John.
 
                 “The stars are brighter here,” said John. “There are more of them too. They seem closer, almost like you can touch them.”
 
                 Mary looked up. “When you see them every night, you take them for granted,” she said. “But you are right. They really are beautiful.”
 
                 “I really have missed this place,” said John. “There is nothing like living with the plain folk. Sometimes they may be stubborn and unwilling to bend on their rules, but you know that they mean well. You know that all they want out of life is to glorify God and keep his commandments. You don’t realize how rare that is in the world.”
 
                 “I guess I really don’t,” said Mary. “I guess from my perspective this is just how life is. I do know that the people here love me, though. I have never doubted that. I have never doubted that God loves me either. I see that here. I feel His love. So tell me, why did you end up leaving and going to the city?”
 
                 John knew that was a long story, but she had opened up to him. He owed her the same thing. “I can’t tell you all of the details, but what I can tell you is how I felt. I felt restless, as if life here was too rigid. I guess I always wanted to experience everything I could in life. So I left. I can tell you what happens in the world. While you are enchanted by life, and the trivial entertainment and amusements, you love your existence. This can go on for any length of time really. Some never escape the pull of the world. Some know instantly that is it empty. I guess it took me until a few days ago to realize this. I couldn’t live a lie anymore.”
 
                 Mary wasn’t sure if she understood. She had no perspective because she had only known living as a plain folk. Part of her envied John because of the perspective he had. It must give him a greater love of God. She told him as much.
 
                 “No, Mary,” he warned. “You don’t want anything to do with the outside world. I have scars from that time of my life that will never be healed. Your parents have kept you pure for a reason. They know its power.”
 
                 Sin and the devil. Mary knew that was what he was talking about. “Well it is getting late. Actually, it is already too late. My mother is going to be going crazy looking for me.” Mary again began to worry.
 
                 They ran back to the bishop’s house. “I hope that the meetings went late. It is already dark and usually they would be done by now.” They said a quick prayer.
 
                 When they got back, Mary’s mother had only been looking for her for a short time. “What happened?” she asked.
 
                 “Mama, John here has said that he wants to help us out. We have been talking, and he is super respectful and nice.” After she spoke those words, she saw Samuel. They made eye contact. It shot pain through her, as she knew that it would hurt him to see her talking to another guy, a really good looking guy.
 
                 “Is this true?” asked mama.
 
                 “Yes,” replied John. “I would need to stay with you, but I could be a helping hand. If that is something you would be open to.”
 
                 Mary’s mother knew that accepting John to stay with them would cause friction within the community. But she also knew that she needed help. “You can stay with us.” They all jumped in the buggy
 
                 John, Mary, Ruth, and mama all rode home together. They talked and got to know each other. John was immediately made welcome.
 
                 Samuel watched as the buggy drove off. Part of him still loved Mary or was it just competitiveness. He didn’t know and didn’t care. He was not comfortable with another man living with her.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   John turned out to be a great help on the farm. With his help, they were able to get all of the work done each day. John enjoyed the Bible studies every night. Because he was now the man of the house, he would lead them. He felt that he was able to reconnect with God. He wondered how his father was doing and wished that he could be reconnected with him. One day, he thought.
 
   His former life with the Englishers was beginning to seem distant now, as his old Amish habits were coming back in full force. God seemed more present and John desired only to please Him. For he knew that there was no other source of joy and contentment.              
 
   He got along great with Mary, although he understood that she was seeing Samuel. John wanted to honor their relationship, even though sometimes he wished they were not together. John knew how she talked about him now, and didn’t feel they were right for each other. He saw the way he looked at her before, and saw nothing but jealousy and selfish ambition. But as far as John saw it, his only responsibility was to help out as much as he could, and maybe one day he would be accepted back into the community.
 
   Then one day he found out that Samuel would be coming over to court Mary. It made him feel miserable inside. He had never realized that his feelings for Mary were so strong. He had thought that he just liked her as a friend, someone that he could genuinely connect to. But this was different, this was much more.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “Hello Samuel,” said Mary, as she greeted him at the door. She was excited to see him, but she noticed that the spark she used to feel was not there.
 
   “Hello Mary, I apologize that I have not come over more recently. Pa needed a lot of work done on the farm. It is a busy time of year, of course.” Samuel clearly still liked Mary, and she could tell by the way he looked at her. But there was now a distance between them.
 
   “Samuel, sit down, we have supper ready for you,” said mama.
 
   John came right up to Samuel to shake his hand. “I’m John. I have been helping out with the chores in return for room and board,” he said.
 
   Samuel’s face showed recognition. “I know who you are, and I know why you are staying here. There is talk in the community of shunning you.”
 
   “But that is why I am here,” said John. “I am here to show that I can be a contributing member of the community.” John was becoming frustrated.
 
   “I am just letting you know how people feel. It is not necessarily my feelings on the matter,” said Samuel. Though John felt that they were.
 
   Mary decided to try and lighten up the mood. “Can I get you lemonade, Samuel?”
 
   “Of course,” he said, still looking at John.
 
   John helped mama serve the dinner. Samuel was there to see Mary, and he wanted to be respectful and stay out of it.
 
   Samuel looked at Mary. “Can I talk to you in private?”
 
   “Of course,” said Mary. She was worried about what he might say. They discreetly got up and went into the hall.
 
   “What I have said about him getting shunned is true. I just wish that you would get John out of here. The people don’t want him. Let his father deal with him. He will surely still take him back,” said Samuel.
 
   Mary looked disgusted. “Why shouldn’t a person deserve another chance? He has done no wrong to us. He has been only a blessing so far. A blessing from God, and an answer to our prayers.”
 
   Samuel furrowed his brow, seemingly surprised to hear Mary defend him so vigorously. Samuel handed Mary a letter.
 
   “They want us all to appear before the bishop?”
 
   “I am afraid so,” said Samuel smugly. He wanted to see John excommunicated and out of the picture. “The Bishop has deemed that John has been here long enough and a judgment must be made on whether he will be shunned or accepted. I think that the decision that he will make is obvious. I had no idea how much this would disappoint you,” said Samuel. He gave her a comforting hug. “I am still here for you, you know that Mary.”
 
   Mary looked up at him, but could neither bring her head to nod or shake. She didn’t know if he would be there for her. He had run at first wind of her financial problems. And now he wanted the best thing that happened to her family gone. But, she knew that she still cared for him, and still loved him. But perhaps not in the same way.
 
   Maybe he is right, thought Mary. The Amish will take care of us. They always do. Maybe the best decision is just to listen to the bishop and accept his decision.
 
   That night, Samuel bed courted her. But there was more than a bundling board between them this time. Mary felt confused and alone. She knew that John was sleeping on the couch, by himself. All he had done was help their family and work hard. And yet Samuel wanted him gone. She knew that John would be happy to see Samuel marry her, so long as he knew it was what would make her happy. But would that make her happy? Mary wasn’t sure.
 
   In the morning Samuel left early to attend to his chores. There was no sad goodbye. She wasn’t sure if she was even going to miss him. His heart had grown cold and Mary didn’t know if the boy she grew up with still existed. She felt like he had been pretending all these years to love her.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   John had spent all morning thinking about how he would defend himself against the bishop. He didn’t know how the decision would be made, but he knew he must be ready. The decision of that day would affect the rest of his life.
 
   Mama, Mary, Ruth and John got in the buggy to see the bishop. John was worried that he would not receive a fair judgment. He thought of all the good things that he had done over the past few weeks that he spent with Mary and her mama. He knew they would stand up to defend him. But he didn’t know if it would be enough. He had hurt so many people in the community, and part of him understood if they never wanted to see him again.
 
   They entered the bishop’s house and were surprised to see that many were in attendance. Samuel was sitting in the back, and looked pleased to see John walk in. John scanned the room and saw his father in attendance. They acknowledged each other with a nod.
 
   The bishop has absolute authority in the affairs of the Amish. He could admonish a person for not wearing their head covering properly or being late to church. John knew that he was completely at the bishop’s mercy. But this is what he wanted. This is what he had prayed for, to have structure in his life. He was ready to accept whatever the Bishop said.
 
   The Bishop opened up the Ordnung, a set of rules that governed life in their community. He began reading reasons that one might be excommunicated. Most of them dealt with things like fornication and drunkenness and the like. But then he got to leaving the Amish community, and severing fellowship. John knew that he had been guilty of that, everybody knew.
 
   “And what sayest thou in response?” asked the bishop.
 
   John had prepared a defense. “You said that I may be treated as a visitor, and stay with an Amish family if I could. That is what I have done. If it so pleases the church, I would like my host, Deborah to vouch for me that I have obeyed the Ordnung these past few weeks as a member of her household. Not only that, but I have helped with the chores and done much to improve their financial situation.”
 
   The bishop and the deacons behind him did not look impressed. “Is this the case?” he asked Deborah.
 
   “It is,” she said. “Since the passing of my husband our family has been in great need of a man to help with all of the chores.”
 
   The bishop looked offended. “And why have you not sought out help from the church in this case? We are a close knit community that supports one another. That is part of what makes us Amish,” replied the bishop.
 
   “Helping is what makes us Amish, is that right?” asked John.
 
   “That is a big part of it,” replied the bishop.
 
   “If that is the case, then I can prove that I am dedicated to my faith in God and in living as an Amish. I have money that I have saved up that I will give to Deborah and Mary. They will not need to sell their house or their farm.”
 
   The room fell silent. The bishop paused for a few moments before answering. “But we could excommunicate you right now, and then you would never be able to benefit from your generous gift.”
 
   “If I understand the Ordnung correctly,” continued John, “if I am shunned, no member of the church would be able to receive anything from me. Which means that I have to give the gift now, before you can excommunicate me. I have already found what I was looking for, even if you kick me out. It only took one family to take me in and show me love for me to trust in God again. I know that He lives and that serving Him is more important than serving the Amish or the Ordnung or anything else. Do with me what you must, but my conscience is clear,” said John.
 
   There was a commotion as what John had said came as a surprise. Mary and Deborah had tears in their eyes at such a kind offer. The bishop and the deacons conferred together before they rendered a decision.
 
   “Are you sure about this, John? You know you don’t have to,” said Deborah.
 
   “Yes, I am more sure about this than anything I have ever done,” he said. “You and Mary have been a huge blessing in my life. More than you could ever know. So I need to show you how grateful I am.”
 
   Mary and Deborah gave him a hug together. John felt that he had found the belonging that he had longed for. Whether or not he was shunned, he didn’t care. He now had faith in people again.
 
   The bishop motioned for everybody to be silent again. “As you know, the Amish culture depends on strict adherence to the Bible and to the Ordnung. If we deviate with something small, soon it will become bigger and eventually our culture is lost. That is how we have done things for 400 years. But, the deacons and I have decided that John has shown his commitment to serving others and to faith in God to such a degree that it absolves him of any of his transgressions against the church. We deem that he not be excommunicated. This is contingent on him fulfilling his promise of course.”
 
   John nodded at the bishop who nodded right back at him. There was a big heart in him all along. John saw his father in the corner or the room looking at him with the typical Amish reserve. But then he smiled and walked over.
 
   “Son, I am so proud of you.” He hugged John. “You know that is all a father ever hopes for, that he can be proud of his son. Your mother would be proud too.”
 
   “Father, I’m sorry for…”
 
   “There is no time for that now. Right now is the time to rejoice,” said his father.
 
   Mary and Deborah looked elated at the news. Especially Deborah. “So it looks like we are going to have even more time to get to know each other,” said Mary.
 
   “Ya, and that isn’t such a bad thing,” replied John. He had not wanted to get his wishes up for Mary, for fear of disappointment. But now he allowed himself to dream. He saw Samuel walking out of the room, seemingly the only person who was upset.
 
   “Come on, let’s go home,” said Deborah.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   That night, John was to bed court with Mary for the first time. It was something that he had never done before. “Hi,” he said when he got on his side of the bed. He didn’t know what else to say. “I kind of like that I can talk to you all night,” he continued.
 
   “So do I,” whispered Mary. “How does it feel not to be sleeping on the couch? Do you feel more like family?”
 
   John laughed. “I think I have a way that would make me feel even more like family though. Will you be my wife, Mary?”
 
   Mary squealed. “Of course I will. You are my best friend, and what better than to be married to your best friend.” She wanted to jump out of bed and scream and tell the whole world. But what she wanted even more was to lay in bed and enjoy getting to know the man who she would spend the rest of her life with.
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Mail Order Bride Stories
 
    
 
   
  
 

The Ride of a Lifetime
 
             Lorelei didn’t ride. She flew.
 
        When Lorelei Harris mounted the ivory white mare that she considered both a loyal friend as well as a beloved pet, she left behind the everyday worries that plagued her mind and heart; running free with her horse across the emerald-hued meadow that bordered her expansive ranch in the heart of Austin, Texas, soaring together in the direction of a sprawling gem blue sky.
 
        Her long, curly blonde hair flew like a pennant behind her as she became one with her majestic mount; the golden sun overhead blessing their ride as the mighty hooves of Daffodil—her beautiful mare—thundered full and free on the ground beneath them.
 
        Although Lorelei savored the quiet, solitary rides that she shared with her prized mount, a mount she had received four months ago as a gift for her 21rst birthday, she enjoyed even more the act of sharing the experience with her dearest friends; a group of cheery, fun-loving young people who formed the congregation of Willowbrook Methodist Church—the same church where Lorelei and her family had attended services for years.
 
        Lorelei’s parents, longtime Texas ranchers Victor and Elaine Harris, took great pride in their daughter’s decision to start a riding club for the young people affiliated with the church; a youth ministry that would appeal to those interested in the equestrian arts or to those simply in search of some good clean fun in the sun – as well as some precious time with those who shared their strong Christian beliefs.
 
        Lorelei and her friends cherished their weekly opportunity to commune with nature; to bask in the beacon of the Texas sun, to revel in the sight of statuesque magnolia trees and golden Texas roses, and the sweet song of the painted bunting, the blue grosbeak, and all of the other multicolored birds that filled the Texas skies.
 
        At times, the members of Lorelei’s club paused in their journey for a picnic lunch by a flowing brook; feasting on sandwiches and cold iced tea as they read from the scriptures of the Holy Bible and discussed their deeper meaning.
 
        Then at other times they sat in silence, praying in gentle communion as they shared a moment of quiet friendship in one another’s company.
 
        “The Lord meant for us to come together,” Lorelei told them on a regular basis. “God willed for us to be here, with one another.”
 
    
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “I am not supposed to be here with you.”
 
        Seated on the edge of a lavish rose print settee that formed the centerpiece of her upscale ranch house, Lillibet Townsend wore a daring red satin day dress that—with its tight-fitting bodice and low swooping neckline—did not seem quite in line with her usual fashion style.
 
        “Then again,” she mused in silence, biting her lip in a show of keen self-consciousness, “it is not my usual style to betray my husband either. Criminy, what am I doing?”
 
        Running a self-conscious hand through the ringlets of her luxurious ebony hair, Lillibet stared with wide eyes at the source of her temptation; and, God help her, her probable downfall.
 
        When her husband John bought a new head of cattle a few months ago, he suddenly became transfixed with the concept of being the top cattle rancher in the state of Texas, and to achieve this goal, he began to spend day and night out on the range—sometimes camping out in the company of his cattle instead of coming home to his wife.
 
        Visiting a downtown saloon one night in a fit of restless desperation, Lillibet had made the acquaintance of a smooth talking gentleman named Jacob Clayton; an inordinately handsome man with shoulder length honey blond hair, twinkling sky blue eyes, sculpted cheekbones, and a tall sculpted form that begged to be touched.
 
        And so she did; inviting him to her ranch house on those lonely evenings when her husband was away on the range.
 
        For a full month of Saturday nights, she had sinned against her husband with a man who just might be the Devil himself, and at the present she was feeling a strong sturdy dose of Sunday morning guilt.
 
        “I’m sorry, Jacob, but I simply must stop seeing you,” she told him now, adding as she shook her head from side to side, “although my husband and I are having problems at the present, I did make a pledge before God to love and honor him.” She paused here, her ivory-skinned cheeks flushing bright red as she added, “And by romancing another gentleman under his roof, I venture to say that this is not a correct or efficient way to show my husband that I love and honor him.”
 
        Jacob laughed; a low, guttural laugh that sounded more like a cackle.
 
        “Just think of it this way, darlin’,” he urged her, all the while loosening the tight bolo tie that—in their society, at least—generally seemed the mark of a gentleman, “life can be a lot more enjoyable if we focus on our own happiness—and, for that matter, on making others happy as well.” He paused here, adding as he erased all distance between them on the settee, “Now just relax, sweet Lillibet, and let me make you happy.”
 
        For just a moment, Lillibet found herself once again surrendering to his kiss; his full moist lips massaging hers as her eyes drifted shut.
 
        And so, for that matter, did her mind. As an ardent Jacob continued to massage her lips with his, all of Lillibet’s ties and commitments dissolved from her mind as she lost herself in his kiss; her arms enfolding his muscled shoulders as she leaned into his tall hard frame.
 
        For just a moment, she was not John’s wife but Jacob’s lover, and at this moment in time, as his kiss and touch seized hold of her heart and made it pound at a feverish rhythm, that was all she wanted to be.
 
        The feeling was fleeting.
 
        “What is the meaning of this?”
 
        The couple jumped apart as they were now joined by an unexpected visitor; one whose face shone all too familiar to the woman who now called out his name.
 
        “John!” she exclaimed, recognizing all too quickly the thick dark hair and wide brown eyes of her handsome—if frequently absent—husband. “You told me that you would be spending this night camping out on the range!”
 
        John shook his head.
 
        “You told me that you would love and be faithful only to me,” he countered, voice barely above a whisper.
 
        Jumping to his feet, a stone-faced Jacob pulled back the fabrics of his gold mohair coat and grabbed the pearled handle of his ivory revolver; hoping against hope that he wouldn’t have to use it, right now and in his own defense.
 
        He gasped, amazed moments later, as his rival pulled out a far more powerful weapon, one that he never would expect to see wielded by a man.
 
        Tears.
 
        Raising his hand to his face, Jacob let loose with a torrent of emotion that made his broad shoulders shake with the weight of his feeling, accenting his sobs with loud, intense wails that further conveyed the true depth of his heartbreak.
 
        “You’re my wife, Lillibet,” he sobbed, adding as he sank down in a rocking chair that flanked their front door, “how could you do this to me?”
 
        Racing to his side, a repentant Lillibet wrapped a comforting arm around her husband’s shoulders and bent her head against his; herself shedding tears of intense guilt as she shut her eyes tight.
 
        “Lillibet,” Jacob spoke finally, his voice lacking its usual loudness and air of robust authority.
 
        Stealing a quick hard glance in the direction of her lover, Lillibet waved him with a dismissive hand in the direction of the door.
 
        “You have done enough damage here,” she told him finally, adding as she glared outright in his direction, “Please just go.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   An hour later, Jacob found himself back in the secluded confines of his ranch house; a modest but well-kept home that came complete with hand-carved wooden furniture and rawhide wall hangings.
 
        Sidling up to the mahogany bar that formed a far corner of his sitting room, Jacob poured himself a glass of stiff whiskey and took a long drink; the burning liquid doing little to comfort him as he contemplated the events of the last few moments.
 
        Since sparking his heated affair with Lillibet—and, indeed, all of the times that he had chosen to dally with women who wore rings on their fingers—Jacob had told himself that he was doing a good thing; assuaging his own loneliness as well as hers as they both made one another very happy.
 
        Now he realized, however, that the motive behind their involvement had been purely selfish in nature. So entranced by Lillibet’s beauty—not to mention burdened by the solitude of his lonesome existence as a lone rancher on the Texas plains—he had put his own needs well above the sense of propriety and convention that had ruled the first 20 years of his life.
 
        “Then I turn 21 last year,” he mused with a sigh, “and I decide to celebrate by becoming a complete and total cotton pickin’ scoundrel.”
 
        Raised from infancy to believe and abide by the word of the Holy Bible, Jacob realized now that he had abandoned the good teachings of his upbringing and ruined the outright stellar reputation that his family—headed by veteran ranchers Ray and Annabelle Clayton, recently deceased—had worked so hard to build and maintain.
 
        “And all because I was lonely,” he released on a long hard breath, adding as he shook his head, “Can my parents up in Heaven ever forgive me for strayin’ down this sinful path? Can John and Lillibet?”
 
        “Can God?”
 
        This last question hung heavy over Jacob’s heart, causing him to bury his head in his hands as he asked himself, “What have I done?”
 
        Suddenly his head came up, and he squared his sturdy shoulders and stood upright as he came to a decision.
 
        “I have to change my ways,” he decided, adding as he slammed his small glass tumbler hard down on the bar before him, “I have to put down the bottle and pick up the Bible. I have to get back to church—back to myself, the very person that God and my parents intended me to become. A man of honor and virtue, with a high moral code.”
 
        He also knew, of course, that even the softest cover Bible would do little to keep him warm at night. He still needed a woman, to be sure; but he wanted this woman to be his wife, not someone else’s. More than that, he wanted a woman whose strong convictions and firm moral code would help set him back on the right path.
 
        “With all of the hours I spend on the ranch, though, I’m not at all certain as to when or where I’ll be able to find a bride,” he mused, adding as he cocked his head in a show of intense thought, “now my good buddy, Tim Neil, found a mighty nice gal by placin’ a newspaper ad—an aid for a mail order bride.” He paused here, adding with a shrug, “Desperate times call for desperate measures. First thing tomorrow mornin’ I’m headed to the newspaper office. First thing Sunday mornin’, I’m headed to church.” He paused here, adding as he shook his head, “Now I have no idea as to whether or not this grand plan will have any earthly chance of workin’—I just know I gotta give it my best shot.”
 
        These words echoed in his mind Sunday next. Dressed in a long black duster coat with matching pants and a bolo tie, he headed off to the Methodist church built a few years ago at the edge of his ranch; a small but beautiful ivory white chapel lined with a sparkling bank of rainbow patterned stained glass windows.
 
        Passing through the brass handled double doors that fronted Willowbrook Methodist Church, Jacob took a seat near the back of the chapel and directed his gaze forward.
 
        This proved a bad move, as he found himself face to face with something of an angry mob, or, at the very least, a group of people as angry and mob like as one can get while ensconced in the confines of a right proper church.
 
        Since venturing into the dangerous waters that flowed free and rampant through the life of a sinner, he often found himself on the receiving end of any number of angry stares—many of them aimed by elders of the town who obviously disapproved of his lifestyle.
 
        “And they apparently do not make a habit of forgettin’ easy,” he mused now, tipping his wide brimmed ivory hat politely in their direction.
 
        His fellow churchgoers met this gesture with a defined angel’s chorus of “Harrumph!” except, of course, for one young lady who truly did assume the likeness of an angel.
 
        Although not a stunning beauty, the slender young blonde boasted wide blue eyes and a lovely smile, one she aimed in his direction from her place at the front of the church.
 
        Returning her smile in full, Jacob once again tipped his hat as their gazes caught and held, brimming with both warmth and keen curiosity as the air around them suddenly resounded with the gleeful notes of a nearby church organ.
 
        As the church’s mustached, silver-haired pastor took the podium at the altar of the chapel, Jacob somehow found it difficult to concentrate on his opening words until, that was, his lovely angel took her own place at the head of the church.
 
        “Our own Lorelei Harris would like to speak to the young people of our congregation about her wonderful new riding club here at Willowbrook,” the pastor announced, joining the now smiling congregation in applauding the young lady who now took the stage.
 
        “So I guess these folks do like somebody, after all,” Jacob mused, even as he joined in the round of applause that filled the air around them. “Consider yourself lucky, girl.”
 
        Soon, his troubled meditation was disrupted by the sound of a soft, sonorous voice; one that soothed his addled nerves as its bearer faced the crowd.
 
        The lass came dressed in a full length calico dress of sweet cornflower blue, one trimmed down the front and at the cuffs with lustrous lines of sweet ivory lace.
 
        “It’s so odd,” he reasoned in silence, “this girl and her gown do not rival the glamour of the woman I left behind earlier this week. Yet somehow, in some way, she transfixes me far more.”
 
        He seemed, in fact, to hang on her every word as she opened her pearl pink lips to speak. 
 
        “Howdy, all,” she greeted the congregation, meeting their applause with a deep dramatic bow that drew laughter from those gathered. “Well, as you know, I am Lorelei Harris, equestrian extraordinaire—that is to say I roughly can tell the front end of a horse from its back end, and also happen to know a few folks who take pride in actin’ like the back end.”
 
        Her angelic grin turned downright devilish as the crowd chortled loud in response to her words.
 
        “Sorry, Pastor,” she told the abiding reverend, adding as she spread her hands out wide before her, “well, like Pastor said, I have indeed started a riding club at this here church—one open to just about anyone who is either young or young at heart. Bring your own horse and a picnic lunch, and feel free to meet us this afternoon at 4 p.m. sharp,” she declared, finishing off her spiel with a hearty, “Yee-haw!”
 
        “Yee-haw!” Jacob responded, whipping his tall white hat clean off his head and waving it high in the air above them. “I shall be there with bells, you had better believe it!”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   That afternoon, Lorelei once again found herself riding astride her prized ivory mare, reins held firmly in hand as she and Daffodil coursed the length of the meadow.
 
        Having exchanged her church dress for a long black riding skirt and a practical button down denim shirt, the enthused rider brought her horse to a smooth cantor as she greeted the arrival of one of her loyal club members: a prim, petite brunette named Norma Grey.
 
        Appearing as usual rather petrified to be riding the back of a large and rather ungainly beast, Norma nonetheless managed a faint smile as she approached her best friend from finishing school.
 
        “I am the first to arrive for the club today, as is customary,” she announced in a tone that expressed the belief that someone would actually place any value and importance on this fact.
 
        Lorelei grinned.
 
        “Hey Norma,” she greeted her friend, adding with a sharp nod, “you are indeed the first to show today, but we have to wait for at least four or five others—including the very handsome newcomer we saw at church today.”
 
        Norma shook her head.
 
        “I am sorry to tell you this, my dear, but we must be very wary of that gentleman,” she advised her friend, adding as she inclined her head sharp in Lorelei’s direction, “in point of fact, I am not even certain that we should allow him admittance into our club.” She paused here, adding as she tilted her pert chin to high and haughty effect, “We are, after all, a Christian organization.”
 
        Lorelei had heard enough.
 
        “We are indeed a Christian club,” she affirmed, adding with an affirming nod, “and as such, we must be accepting and loving of all who wish to come into our flock. This is how we would want it, and this is how the good Lord would want it.”
 
        Norma sniffed.
 
        “Why don’t you ask Mr. Jacob exactly what he wants,” she countered, adding in a confidential, most scandalized tone, “his answer is likely to run along the lines of, ‘married women.’”
 
        Lorelei froze.
 
        “What are you tryin’ to say, Norma?” she asked her friend, her own voice lowered to a concerned whisper.
 
        Norma sighed.
 
        “Do I have to draw ya a picture, my friend?” she asked Lorelei, pursing her lips in a show of blatant sarcasm.
 
        Lorelei shook her head.
 
        “Actually, I prefer that you not,” she told her friend, cheeks flushing bright red at the very thought. 
 
        Completely and totally ignoring this rather pointed directive, Norma bellowed out in the loudest tone possible, “He ruined Lillibet Townsend!”
 
        Lorelei blinked.
 
        “Lillibet Townsend is married,” she reasoned. “How in the blazes can you ruin a woman who has already been,” she paused here, striving to find the most appropriate word for something totally inappropriate, “married?”
 
        Norma shook her head.
 
        “Lillibet betrayed her husband with this immoral demon!” she declared, adding as she pointed an authoritative finger straight in the direction of her gaping friend, “and it is for this reason that we cannot admit him into our group. We cannot permit him to taint our holy pool of sanctity with his evil ways.”
 
        Lorelei pursed her lips.
 
        “Lillibet is a grown woman, is she not?”
 
        Norma nodded.
 
        “She is,” she admitted, tone slow and begrudging.
 
        “She is,” Lorelei repeated, adding with a shrug, “and unless Mr. Jacob forced himself on her, which I take it he did not, then what we have here are two adults who have sinned—as we all have, at some point in our lives.”
 
        “You, my lady, are a very bright woman—one I’d surely like to get to know better.”
 
        Biting her lip as she realized too late that she and Norma were not alone, Lorelei lifted her head to regard the subject of their conversation, one currently mounted on a sleek ebony charger as he rode across the meadow straight in their direction.
 
        Jacob Clayton, she just had to note, looked even more handsome in the light of the sun; his honey blond hair and sky blue eyes shining in the scope of its ebullient rays.
 
        He also happened to cut a handsome figure atop his stately charger, his muscular frame the very picture of stateliness and regality as he trotted with regal grace in her direction.
 
        Only this gent is no white knight, she reminded herself, adding aloud, “Welcome to our club, Mr. Clayton.”
 
        She relaxed a bit as he met these words with a devastating white toothed smile, one that came accented by the charming tip of his tall, ivory white hat.
 
        “It’s Jacob,” he corrected her gently, adding as he inclined his head in her direction, “And I thank you kindly, Ma’am.”
 
        After waiting for other members of the club to join them in the meadow, the leader of the riding club led her enthused minions in a steady procession along the side of a brook; steady, at least until her newest recruit challenged her to a race.
 
        “Come on, Ms. Lorelei,” Jacob invited her, digging his heels into the sides of his mount as he rode up alongside her, “let’s ride with the wind!”
 
        Never one to pass up a challenge, Lorelei soon found herself flying on horseback, soaring once again as her horse galloped at a frantic pace—her hooves barely touching the grasses beneath her as the two floated together in radiant tandem.
 
        This time, though, they did not fly alone.
 
        At one point, Jacob and Lorelei turned to one another as their gazes collided between them, also sharing a secret smile as their horses ran neck and neck.
 
        Suddenly, they found themselves sharing a divine and almost ethereal experience; reveling in the ride as their horses carried them into the realm of heavenly paradise.
 
        Their gazes held as they ran together in search of a certain goal; yet instead of racing proper, passing one another with breakneck speed, each seemed to hold back a bit so as not to pass the other.
 
        Then, as they reached the end of the meadow, Jacob and Lorelei shocked and totally scandalized the riding club by holding hands between them.
 
        Crossing what seemed to be an imaginary finish line moments later, the couple laughed in spite of themselves as they came to a dead stop at the center of the meadow.
 
        “Let’s call it a draw, sweet Lorelei,” Jacob told her, squeezing her fingers between his own as they finally dismounted.
 
        Within moments, they joined their fellow and sister club members for a picnic by the brook; balmy breezes blowing their hair as they enjoyed a spread of ham and cheese sandwiches, sweetest hominy, fresh buttered yeast rolls, and creamy refreshing goat’s milk.
 
        Seated close together on a crisp checkerboard picnic cloth, the couple talked of their lifelong love of horses, as well as the duties and responsibilities that both bore out on the range.
 
        “I have always wanted to know what it was like to tend my own ranch,” Lorelei told Jacob, adding with a shrug, “now, of course, I love helping out my parents as they sow and tend their land. Still and all, I would love someday to claim some land that is only mine—something of my own.”
 
        Jacob nodded.
 
        “Well, do allow me to assure you, Lorelei, that there is indeed nothing quite like the experience of culling your own land, growing your own crops, having a ranch that belongs only to you,” he assured her, adding as he made a broad gesture across the gem green meadow before them, “I lose myself sometimes in all that natural beauty—all the flowers and trees. I feel as though I have my own personal haven, one situated well away from all the noise and bother I find in town.”
 
        Lorelei smiled.
 
        “Sounds wonderful,” she praised, adding as she cast a contemplative look in the direction of the azure sky, “you know something, Jacob? I never did want to be a farmer’s wife, as much as I wanted to be a farmer. I want to be out in the fields and the great outdoors, not hidden away in the kitchen.”
 
        Jacob nodded.
 
        “Well, you can do both, you know,” he reasoned with a shrug, adding with a meaningful look aimed straight in her direction, “some gents might rightly favor a wife who can lend a helping hand out on the ranch, showing a real sense of adventure while bringing her own special ideas and perspective to the mix.”
 
        Lorelei shrugged.
 
        “I must say that it is good to hear a gentleman express that sentiment,” she praised him, adding through gritted teeth, “I am afraid, however, that your ideas do not seem to be shared by the vast majority of men in this age. And this distresses me greatly, as my parents have been pressing me as of late to find a husband—and quick.”
 
        Jacob looked at her for a long moment, then took her hand once again in his.
 
        “Miss Lorelei, I cannot tell you how much I have enjoyed this afternoon,” he told her, tone soft and sincere as he raised her hand to his soft full lips for a long, lingering kiss. “I also cannot express the depths of my appreciation to you for accepting me without prejudice or reservation into your group.”
 
        Lorelei nodded.
 
        “The pleasure is mine, Jacob,” she told him, adding as she squeezed his hand in hers, “all of us make mistakes in life, and each and every one of us was born a sinner. What’s important here, Jacob is that you are committing yourself to the pursuit of purification; committed to leading a Godly life, rejecting all of the sin and temptation that may have plagued you before this moment.”
 
        Jacob shifted his gaze to the blanket beneath them, fighting a wave of unbidden tears that suddenly flooded his eyes.
 
        “You have such a dear and kind heart, Ma’am,” he praised her, adding as he lifted his gaze to stare deep into her eyes, “I can’t help but to have the feeling that I met you at just the right time.” He paused here, adding with a charming smile, “I do hear, Miss Lorelei, that the church will be hosting a barn dance next Saturday. Would you care to be my date for the evening?”
 
        Lorelei blushed, grinning in spite of herself as she considered this sudden but very flattering invitation.
 
        “No,” she replied. “Absolutely not.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “No?”
 
        Jacob blinked hard as he sat back harder on the surface of their checkerboard picnic blanket, regarding the woman before him with a deep frown as he pressed her, “Did you just say no?”
 
        Lorelei nodded.
 
        “What’s wrong cowboy, never heard that particular word from a woman?” she asked, her eyebrows arched in a caustic fashion. “Well, if it helps you out to hear a definition, the word no is the direct opposite of yes …”
 
        “I know all too well the meaning of the word no,” Jacob interrupted her, adding as he pinned her with a sorrowful frown, “I just never expected to hear this word from such a kind, understanding lady.”
 
        Lorelei bit her lip.
 
        “I’m always pleased to make a new friend Jacob, and for that matter to welcome a new member with open arms into my riding club,” she paused here, adding as she looked him straight in the eyes, “but I fear that, in the most literal sense, my arms never will be open to you.” She paused again, adding as her tone softened and her gaze narrowed in a show of tender understanding, “Now, please do not misunderstand me, Jacob. I do not in any way judge your past, or, for that matter, doubt your ability to overcome it. It is simply that if I do indeed choose to marry, I wish to be bound with a man whose life and experiences are similar to my own. I want a man who is … I don’t know. Pure.”
 
        Jacob sighed.
 
        “Don’t you see, though, Lorelei, that this is why I came to church in the first place?” he asked her, adding as he made an almost desperate gesture between them, “I want to make good, and I want to be good, but it would help me so much to have a good woman beside me, leading my way to a better life.”
 
        Lorelei shook her head.
 
        “You don’t need me to guide you, Jacob. I’m no angel, I’m just a woman,” she countered, adding with an encouraging smile, “I have every faith that you will find God’s path on your own. And, with time, I just might find the man that God intends to be my wedded husband.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   During the next few weeks, Jacob continued to attend church on a regular basis, bringing with him each time a sweet, well-intended token that he hoped would change Lorelei’s mind; gifts that included a sparkling golden rose grown fresh on his own ranch, a freshly baked peach pie, and—finally and in his mind most impressively—a newspaper.
 
        Now under customary circumstances, he reasoned, a single issue of a daily periodical would not make a suitable gift for a lovely young lady; even a full subscription, he figured, would not suit at all as a resplendent gift of courtship.
 
        Yet this particular publication, he believed, happened to include a certain advertisement that might just be of interest to Lorelei.
 
        Or so he hoped.
 
        “A mail order bride ad? Have you gone mad?”
 
        Shaking her head in a show of keen disbelief, Lorelei tossed her gift in a show of offense to the picnic blanket beneath them; shifting her gaze to the smirking gent who had made this most offensive gesture.
 
        “So sorry to trouble you miss,” he apologized immediately, raising his hands up between them in what seemed a defensive stance. “It is simply that, the moment I read this particular advertisement, I saw so many of the qualities that you seem to be seeking in a mate. With that in mind, I would encourage you to read the words of this gentle and very sincere man to see if he indeed might be the man of your heart.”
 
        Lorelei stared at him for a long moment, swallowing hard as she processed this information.
 
        “So what you’re saying is,” she asked him, tone slow and halting, “is that you are finally giving up on me? On the idea of us being together?”
 
        Jacob nodded.
 
        “I am sorry to say, dear lady, that this is precisely what I’m saying,” he revealed, adding with a hearty sigh, “for as much as I would love to be with you myself, dear Lorelei, I want above all to see you with the perfect gentleman—a man who is true and pure in the eyes of God.”
 
        Ducking her head and hooding her eyes as though bound and determined to conceal an unidentifiable emotion, Lorelei hoisted the newspaper up before her eyes in what seemed a defensive, even concealing stance.
 
        “Looking for a man both handsome and holy? A man made in the image of God, who promises to follow His every will and dictate—as well as yours, in the role of his beloved wife?” she read aloud, trying to suppress the slight quiver that seized her melodic voice. “If so, then please look no farther than the doorstep of this good-natured Christian rancher; a prosperous Texan who realizes that all of the gold in the world will never buy the grace of God—or, for that matter, the love of a good woman. Will you be that woman for me?”
 
        Lorelei fell silent here, quietly taking note of the address specified at the tail end of the advertisement.
 
        “Well, I shall admit it,” she spoke again finally, once again ducking her head as she tossed the paper aside, “my curiosity is peaked.”
 
        Her heart broke a little as Jacob met these words with a bright, ebullient smile.
 
        “Go to him, my friend,” he urged her, adding as his smile widened, “I’m sure that he will be more than pleased to meet you.”
 
        Taking these words to heart, Lorelei rose early the next morning and dressed in a proper but eye-catching dress—one that boasted a pink and white pin striped blouse with puffed shoulders and long sleeves, tapering down to reveal a foot length navy blue cotton walking skirt and polished leather boots.
 
        Pinning her golden hair atop her head and covering it with a sweet bonnet of fine ivory muslin, she said a quick goodbye to her perplexed parents and a quick prayer heavenward because she told them that she was headed to Bible study.
 
        Soon Daffodil took her with pounding hooves in the direction of the address specified in the mail order bride advertisement, delivering her all too quickly to the bronze cast gates that fronted the place of her destination.
 
        Her eyes flew wide as they perused the monogrammed sign posted just above the gates, one that bore the simple moniker of Jake’s Place, spelled out in refined calligraphy script that befit a man of distinction.
 
        “Jake,” she read the sign aloud, adding with an affirming nod, “Jake is a good solid name. I like Jake.”
 
        “Jake is very pleased to hear that—because as it happens, Jakes likes you too.”
 
        Lorelei jumped as soon as she realized that once again she was not alone; jumping yet again as she realized that—as per her usual practice—she’d been thinking out loud again.
 
        Raising her gaze to apologize to her host for her sudden and seeming loss of propriety, she froze as she identified the man on the opposite side of the entry gate, a man whose bronzed skin, flowing honey blond hair and sparkling blue eyes shone brilliantly in the sun above them.
 
        Dressed in a crisp white cotton shirt laced with brass buttons and a sculpting pair of freshly washed blue jeans, her host for the day came to her riding a familiar looking ebony charger as he graced her with an equally familiar smile.
 
        “Good mornin’ to you, Miss Lorelei,” Jacob Clayton greeted her, tipping his signature white hat firmly in her direction.
 
        So maybe the hat is dirty white instead of lily white, she mused in silence, adding as she watched the gates of paradise opening before her, this just might work out after all.
 
        Once inside the gates, Jacob treated her to a tour of his elite ranch; a vast expanse of emerald green grasses blooming forth with ebullient blossoms of robust golden roses.
 
        “You grow the yellow rose of Texas here!” Lorelei marveled, devouring the vision and inhaling the scent of her favorite radiant floral.
 
        Offering no verbal reply in response to these words, Jacob instead hopped in a single smooth flourish from the back of his ebony charger, bowing low above his robust growths of lush, dew glistened gold yellow roses.
 
        After taking a moment to admire the flawless roundness of his prized golden florals, the proud rancher picked an exquisite sampling of what seemed to be his signature crop—gathering an even dozen of his blossoms into his strong, sturdy grasp and presenting them with a stately bow to his flabbergasted guest.
 
        “For me?” Lorelei gasped outright, hugging the bouquet tight against her bosom before cradling it sweet in affectionate arms. “Do you know something, Jacob? As fine a gentleman as my pa is, and as much as he loves and respects my ma, I do not believe that he would strip his prized crop to make a gift of it—not even for her.”
 
        Jacob shrugged.
 
        “One thing that I have learned, Lorelei, is that the greatest treasures that a man can accrue on this earth are worthless,” he declared, adding as he came up astride her horse and took her free hand in his, “if he doesn’t have a very special lady to share them with, a lady like you, my dear.”
 
        With this, he raised her hands to his lips for a long, adoring kiss, then watched in sheer wonder as she picked a vibrant golden floral from her glorious bouquet and rubbed its petals across her fair skinned cheek.
 
        “Well, once again, I must say it,” she said finally, voice barely above a whisper, “the roses are beautiful, and so is your ranch.”
 
        Yet with these words she lowered the bouquet and pinned her host with an inquisitive stare.
 
        “Why did you not admit to me, Jacob, that you were the owner of this ranch—and, for that matter, the man who placed the ad?” she queried, tone bordering on accusing. “Why did you lie to me?”
 
        Jacob thought a moment, then shook his head.
 
        “In all actuality, my dear, I did not lie to you,” he revealed, adding with a heaving sigh, “the man who placed that ad, Lorelei, was not the same man that you first met at the church.”
 
        Lorelei blinked.
 
        “He wasn’t?” she asked, laying a tight hold on the reins before her as she shifted uncomfortably in the seat of her saddle. “Do you happen to be in possession of more than one personality there, Jacob?”
 
        Throwing his golden head back in a leonine flourish, her host let loose with a melodic guffaw that sent tingles down her spine. 
 
        “As of late, yes I do,” he agreed, adding more seriously, “before I met you, Lorelei, I was a sinner; a man who had forgotten the teachings of the church, of his parents, of his grandparents.” He paused here, hanging his head as he continued in a somber tone, “The moment that I saw the pain that riddled the face of Lillibet’s husband, a pain that seemed to erupt from deep in his heart, I finally realized the wrong I was doing.” He paused here, adding in a deep reflective tone, “It is about that time that I became the man you met at church—still deeply flawed, still a bit in denial—but willing and trying to change. And the moment I laid eyes on you, the moment I first spoke to you, I found a reason to change.”
 
        Lorelei smiled, reaching forward to cup Jacob’s chiseled bronzed cheek as she considered these poignant words.
 
        “And the man who placed the ad?” she pressed. “Tell me, who is he?”
 
        Jacob thought a moment, then shrugged.
 
        “Well, I suppose he’s the man I want to be,” he revealed, adding as he made a broad gesture between them, “a man who loves God and lives in His image—who lives, furthermore, by the word of the Bible as well as the Golden Rule. The type of man that would make an ideal husband for a lady like you.”
 
        He cringed here as his wide-eyed guest let loose of his hands, holding them up between them in what seemed a defensive stance.
 
        “Now hold your horses there, cowboy,” she interjected, adding as she softened her words with a gentle smile, “Believe me when I tell you that I love your words, I love your ideas … and most of all, I love your intent, the strong and true intention that you have to lead a better life.” She paused here, adding as she shook her head, “Yet I changed as well, Jacob. I, in fact, am growing and changing every day and learning so much—about riding, about farming, about life. I want to do much before I get married, Jacob—I want to tend my own rose garden as opposed to just receiving roses as a gift. I want to grow food, not just cook it up for my man. And I want to continue to ride my horse as I lead my own riding club—not just take a casual trot from time to time in the company of my rancher husband and our pack of ten kids.”
 
        She paused as Jacob met these last words with insanely wide eyes and a matching mouth.
 
        “Ten?” he rasped out, grasping his own throat for comic effect as his guest guffawed in response.
 
        “Actually, I am most pleased that you reacted that way,” she told him as she flashed him a spirited thumbs up sign, adding more seriously, “I am simply not yet ready Jacob, to be anyone’s wife—mail order or otherwise. And as much as I adore the children of our church—I even teach Sunday school as a substitute, several times a year—I am not yet prepared to have a youngin of my own. Let alone ten.” She finished with a smile.
 
        Jacob thought a moment.
 
        “Well, first let me clarify, Lorelei, that I want a wife—not a domestic servant,” he insisted, adding as he graced her with an encouraging smile, “I want you to continue on with your riding club. I want you to continue to read, learn and teach—and please consider me your most loyal student,” he insisted, adding as he inclined his head firmly in her direction, “all of those things are what make you so wondrous, my darling Lorelei.”
 
        Grinning in spite of herself, Lorelei graced him with a good-natured nudge as she informed him, “You’re still a royal sweet talker, sure enough. And while I do envision you as the kind of man I would indeed like to marry someday, I am not quite ready to say I do—not quite yet, anyway.” She paused, looking him straight in the eyes as she emphasized, “I don’t want to be ordered like a piece of merchandise—I want to be courted.”
 
        Jacob nodded.
 
        “Well, that I can do,” he assured her, adding as he arched his eyebrows, “with pleasure, miss.”
 
        Proving his words moments later, Jacob suggested that the two of them go for a ride, alone this time, and at a leisurely pace as they lost themselves in the splendor of their natural surroundings.
 
        Joining hands between them, they basked in the ethereal vision of towering hibiscus trees and tall, stately oak, heather strewn fields boasting lush gold ivory growths of sunflowers and daffodils, and—of course—the endless golden crops that sprang forth both roses and corn in equal measure.
 
        “Absolutely beautiful place—one where I’d quite like to live someday,” she mused with a grin, adding as she raised a firm finger for emphasis, “only I must forewarn you. I do not and I will not shuck corn—under any circumstances.”
 
        Jacob laughed.
 
        “Not a problem, miss,” he conceded, adding as he inclined his head in her direction, “would you mind overmuch tending your own personal rose garden on this property? One in which you could reap and sow your own roses—also sowing any profit that you earn from the sale of those roses?”
 
        Brightening immediately, Lorelei nodded with girlish glee as she considered this prospect.
 
        “Oh, Jacob, I would love that idea,” she enthused, adding as she cast a longing gaze over a nearby bed of ebullient yellow florals that captured the beauty of the sun above, “I could keep a booth at market and call it Lorelei’s Roses.” She paused here, adding as she rolled her eyes heavenward, “I reckon that I’m a far sight better at farming than I am at naming businesses.”
 
        Jacob guffawed outright.
 
        “Not at all, Lorelei’s Roses sounds just amazing,” he assured her, adding as he arched his eyebrows to curious effect, “and how about a little side venture in addition, one called Lorelei’s Horses?”
 
        Lorelei froze, bringing her own mount to a dead stand still as she processed these words.
 
        “You mean to say I could raise and breed horses? A whole herd of them, all by my lonesome?” she marveled, adding as she pointed an authoritative finger straight in Jacob’s direction, “OK then, forget about the courtship. I hereby demand that you marry me. Now.”
 
        Meeting these words with a gleeful beam, Jacob brought her hand to his warm, moist lips for a most gentlemanly kiss.
 
        “As much as I out and out love to hear these words, darlin’, I still do reserve the right to court you profusely, kiss your hand repeatedly, and spoil your lovely socks off,” he declared, accenting his words with a stately bow that touched Lorelei’s heart.
 
        Making good on this promise, Jacob soon escorted Lorelei back to his ranch house, a modest but attractive two-story home with ivory walls, a crystalline bay window and a columned front porch graced by a homey old pair of rickety wood rocking chairs.
 
        “I am fully aware, Lorelei, that a fine young woman such as yourself might have just a few reservations about bein’ alone with a man inside his house, and without a chaperone,” he told her, adding as he made a broad gesture in the direction of the rocking chairs, “so I thought I’d serve us supper outside.”
 
        Soon the couple shared a fine country dinner in the waning sunlight that soon gave way to sunset; their heads tilted together as they feasted on fried chicken, hominy and grits, buttered mashed potatoes, as well as a luscious bowl of homemade strawberry ice cream served with sprinkles and a cherry on top, as per Lorelei’s request.
 
        “Delicious!” The joyful lady smacked her lips, adding as she arched her eyebrows inquisitively in the direction of her host, “How did you learn to cook this good, Jacob?”
 
        Her host smiled.
 
        “My ma,” he told her, tone soft and wistful. “Back a few years ago when I first bought this place, my parents used to visit every Saturday night. Ma and I would cook up supper, and we’d always follow up our meal with some ice cream and a good bit of Bible study.”
 
        Lorelei nodded.
 
        “Sounds wonderful,” she praised, adding as she took another hearty bite of homemade ice cream, “do your folks still live around these parts?”
 
        Jacob shook his head.
 
        “Actually, Lorelei, they don’t live at all,” he revealed, adding with a deep sigh, “one evening, as they were coming home from my place, they got caught up in a terrible storm. The rain and the wind battered their wagon, which eventually toppled over into a creek.” He paused here, adding in a trembling voice, “Ma and Pa were both killed in the accident.”
 
        Setting aside the rose print dish that—or so Lorelei guessed—had once been a part of his mother’s china collection, Lorelei wrapped her arms around Jacob’s muscled shoulders and enshrouded him in a comforting hug.
 
        “Oh, Jacob,” she whispered, pressing her soft pink lips against his carved cheek as she offered, “I am so sorry to hear this.”
 
        Jacob said nothing for a moment, just graced his lady with an affirming squeeze as he clutched her arms and rested his head in the crook of her neck.
 
        “Thank you, darlin’,” he said finally, cuddling close and sweet to his loving guest as he continued, “I miss my ma and pa so much, but I never did allow myself to cry.” He paused, adding as he shook his head, “Cowboys don’t cry, Lorelei. They drown their sorrows in whiskey and women, so that is exactly what I did. In trying to mourn my parents and family in my own special way, I have done things that have disgraced Ma and Pa—that have besmirched and spoiled my family name.”
 
        Lorelei shook her head.
 
        “You have done wrong, Jacob, but just remember that the damage here is far from irreversible,” she reminded him, continuing in a comforting tone, “you have not killed anyone. You have not forced yourself on any woman. You do show sorrow and repentance for your misdeeds, and the good Lord is sure to forgive you.”
 
        Jacob smiled.
 
        “Well, I do believe the good Lord already has forgiven me to send me an angel like you,” he cooed, pressing his full soft lips against her fair skinned cheek. “I wonder, though, as to whether Lillibet and John Townsend can find it in their hearts to forgive my grave trespass against their marriage.”
 
        Lorelei bit her lip.
 
        “As far as I have heard, Jacob, Lorelei and John have no plans to divorce. So if John is willing to forgive his wife, then hopefully he will extend the same forgiveness to you,” she offered, adding through gritted teeth, “in lieu of this forgiveness, he just might extend his fist instead, to hit you upside your noggin!”
 
        Jacob laughed, letting loose with a chortle that seemed to release with it months’ worth of sadness and tension.
 
        “Woman, you’re a blessin’,” he praised her, adding as he pulled her closer to him, “And while I do enjoy talkin’ to you, I do believe I’d far rather kiss you, instead.” He paused here, adding as he swept his hat from his head in a single courtly flourish, “With your kind permission ma’am, of course.”
 
        In lieu of a verbal response, a blushing Lorelei turned full in her chair to face the man of her heart, staring deep into his eyes with a gentle smile as she nodded her assent.
 
        Without further hesitation, Jacob leaned forward and covered her lips with his, rubbing his full moist mouth against hers as they lost themselves in the tender throes of a sweet romantic advance.
 
        Leaning into his kiss, Lorelei inhaled her man’s appealing musky scent as she ran her fingers through the silky strands of his soft, honey blond hair.
 
       She purred contented against his sumptuous lips as he continued to ply her with the sweetest, truest kiss; all the while massaging her neck and shoulders as the tendrils of his luxurious hair fell soft against her chest.
 
        Finally, the couple broke their kiss, their hands clasping tight between them as they continued to stare deep into one another’s eyes.
 
        “You, Miss Lorelei, are an amazing woman,” Jake praised her, adding as he squeezed her fingers between his, “in the brief time that I have known you, dear lady, you already have saved me and changed my life. And I cannot wait to see what the future brings.”
 
        Lorelei smiled.
 
        “Only time will tell, just what the future promises for us—and, furthermore, just what the Lord has in store for our relationship,” she told him, adding as she graced him with a shy smile, “For the immediate future, however, I was wondering if you still would like to escort me to the church dance next week?”
 
        Jake blinked.
 
        “Well, certainly miss,” he agreed, adding as he inclined his head sharply in her direction, “only I thought that you had no interest in accompanying me to the dance.”
 
        Lorelei shrugged, hoisting her chin upward to prideful effect as she announced, “A woman always has the prerogative to change her mind. And today, dear Jake, you have pert near changed mine.”   
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
        “Criminy! What am I doing?”
 
        The eternal embodiment of the feminine tomboy, Lorelei never minded the perpetual wearing of riding or walking skirts—but dancing skirts? 
 
        “This courtin’ business is no easy feat,” she rolled her eyes heavenward, inhaling sharp as her best friend Norma mummified her within the confines of a strangulating corset.
 
        She did admit that she did take quite the liking to the ebullient azure ball gown that she had purchased at a local dressmaker shop; a lush satin effort with a fine ruffled bodice, wide sleeves that boasted additional ruffles as well as pure lace trim, and a smooth flowing skirt that fell graceful to her feet.
 
        She also favored the blue satin ribbon as well as the matching choker that adorned her hair and neck, and when she inspected the completed ensemble in the brass bordered frames of her full length bedroom mirror, she couldn’t help smiling.
 
        “Not bad,” she whispered, turning to Norma with a smooth flourish as she blushed in spite of herself.
 
        Her escort for the evening reflected these sentiments moments later as he arrived at her home in a black polished carriage guided by two ivory chargers.
 
        “You, my lady, are beautiful,” he praised her, kissing her hand as he made a deep bow before her.
 
        “Thank you!” she returned, adding as her rebellious gaze perused the black mohair jacket and pants, as well as the sleek white satin shirt that completed his own ensemble for the evening, “So do you!”
 
        Soon the couple walked into the simple but clean-lined social hall that formed a far corner of Willowbrook Church; a hall adorned this evening with shimmery tulle tissue banners every color of the rainbow, as well as pennants and swirls that brought some much needed color to the room.
 
        Taking her tenderly in two strong arms, Jacob swept Lorelei across the surface of a clean tiled dance floor, swirling and swaying her in time to the music played by a violinist who stood unobtrusively in the corner.
 
        Bending her body backward in a thrilling dip, Jacob graced Lorelei’s lips with a whisper soft kiss as their bodies grew closer together.
 
        Soon, their proper ballroom dance evolved into something of a lustrous tango, their beings merging to form a radiant constant as they twirled like a vibrant kaleidoscope across the width and breadth of the dance floor.
 
        “This is perfect,” Lorelei breathed, feeling as light as air as his sturdy hands enclosed her waist and their chests pressed together.
 
       Jacob shrugged.
 
       “Almost,” he agreed, “but not quite.”
 
        With these words, he lifted his head to address the violinist in the corner, a man who now paused between songs to take guest requests.
 
        “Dear Sir!” Jacob summoned his attention with a spirited wave, “Could you please play The Yellow Rose of Texas, and dedicate the song to my lady friend here?”
 
        Soon an exalted Lorelei kicked up her heels as she and Jacob launched into yet another jaunty, spirited reel; their hands clenched tight together as they and other dancers made broad circles across the floor.
 
        Finally, the couple collapsed in an affirming hug as their signature song came to a close, walking together in the direction of a refreshment stand that formed a far corner of the social hall.
 
        They froze seconds later, and their smiles dissolved as their path was blocked by the presence of a tall, muscled man, one who struck a strong stance before them as he glared outright at a startled Jacob.
 
        “John Townsend,” he addressed the man before them, immediately recognizing the husband of his former lover.
 
        John nodded.
 
        “Yes sir, it’s me,” he acknowledged, adding as he balled his fists at his side, “And you are the man who dang near ruined my marriage.” He paused here, adding as he opened his sleek tan coat to reveal what appeared to be a shiny pearl handled a revolver, “And if you would care to step outside with me, I’d quite like to settle this matter once and for all.”
 
        Gasping outright, Lorelei touched Jacob’s shoulder with a warm protective hand, shaking her head as she told a furious John, “Mr. Townsend, violence is never the answer to anything—especially not in a church social hall.” She paused, adding as she braced her hands on her hips, “Have you never heard of turnin’ the other cheek and all that good stuff?”
 
        Jacob shook his head.
 
        “The man has the right to want me dead,” he told Lorelei, all the while never tearing his gaze from the face of his onetime rival. “And frankly, John, you have every right to hate the man who trespassed on your marriage. Just please know, Mr. Townsend, that the man who betrayed you is not the same gentleman who stands before you today.”
 
        John snorted.
 
        “So I take it, then, that you have an evil twin?” he deadpanned.
 
        Jacob smiled, but only briefly.
 
        “No,” he acknowledged, adding with a heated sigh, “I do feel, however, that I was overcome by a certain type of evil—a force that drove me to fill the empty, lonely place that lingered deep inside me after the death of my parents. I went to any and all lengths to fill that void, to numb the pain that threatened to kill my heart.” He paused, adding as he averted his eyes to the floor beneath them, “I sure enough did choose the wrong way to go about it, though. And if you feel that the taking of my life is sufficient punishment for the pain and dishonor that I have brought upon the heads of you and your wife, then so be it. I will not draw my gun against you, or try to escape my fate.”
 
        With this, he once again lifted his gaze to look his rival straight in the eyes.
 
        “If it would make you feel better, if it would mend your marriage, to take the life of the man who tarnished it, then please do so,” he advised John, adding with a sharp nod in the direction of the stunned, wide-eyed Lorelei, “just please, please do not harm the beautiful angel who has offered me love and salvation by way of her beneficent touch.”
 
        In a reflexive action, a stone-faced John laid a firm grip on the glistening tip of his imposing pearl handled a revolver.
 
        Then in a heartbeat, he released the gun, gripping instead the hand of his rival, who he engaged in a warm handshake.
 
        “I suppose it would not benefit Lillibet to have a husband in jail,” he reasoned, adding with a nod toward Lorelei, “it also would not benefit this lovely lady to have a husband in the grave.”
 
       Releasing his rival’s hand with an abiding smile, Jacob next took the hand of the woman beside him, turning to her with love in his eyes as he clarified, “Well, she’s not my wife; yet soon I do hope to correct this heinous misfortune.”
 
        Dipping his free hand deep into his pocket, Jacob withdrew a shining diamond ring and presented it to a glowing Lorelei, slipping the ring over her finger as he asked, “Lorelei Harris, would you do me the honor of being my wife?”
 
        Blinking back some unbidden tears, Lorelei stared with quiet admiration at the symbol of love that now adorned her hand, as well as at the man who bestowed this symbol as a statement of his love and heart.
 
        “Yes, Jacob,” she breathed finally, leaning forward to grace his smiling lips with a warm, affirming kiss, “Yes, I will.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Jacob and Lorelei found themselves once again in church the following Sunday, this time for the blessed occasion of their holy and eternal nuptials.
 
        Dressed for the occasion in an out skirted satin wedding gown the hue of purest cream, one further accentuated by the adornment of a pink pearl sash and elegant puffed sleeves, Lorelei also pinned her blonde tresses with tiny golden roses. She also carried a bouquet made up of fully bloomed versions of these same ebullient blossoms.
 
        The man she joined at the altar that day also shone as a picture of gentlemanly resplendence, wearing as he did a brown wool frock coat with matching pantaloons, as well as a wedding vest of ivory silk brocade that covered a crisp white cotton shirt. A bolo tie of silver brocade completed the look as did the resplendent smile that welcomed his beautiful bride.
 
        Joining hands at the brass bordered altar that oversaw their nuptials that day, the couple stared deep into one another’s eyes as they heard and recited the vows of holy matrimony.
 
        Finally, and with a binding kiss, the couple reached the end of the ride that had brought them this far; thus embarking as they did on the greatest ride of all—the one that would take them all the way home.    
 
    
 
   
  
 

The Yellow Rose
 
    
 
   The singular act of shucking an ear of corn might not be considered the most glamorous or intellectually challenging activity; but, for some odd and inexplicable reason, Abigail Tompkins loved every moment of it.
 
   Standing side by side with her parents Ray and Sandra Tompkins, the owners and proprietors of the Diamond T ranch in the heart of Austin, Texas, she basked with a smile in the sumptuous rays of the golden Texas sun, also reveling in the vision of endless emerald green fields that signified their life and industry.
 
   Every morning she joined her parents in the tending of their 50-acre farm, a modest but fertile plot that also had served as the site of her childhood home.
 
   Even as a child her tiny hands had picked and shucked these precious ears of corn, also garnering many precious memories in the company of the two dear friends who—as an added bonus—had brought her into the world. Mighty nice of them, she thought.
 
   “I do believe, dear daughter, that you may have set some sort of record this morning for the most ears of corn consecutively shucked,” said her mother, a petite brunette with wide, brown eyes, who graced a grinning Abigail with a playful nudge as she added, “Congratulations!”
 
   Standing upright at the center of the field, the tall, sturdy Abigail straightened her straw hat atop her dark haired head as she considered this curious praise.
 
   “Well I must say it Mother,” she said finally, “if that is the most exalted accomplishment that I can achieve throughout the course of my young life, then—well—that makes me feel pretty darned sad and pathetic, to be truthful. Thanks for that, Mum.”
 
   Chuckling as they exchanged looks that reflected their keen amusement, Ray and Sandra turned as one to fix their 21-year-old daughter with a warm, affectionate smile.
 
   “Make no mistake, daughter. You accomplish every bit as much as we do on this ranch—more so, on some days,” Ray Tompkins assured her, adding as he reached forward to grace her sturdy shoulder with a loving pat, “And especially since both of your younger sisters abandoned us this year to marry their ever adoring beaux, we can’t tell you how much we appreciate you staying on with us—helping us build the Diamond T into something special.”
 
   Abigail nodded.
 
   “Thanks Daddy,” she acknowledged his compliment, adding as she made a broad gesture across the heather strewn fields around them, “The Diamond T is my home—not to mention my business. I’d far rather shuck corn than birth babies or clean up after some man, any day of the week.” She paused here, adding as she thrust a sturdy finger square at the center of her own denim clad chest, “This is my job, and I do it well. And I never have even the slightest desire to be anywhere else.”
 
   Ray nodded.
 
   “Well your ma and I can’t be any prouder,” he affirmed, adding as he graced his daughter with a warm, loving smile, “As you well know, Girl, your grandparents were the settlers who claimed this land. And now that they’ve passed, your ma and I have every intention of doing them proud. But we can’t do it without our dear lady farmer.”
 
   Striking a deep bow in response to his words, Abigail tipped her straw hat in her parents’ direction before stepping sidewalks down their row of planted corn, soon leaning forward to continue her work as she whistled absently to herself. It would only be an hour or two, she mused, until she and her folks would retire to their ranch house to enjoy a hearty noon meal made from home grown—and handpicked--ingredients.
 
   “And before we come back to the fields, I do believe I’ll encourage Pa to take a good long nap,” she thought, adding with a slight frown, “He has been looking a bit weary as of late. He perhaps needed to take a bit of a rest—that is, if Ma and I can hog tie him into staying out of the fields for five darned minutes.”
 
   The joyful peace of a quiet Texas morning was shattered seconds later, as she heard a harsh, ragged cry rent the air around her, drawing her gaze toward the source of the sound.
 
   She gasped outright as she saw her father’s wiry body collapse outright on the ground beneath him, clutching his heart as he let loose a single pained moan and his eyes snapped shut.
 
   Kneeling immediately beside her husband, a distraught Sandra grabbed her husband’s hands and screamed, “Ray!”
 
   Running to join her parents at the center of the field, a stone faced Abigail struggled to stay composed as she too knelt beside the motionless body of the man who lay still and silent between his own corn rows.
 
   “Pa,” she breathed, shaking her head from side to side as she leaned forward to put her ear to his chest.
 
   Her eyes flew wide as she heard no sign of a heartbeat, and as she saw an aura of eerie stillness overtake her father’s body. His eyes remained closed, his lips relaxed, his tanned, robust face drained of all color, and his chest felt as hard and hollow as a jagged edge rock in the Texas desert.
 
   “Pa,” she repeated, this time on a rough sob as she wrapped her arms tight around his limp shoulders. “No!”
 
   Sandra said nothing, only wrapping her husband and her daughter in two loving arms as—true to her nature—she tried to love the hurt away.
 
   “This time though,” she said aloud, adding as she strove to wipe the tears that flew freely down her daughter’s face, “I simply can’t do it.”
 
   *****
 
    
 
   “I cannot believe that this has happened. Why?”
 
   Since the death late last year of his beloved wife Elsa, Cal Hopkins had asked this question countless times, only to hear the empty echo of his own voice as—once again—he heard no answer.
 
   How fast and far could a heart fall, he pondered, and how far and fast could a life fall apart? It was only a year ago that he and his beautiful Elsa, the love of his heart since their early school days, had been expecting their first child, receiving their good news in the wake of the most joyful and productive year of their lives.
 
   Married at age 21, the couple was perceived by family and friends as the ideal representation of the perfect pair; a tall, muscular groom with thick, ebony hair and eyes of crystal blue, paired with a petite, golden haired woman who seemed the picture of femininity. Their wedding gift had come in the form of a large plot of land along the northern border of their native Texas; a lush, green parcel that they knew would form the cornerstone of their lives together.
 
   Soon they set to work side by side to turn a workable plot of land into a home and business, building a basic two story, wood plank house with a sloping roof and a homey front porch, and planting a field of Elsa’s chosen crop, the kind of sublime, sun kissed golden roses that grew only in the heart of Texas.
 
   “Elsa embodied the wild Texas rose,” Cal remembered, smiling slightly as he recalled his wife’s golden blonde, almond eyed beauty. “It was no wonder that she loved those dang flowers so much. And when I saw how much money said dang flowers brought in, I grew to love them too.”
 
   Yet he loved nothing more than the lovely, vibrant woman who worked every day beside him in the fields; showing the strength and fortitude of a seasoned rancher and the wide eyed enthusiasm of a little girl.
 
   Yet in his arms she remained a woman, making love with him long into the night as they fulfilled each and every fantasy that had carried them through their courtship. And when their passion finally culminated in the conception of a child, the couple celebrated both the success of their ranching venture and the expansion of their family.
 
   “Everything was so perfect,” Cal remembered now, adding as he shook his head from side to side, “How did it go wrong?”
 
   He’d near begged his wife to stay home and rest for the duration of her pregnancy, allowing him and his older brother Stephen to do the bulk of their farm work until well after the arrival of their child.
 
   “Yet she knew that we couldn’t yet afford to hire farm hands. She also knew, furthermore, that my brother had his own ranch to run,” he recalled, adding as he ventured to take a deep sustaining breath, “So she insisted every day on comin’ to the fields with me, workin’ by my side in the heat of the Texas sun….”
 
   He paused here, dark memories filling his psyche as he remembered their last day together, a 24-hour period that surely would haunt him until his dying day.
 
   Elsa had appeared the picture of health in the early hours of the morning, her delicate face shining radiant with a warm maternal glow, her lustrous mane of heather blonde hair flying like a pennant in the Texas wind.
 
   He’d never forget the vision of his lady walking toward him that day, clutching as she did a lush, fresh picked arrangement of golden Texas roses.
 
   “I can’t believe the irony,” he released a sigh, adding as his heart clung to her memory, “She looked just as she did on the day of our wedding, so young and beautiful, carrying her bouquet as she came to me.”
 
   And then without warning their romantic dream morphed into a nightmare, his bride staggering before him as her breath escaped her and her eyes fluttered shut.
 
   Although he’d carried her immediately back to their home and summoned the town doctor, Cal found that his desperate efforts to save his bride amounted to nothing. At the end of the day all he could do was comfort his wife in his arms as she and their child passed from this life without so much as a word of goodbye.
 
   Now he lived alone in the house that they built, just barely sleeping in their bed and working every day in the fields they had planted, coming to curse the roses she loved, as they only served to remind him of a joyful life destroyed.
 
   His brother Stephen worked with him some days, and even stayed with him throughout just a few of his long, lonely nights, trying to distract him with poker games, horseshoe throws and other trivialities that he hoped would bring a smile to the face of his grief stricken brother.
 
   Finally a frustrated Stephen suggested that his brother venture out of the house and try a new career, perhaps even pursuing his lifelong dream of a career in law enforcement.
 
   “Before you met Elsa and decided to become a gentleman farmer, you had a dream to put on a silver badge and saddle up as the sheriff of this town,” he reminded his brother, adding as he punched his broad shoulder with a hard and hearty fist, “Elsa would want you to be happy, Cal. And she’d love the sight of you riding tall and proud through the city, keeping the peace and making a name for yourself.”
 
   Reluctantly taking his brother’s advice, Cal rode into town one day and signed up to be a deputy at the local sheriff’s office, leaving Stephen to tend his ranch while he learned the particulars of law enforcement.
 
   Although he did find some small measure of happiness and comfort in the day to day duties of his new job—a calling that allowed him to fulfill his boyhood dreams of keeping the peace and flashing a shiny badge—he also found that his newly honed law enforcement duties took him all too frequently away from his home and ranch. And while Stephen paid frequent visits to his fields, trying to maintain his brother’s rose gardens and other crops while also tending his own land, it soon became apparent that some extra hands were needed at Elsa’s Rose, the newly named ranch that Cal swore to make a success—if nothing else as a thriving and beautiful tribute to the rose of his life.
 
   “Please don’t take offense Steve.You have really been my savior during some mighty rough days,” he told his brother one day. “I don’t think I could have survived the nightmare of Elsa’s death without you by my side, lifting me up and dang near cattle prodding me into going on with my life and work.” He paused here, adding with a frustrated sigh, “I just think that this ranch is getting too big for two people who have limited time to work the land. I do believe it’s high time that I hired at least one farm hand.”
 
   Stephen, a handsome, young, blond man with clear blue eyes and a muscular build, nodded in hearty agreement with his brother’s words.
 
   “Say no more my brother,” he told Cal, “I’ve already placed a help wanted ad in The Daily Post. I promised all helpers a decent wage plus room and board.”
 
   Cal grinned.
 
   “Good work,” he praised his brother, adding as he graced Stephen with a slight slap on the back, “And since I’m going to be busy in town just about every day this week, I’ll leave it to you to pick two or three of the very best ranch hands ridin’ the range.”
 
   The smile died on Stephen’s lips as he considered these words.
 
   “Well now, there are just a few problems with that idea, dear brother,” he told Cal, adding with a hefty sigh, “I only advertised for one helper around this place, and I didn’t exactly request the services of a ranch hand. And, all things considered, I do believe it’s best that you interview our prospects yourself. Personally.”
 
   Cal froze.
 
   “I can’t say that I quite like the way you just said the word personally,” he admitted, adding as he folded his arms strong and firm before him, “And if you didn’t advertise for a ranch hand, what specific job title do you want to fill?”
 
   Stephen shrugged.
 
   “Well, if you really want to know the nitty gritty of things,” he mumbled, shuffling his feet beneath him. “I advertised in particular for a mail order bride.”
 
   He cringed as his chagrined brother met these words with an unearthly, near inhuman growl, ducking just in time to avoid Cal’s lethal left hook.
 
   “A mail. Order. Bride?” he repeated, spitting and grinding out these last words as though they were poisonous. “What kind of madness has seeped into that already dense noggin of yers? How dare you place one of those tasteless ads in my name?” he paused here, adding as he shook his head from side to side, “What are folks in this area going to think when they find out that the deputy sheriff of this here town is seeking out a…a….”
 
   “A mail order bride,” Stephen supplied, remaining clear of his brother’s striking range as he added, “Remember just a few minutes ago, brother, when you were thanking me profusely for pulling you through a rough time? Could we maybe go back to that point, before you decide to use me as target practice for your shiny new six shooter?”
 
   Cal shook his head.
 
   “Well, why is it that you think this time has been so very rough for me?” he countered, adding as he shook his head from side to side, “Elsa was my life, my whole world. I’ll never find a woman as sweet, as beautiful, as hardworking, as supportive, as smart,” he paused here, adding as he raised his sculpted chin to prideful effect, “My wife was nothing short of the perfect woman. And once you have experienced perfection, you don’t lower yourself to connectin’ up with some woman who would sell herself off as a mail order bride.”
 
   With these words he whipped off his wide brimmed ivory hat of silver belly felt, tossing it reckless to the ground beneath him.
 
   “Hell Stephen, no man who respects a woman would buy her into servitude,” he insisted, adding as he seared his brother with a fierce sideways glance, “What kind of a human being do you think I am?”
 
   Stephen sighed.
 
   “I’m not talkin’ about buyin’ slaves brother—that’s against the law, just as it should be,” he asserted with a sharp nod, “I’m talkin’ about getting the help that you need to run this place—along with some much needed female company. Mail order brides are mature and very willing women looking for adventure.” He paused here, adding as he made a broad gesture down the length of his brother’s tall muscled form, “And seeing as to how you’ve always been popular with the ladies, I think that just about any lady would grab the opportunity to get adventurous with you.”
 
   *****
 
    
 
   All things considered, Abigail Tompkins figured that she’d prefer any fate to that of a mail order bride.
 
   A teacher. A nurse. A ranch hand. A stable girl—even the type that hacks out the stalls on hot summer days. A dancing girl at any given saloon. A nun at any given convent.
 
   “OK then, I’m veerin’ dangerously close to the ridiculous with those last two options,” she sighed, adding as she cast a self-conscious look down the length of her fully made form, “Nobody is going to put these hips on a saloon stage—especially given the fact that their bearer would be tempted to deliver her high kicks straight to the face of the first man who leered at her or made an inappropriate comment. And she’d give the same treatment to any given Mother Superior who tried to tell her what to do—or, in that particular environment, what not to do.”
 
   So why had she planted herself square at the center of a rickety old stagecoach, riding with unseemly speed to meet a man in search of a mail order bride? And why, for that matter, had she dressed for this rather miserable occasion in a dag gum calico dress, a fancy and highly impractical effort colored cranberry red and boasting an elegant lace lined collar and a prim empire waist?
 
   “Oh, and let us not forget the puffed sleeves,” she growled aloud, adding as she rolled her eyes heavenward, “Real women do not wear puffed sleeves.”
 
   Indeed, there existed only one living person in Abigail’s life who could inspire such complete and total tomfoolery.
 
   “What mad and utterly ridiculous things I won’t do for my Ma,” she mused, remembering once again the fateful conversation that had delivered her straight into this most unfortunate situation.
 
   In the wake of her father’s death, she and her mother had tried valiantly to do the same amount of work once performed by five people. Yet in the absence of her father and sisters, they quickly found themselves overwhelmed by both work and bills.
 
   By becoming a mail order bride, her mother reasoned, Abigail could still live her dream of working the land, also potentially bringing home the man and the money needed to revive their own ranch.
 
   “So here I am,” she shook her head as her rented ride made a long, last turn through the gates of Elsa’s Rose, the spacious ranch where she’d agreed to meet her mysterious future husband. “One question though,“Who in the blazes is Elsa, and why in the blazes does she not mind me marryin’ her man?”
 
   Her troubled meditation was disrupted by a vision that soothed her senses, an image perhaps more beautiful than any she’d ever seen.
 
   Before her grew endless fertile rows of ebullient golden hued roses, sun kissed florals that both adorned and glorified their nature made surroundings.
 
   At the center of this horticultural haven stood the most radiant vision of all, a tall, ebony haired wonder who himself seemed the product of his ethereal surroundings.
 
   The man’s eyes sparkled as wide and azure as the Texas day that oversaw his labors, his skin glowing as bronze as the sun itself as he stood shirtless in the midst of the florals who seemed to command his attentions.
 
   Quickly paying and dismissing the stagecoach driver who’d delivered her into this paradise, she soon found herself standing square at the center of this most intriguing scene, getting a better look at the florals that dotted the landscape and the man who apparently tended them.
 
   Her gaze basked in admiration at the singular vision of the Texas yellow rose, a floral wonder that boasted large lush blossoms, velvety petals and a sublime golden hue.
 
   In exchange for shucking more corn than seemed humanly possible, Abigail had been allowed to tend a small garden of yellow roses at a far corner of her parents’ property.
 
   “Yet it seems that this gent has a whole ranch just brimmin’ with roses,” she thought in silence, adding with arched eyebrows, “I guess that would explain the latter half of its mysterious moniker. I still don’t know who in the blazes Elsa might be—and do I even want to know?”
 
   “So do ya favor yellow roses, Miss?”
 
   Abigail jumped as her thoughts were disrupted by the sound of a deep sonorous voice; a most appealing tone that raised her gaze to behold the face of an angel.
 
   Now she stared straight into the azure blue gems that she’d admired from the stagecoach, finding that they gleamed bright from a peerless face that also boasted carved cheekbones, full moist lips and a perfect cleft chin.
 
   Then she allowed her curious eyes to stray the length of his tall, muscular form, a body defined by the presence of hard toned pectorals and abdominals, and long, trim legs that today came encased in tight, sculpted blue jeans.
 
   “Beautiful,” she breathed, adding as she squared her substantial shoulders and stood up straight in the field, “That is to say, I find these flowers incredibly beautiful. And, just so you know, I’m Abigail Tompkins. I’m the lady who sent a letter in answer to your advertisement for a mail order bride.”
 
   The man nodded.
 
   “Pleased to meet ya, Ma’am. I’m Cal Hopkins, owner and proprietor of Elsa’s Rose, which as you may have heard is the largest farming garden in this stretch of Texas. And I’m mighty glad to hear that you favor these flowers,” he told her, adding in a matter of fact tone, “As those are the only roses you’re likely to be receivin’ during your time at this ranch.” He paused here, adding with an empathetic smile, “I’m so sorry to tell you this, Miss, but I am not interested in cultivating a romantic relationship with my thusly called mail order bride. I am interested only in cultivating my crops, and with the help of someone who knows the lay of the land.”
 
   Abigail thought a moment, then pursed her lips.
 
   “Did you come to that conclusion when you placed your advertisement for a mail order bride?” she queried, adding as she inclined her head sharp in his direction, “Or at the moment that you saw me step out of the stagecoach?”
 
   She froze as the man before her whipped his ivory cowboy hat clear off his head, holding it reverent over his heart as he said, “Oh no Ma’am, please don’t take offense at what I said.” He paused here, adding as he returned his hat to its place on his head and let loose with a frustrated sigh, “Truth be told I didn’t even place that blasted ad. My brother placed it, with the intention of finding me a new bride—totally ignoring the fact that all I need is an able assistant here on the ranch. I already had my wife, the love of my life, and was on the verge of fatherin’ the child that completed our family. Then, in a heartbeat, they were both gone.”
 
   With these words he took the garden hoe clutched in his sturdy grasp and threw it reckless to the ground beneath him.
 
   “For all my brother’s annoyin’ meddlin’, I have assured him that I am in no need of a replacement bride,” he insisted, planting his hands firm on his hips as he added, “I want a professional arrangement here, nothing more.”
 
   His eyes flew wide as his guest met these words with a loud joyful whoop, one that came accompanied by a spirited Texas two step that would look right at home at a barn dance.
 
   “Well Ma’am, I’m most pleased that you’re taking this news so well,” he muttered, adding as he pinned her with a sideways glance, “Did you come to that conclusion when you answered my advertisement for a mail order bride? Or at the moment that you saw me here working in the fields?”
 
   Coming to an abrupt halt as her rawhide boots skidded in the dirt below her, Abigail let loose a hearty chortle as she considered this question.
 
   “Oh don’t be ridiculous Gent,” she admonished her host, adding as she pointed a most accusing finger straight in his direction, “You likely qualify as the most ridiculously handsome gent I’ve ever seen. I reckon that your degree of preposterous male beauty probably should be illegal, in point of fact. And most any woman would be more than eager to hogtie you into submission and drag you headfirst before the nearest justice of the peace.”
 
   Blinking with surprise as he considered these words, Cal let loose a robust chuckle as he shifted his boots in the grass beneath him.
 
   “Well you sure do have a way with words Miss,” he praised her finally, adding in a reflective tone, “especially to the ears of a man who hasn’t laughed in a mighty long time.”
 
   Abigail nodded.
 
   “Oh I hear ya. Back at home on the Diamond T Ranch, my folks and I used to laugh the day away. Then when Pa passed, it was all I could do to muster a smile,” she released these words on a tired sigh, adding as she graced her host with a warm, knowing smile, “I have the distinct feeling, Gent, that you and I are two of a kind. One day we’re just moseying through the process of working our own land and living our dreams. Then that pesky ol’ thing called life happened along and threw some big ol’ cow pies in our path.”
 
   Guffawing outright in response to her words, Cal stepped forward to offer the lady his hand.
 
   “At this point Ma’am, I don’t give a lick if you lack one bit of experience in working the land,” he told her, adding as he inclined his head in her direction, “You are hired.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
   Two weeks after taking on an additional hired hand at his ranch, Cal Hopkins was pleased to see that she did indeed know how to work the land. This lady, Abigail, in fact proved herself an expert on all things horticultural, standing tall and proud in rows of roses and making them grow and bloom more beautifully than ever; also tending his more conventional crops of corn and cotton, increasing the productivity of his farm while his second career as a law enforcement officer continued to thrive.
 
   Although not a conventional beauty like his Elsa, he loved the way that her bright blue eyes came alight whenever she inspected a radiant rose; and the lovely smile that she displayed whenever she favored him with one of her hilarious jokes.
 
   “I don’t think I’ve ever laughed so much in my life,” he mused at one point, looking on with keen amusement as she charmed him with an impression of an untalented chorus girl who gets her high kicking feet caught up in her voluminous petticoats after sipping on what was perhaps one too many tempered sarsaparillas. “Not to mention—this gal is probably the smartest I’ve met.”
 
   When Cal came home at night, he always looked forward to the home cooked meals that Abigail prepared for him. They were feasts that featured corn and potatoes grown on his own ranch, along with juicy steaks and buttermilk biscuits coated with layers of fresh churned butter.
 
   After dinner the pair reclined in the comfy if rustic confines of his sitting room at the ranch house.  It was a room lined with wooden walls and planked floors and filled with samplings of hand carved furnishings. And even as he played chess and poker with his newfound best friend, he saw reminders of the hostess who once reigned as the queen of his modest but well-kept homestead.
 
   A rich sampling of Cal’s home carved furnishings came covered with vibrant rainbow patterned quilts created by Elsa’s delicate hand; and just over his game table stood an ebullient oil painting that portrayed the lady herself—her wholesome blonde beauty shining forth from the canvas as she held one of her signature yellow roses.
 
   “She sure was a beauty,” Abigail noted one night, laying aside a final hand of poker as she looked her handsome host straight in the eyes, “and you loved her very much, didn’t you?”
 
   Cal nodded.
 
   “More than anything,” he acknowledged, adding in a soft reverent voice, “My wife was an angel on Earth, and our time together—well it was just magical.” He paused here, adding as he arched his feathered eyebrows in Abigail’s direction, “What about you, Miss Abigail? Have you ever been in love?”
 
   Abigail snorted.
 
   “Love,” she scoffed, adding as she pursed her pink lips in a sure sign of cynicism, “True love is what I shared with my folks. It was pure, sweet, and unconditional. Romantic love is for people who bear a strikin’ resemblance to your wife, God rest her soul, and yerself—and for that matter to my two younger sisters, both of whom were married off to a pair of handsome twin ranchers who whisked them off to Oklahoma. Now, to their credit, they’ve finally come back home to help Ma for the time that I’m away—at least until I can send home enough money for her to cover my father’s debts and then hopefully hire some ranch hands.”
 
   Cal nodded.
 
   “So you’ve never been courtin’?” he asked her, tone curious and thoughtful.
 
   Abigail shook her head.
 
   “Never,” she declared, adding as she rolled her eyes heavenward, “Oh rest assured, as a teen-ager I occasionally poured my big body into a calico dress and went to stand motionless and alone at some barn dance, waiting in vain for some gent to ask me to dance. I almost went so far as to offer my services as a human coat rack for the other guests; heck, I might as well be of some use while I’m standin’ there alone in a corner, grinnin’ like a fool.”
 
   Cal laughed, but only briefly.
 
   “Well it’s too bad that those gents at the barn dance never stopped to talk to you,” he told her, adding as he reached across the table and covered her hand with his, “then they would have realized what a smart, funny gal you are. And at the risk of sounding disrespectful, Ma’am, you do have the prettiest blue eyes I ever have seen.”
 
   He grinned as Abigail ducked her head, her ivory skinned cheeks flushing somewhat as she considered these words of unexpected praise.
 
   “Why thank you Cal,” she acknowledged the praise, adding as she cast those eyes upward in his direction, “I would return the compliment, but it’s just a mite hard to know where to start with you.” She paused here, adding as her gaze took a brief but admiring note of his sheer masculine perfection, “You have the prettiest—well—everything.”
 
   She trembled as Cal met these words with a soft sonorous chuckle, entwining her fingers in his as he asked, “Would you like to know, Miss Abigail, just what it’s like to kiss a cowboy?”
 
   *****
 
   Abigail sat still and straight at the head of the poker table, struggling to tear her gaze from the beauty and charm of her ethereal handsome host.
 
   Every day since her arrival at Elsa’s Rose, Abigail had found herself strongly and inexorably drawn to the man who kept and tended this beautiful ranch.
 
   Aside from being the rare man who liked and appreciated a hardworking woman—one who spent far more time in the fields than she did in the kitchen, and was durn proud of it, thank ya very much—and who always treated her with the upmost kindness and respect, Cal never failed to dazzle her with his own special brand of masculine good looks.
 
   If it was indeed possible for a man to glow, then Cal Hopkins pulled the trick off to splendorous effect, whether working in the fields in a pair of blue jeans and his trusty felt hat, or dressed for his other work in a black brushed cotton sack coat, a gray wool tweed vest and crisp white shirt underneath and tight black canvas trousers—along with appealing accents that included slick black gloves, a shiny silver star adorning his lapel, and a sleek ebony gun belt and holster that carried his signature sheriff’s six shooters.
 
   And now this gorgeous prince of a man wanted to kiss her, and God help her, she could not resist him.
 
   “Kiss me,” she released a whisper, accepting his soft, intimate offer as she turned her face upward.
 
   She shut her eyes tight as Cal leaned forward to touch her lips with his, his full moist mouth stroking hers in a gentle but quite passionate advance.
 
   Cal swallowed her startled breath as he angled his head over hers, intensifying their kiss as he soon plied her lips with the sweetest kisses.
 
   Even as his soft lips lulled her senses and she relaxed to pass into a dreamy otherworld quite foreign to her practical mind, her eyes opened wide to once again grace her vision with the whole of his masculine beauty.
 
   This move proved a serious mistake, as her wandering gaze soon came to rest on the portrait mounted just above their table.
 
   Soon her eyes collided with those of the radiant Elsa Hopkins, and the usually iron willed Abigail found herself withering like a flower in the scope of soft almond eyes, eyes that seemed kind, if wary and all knowing.
 
   “I’m sorry. We have to cease this nonsense. This is just wrong,” she mumbled suddenly, breaking their kiss as she sprang from the table and grasped her plain denim skirts in two resolute hands.  She headed for the small corner bedroom that served as her sole refuge in a home that seemed suddenly too familiar—and a man that, in all his infernal beauty, seemed suddenly too tempting to resist.
 
   “Abigail!” Cal bellowed, jumping to his feet as he raced across the room. “Did I do something to offend you?”
 
   Abigail shook her head.
 
   “We were both doin’ wrong,” she insisted, adding as she turned with a flourish to face her tempter in full, “We were kissin’ like lovers in your wife’s house—tarnishin’ Elsa’s Rose!”
 
   These words echoed strong in Cal’s mind the next morning, as he rode hard through the downtown area where he presided as deputy sheriff.
 
   As Cal straddled the back of Midnight Lightning, the sleek ebony stallion that came as part and parcel of his job, he knew full well that he looked the part of the powerful, authoritative deputy sheriff, sitting tall and proud in the saddle as he shifted his regal head to scan the scope of the downtown area—a place punctuated by an endless line of general stores, mills, seamstress shops, and saloons.
 
   “The saloons tend to bring us more trouble than all of the other businesses combined,” he mused, adding with a slight smile, “Now we did face a bit of ruckus at the general store last week, when an overzealous 12-year-old tried in vain to snatch a bottle of sarsaparilla. And at the seamstress shop the week before last, we encountered the unfortunate case of two surly ladies at war over the same wedding dress. We had to pry the inordinately sharp knitting needles from their clutches, just to avoid what surely would have amounted to a woodshed of bloodshed.”
 
   Although he chuckled lightly at his own, admittedly weak attempt at humor, Cal knew in his heart that his strong, dignified presence lent a certain air of security to the area he served as deputy sheriff.
 
   “Funny,” he scoffed now, dipping his head low beneath the brim of his trusty white hat, “Considerin’ the fact that I feel like the foulest, most despicable scoundrel in town.”
 
   After presenting himself as a perfect gentleman to his mail order bride, a woman who he’d come to like, trust and befriend, Cal apparently had violated her trust and thrown up a tall emotional barrier between them.  He had stolen a kiss that had caused her to flee from him, thus ruining what had been a perfect evening of sweet memories and kind conversation.
 
   “I wanted only to please her, to perhaps change a mind that seemed to be hard set against the concepts of dating and courtship,” he told himself, heaving a sigh as he added, “And although she sure seemed to be welcoming of and enjoying the gesture, it seems like all of a sudden she changed her mind—and her heart. She bolted away from me like I had the plague—racing into her room and locking the door behind her.”
 
   Although Cal had stood outside her door for nearly an hour, begging her to at least give him a chance to apologize for and explain his actions, a steadfast Abigail had refused to take leave of her own private refuge, finally insisting that he let her alone and go to his own bedroom.
 
   Finally the cowboy relented and retired to the modest, wood planked room that formed his own private haven at Elsa’s Rose, a room occupied only by a camp bed and an unpainted bureau, and adorned only by yet another portrait of his beautiful late wife.
 
   Here he could escape the cold condemnation of his mail order bride. He could not, however, avoid the all-knowing almond gaze that followed him throughout the room, seeming to condemn him even as her smile remained kind and gentle.
 
   “Are you condemning me for betraying your memory with another woman, and in your own house?” he asked her at one point, tossing and turning in his plain cotton sheets in the midst of a torturous sleepless night. “Or for clinging to your memory, refusin’ in the process to go on with my own life?”
 
   “Or maybe she just has a mind that you’ve gone half batty, riding around town and having a deep conversation with no one but yourself.”
 
   Cal jumped in the saddle as a masculine voice that he recognized all too well resounded from his immediate left, lifting his eyes to meet the sardonic gaze of his brother, Stephen Hopkins.
 
   Sitting astride Dallas, his prized ebony charger, the young rancher inclined his head in a show of apparent curiosity.
 
   “Are you OK there, Pardner?” he asked Cal, his usually casual tone lined with genuine concern.
 
   He jumped in his saddle as his brother met his concern with a hard, piercing glare.
 
   “No actually I am not OK, dear brother,” Cal countered, adding with a cutting glare aimed straight in his kinsman’s direction, “and that situation is entirely your fault.”
 
   Stephen sighed.
 
   “Uh oh,” he released a hard breath, adding as he shifted his feet in his stirrups, “You don’t like your mail order bride, do you? And so now you blame me for bringing her into your life in the first place.”
 
   Cal shook his head.
 
   “As seems to be usual as of late, you my brother are dead wrong,” he scoffed, adding as he shook his head from side to side, “I like Abigail far more than I ever thought I would. I’m beginning to wonder how I ever ran the ranch without her.” He paused here, adding as he spoke more to himself than to a watching Stephen, “I’m also ponderin’ if I want to live my life without her. I think I might be fallin’ for her—and it’s all your fault! Blast you, you varmint!”
 
   Stephen pursed his full lips, narrowing his eyes as he seemed to consider this nonsensical assertion.
 
   “Well, all things considered,” he began, with a tone thoughtful and deliberate, “isn’t it a good thing to fall in love with your bride?”
 
   Cal sighed.
 
   “That’s the whole problem, Stephen. She’s not my bride,” he informed him, adding in a sad tone, “And at the way that things are goin’, she never will be my wife.”
 
   Stephen gasped.
 
   “So you mean to tell me that you, the dang gum deputy sheriff of this here town, is livin’ in sin with a woman?” he asked, tone harsh and confrontational. “Well no wonder ya can’t make peace with yourself. What would Ma and Pa say? What would your boss, the sheriff of this town, have to say? I did not place that ad so you could take a mistress, Cal….”
 
   Cal had heard enough.
 
   “Abigail is not my mistress!” he thundered, drawing startled gazes from two prim older women who crossed the common dirt road in front of them.
 
   Tipping his hat in the direction of the ladies, who sniffed sharp and loud in return, Cal waited until they passed to turn with cold eyes in the direction of his still stunned brother.
 
   “When Abigail first arrived at the ranch, we both agreed that we had no true intentions of falling in love, or for that matter of living together as husband and wife. I told her that I never could love anyone but Elsa, and as for Abigail? Well she’s a lone rider. She didn’t want a man at all. So we decided that she would work my land in the role of a ranch hand,” he explained, adding as he made a broad gesture in the air before them, “Then I had to get to know the woman, and she quite simply is the smartest, funniest, hardworking gal I ever did meet. I really am beginning to like this gal, Stephen—but last night when I tried to kiss her, she plum broke away from me and ran from the room! You would have thought I had the croup!”
 
   Stephen smiled.
 
   “Chances are, brother, that you’re both a little skeered—and given your histories and life situations, that’s no surprise at all,” he paused here, adding as he graced his brother’s broad shoulder with a reassuring pat, “It is high time you faced the fact, though, that your sweet Elsa isn’t coming back. Of course she will always live in your heart, but she of all people would never want you to live your life alone and miserable. Abigail is here; she’s alive, so why not give her a chance?”
 
   Cal thought a moment, then nodded.
 
   “I reckon you’re right,” he allowed finally, adding as he shook his head from side to side, “I’m just not so sure that she’s at all willin’ to give me a chance.” He paused here, adding as he rolled his eyes heavenward, “As is almost always the case when we play poker, she holds all the cards.”
 
   *****
 
   The evening could not come quickly enough for Cal’s liking, and as he rode his trusty steed with purposeful strides through the tall steel gates of his ranch, his eyes scanned the landscape for any sign of the woman who he simply couldn’t wait to see.
 
   When finally he spotted Abigail, she was riding in an emerald leaved meadow astride Gentry, her beloved chestnut mare. He dug his heels surely but gently into the sides of his own ride, quickly catching up to her as he opened his mouth to issue a hearty greeting.
 
   This same mouth snapped shut moments later, as she saw him coming and ran.
 
   “Ha!” Abigail summoned her horse, racing her mare into a steady gallop as the two raced fast and free across the meadow.
 
   Immediately taking the challenge to heart, Cal urged his horse onward until he’d engaged his ranch hand in something of a madcap race.Soon the couple rode neck and neck as they approached the door of the ranch house.
 
   Bringing her horse to a dead stop in the grasses of the lawn beneath her, Abigail turned slightly in her saddle to regard Cal with cold eyes.
 
   “We’d best get inside the house,” she told him, her tone dry and noncommittal. “It’s high time for supper.”
 
   Cal nodded.
 
   “Indeed it is,” he allowed, adding as he inclined his head in her direction, “Before we chow down, though, I have a question for you. Would you consider bein’ my date for the barn dance this Friday night? The one that Old Man Hodges is hosting at his farm on the south side of town?” he paused here, adding as he held his hands up before him in what seemed a defensive stance, “Now before you tell me to go to blazes and ride clean off my range, consider this. As the deputy sheriff of this town, I am expected to attend this dance—half to keep the peace, half to make an appearance on behalf of the sheriff’s department. Sheriff Michaels expects me to come—if I don’t, well then I could be out of a job!”
 
   Abigail shrugged.
 
   “Sorry to hear that,” she allowed, adding with arched eyebrows, “All the same, surely you know a lot of pretty young ladies in town. Why not ask one of them?”
 
   Cal shook his head.
 
   “As my brother Stephen reminded me today, Abigail, many people in town happen to think of us as husband and wife,” he reminded her. “I do not want the populace I serve to take me for a cheatin’ cad. And I can guarantee you, Abigail, that if you agree to tag along to this particular dance, you won’t get stuck alone in the corner.” He paused here, adding in a loud and declaratory tone, “Nobody sticks Abby in a corner!”
 
   Abigail had heard enough.
 
   “Oh criminy,” she declared, adding as she rolled her eyes heavenward, “No need to be such a cornball, Cal. I’ll go to the dag gum dance.”
 
   Abigail came close to regretting these words a few days later, as she found herself poised at the broad apple red doors that fronted a massive, ably constructed barn, a structure that would be the site of a dance that she had no earthly desire to attend.
 
   Dressed once again in that ancient torture device known as a dress, Abigail winced beneath the weight of a stern tied bodice that came darned close to cutting off her circulation, even as she did have to pause and admire the design of the dress itself.
 
   A gift from her date for the evening, who had purchased the exquisite garment from a dress shop downtown, this exquisite frock boasted a full scarlet hued calico skirt adorned with a pattern of bright yellow roses—appropriate, she supposed, especially when topped with a lush ivory cotton top graced with lacy sleeves and a high lace collar.
 
   A pair of sleek, ivory, hand gloves and a gold tinted, heart shaped choker—also gifts from an attentive Cal—completed the look, which she wore with pride as she strode headfirst into the barn that had been morphed this evening into a social hall.
 
   Her soft dark hair piled high atop her head, Abigail lifted her chin as she clutched her smooth voluminous skirts and made her way between lines of people who talked, danced and nibbled on cheese, corncakes, and bonbons.
 
   Several onlookers performed marked double takes as they identified the mysterious beauty who roamed among them, their eyes flying wide as they identified the lady as good ol’, hardworking Abigail Tompkins.
 
   One man in particular stared enrapt as Abigail came to stand stock still before him, his mouth falling agape as he beheld his date for the evening.
 
   “You’re beautiful, Abigail,” Cal breathed, taking her hand in his and raising it to his lips for a soft, sweet kiss. “Absolutely lovely.”
 
   Abigail snorted loudly, adding a very human dimension to her glamorous façade.
 
   “Yeah, well don’t let it get around,” she chided, adding as she waved an admiring hand down the length of his tall muscled form, “And may I return the compliment? You are even more handsome than customary this evenin’ Cal.How’d you manage that?”
 
   Cal did indeed shine resplendent in a fine, curved, cutaway coat with a red, brocade vest and white, cotton shirt underneath.  He also cut an exquisite form in black, pinstriped pants and a smooth, dark cravat that completed the look.
 
   Also striking was the charming, white toothed smile he now flashed in her direction.
 
   “Well thank you Miss,” he praised her, adding as he struck a low courtly bow in her direction, “On this night, though, I do not want you to think of me as Cal, the rancher and good friend whose land you happen to work. I want you to regard me as a mysterious, handsome stranger who has swept into your life to show you the meaning of romance.” He paused here, adding as he clasped her hand in his and lead her in the direction of the dance floor, “May I have this dance?”
 
   Although still surrounded on all sides by bundles and bales of fresh sown hay, the candlelit center of the dance floor proved an ideal platform for a couple who seemed to want little more than to lose themselves in one another’s arms. And with a single, smooth flourish, Cal launched them into a dance that felt more like a romantic embrace.
 
   Abigail thrilled as her ardent date gathered her up in his muscled arms, wrapping his sturdy hands around her full waist and swinging and swaying her across the floor.
 
   Bracing her arms around his bulging shoulders, she finally allowed herself the sublime pleasure of touching the man she’d admired for so long, pressing herself against his hard massive chest as his trim, toned hips cradled hers.
 
   Losing herself in his masculine presence, she relaxed in the cocoon of his muscled embrace as he made her feel as light as air, most literally sweeping her off her feet as he now flew her across the floor.
 
   Two became one as the couple writhed together, timing their moves to the melodic rhythm of a live fiddler who played with fervor at the head of the room.
 
   Abigail brightened at the resounding notes of “San Antonio Rose,” one of her favorite classic ballads, and she nestled closer to her attentive dance partner as his hands ran like warm, spring water down the planes of her back.
 
   She felt his tender touch even through the tight corset that threatened to claim her sanity; yet as they moved as one with feather light steps in time with a timeless tune, all elements of discomfort and self-consciousness subsided abruptly—giving way to nothing but feeling.
 
   Closing her eyes tight, the besotted woman felt her heart pound as he clutched her closer still; soon it was difficult to tell where one ended and the other began as they dissolved in a dance that likened an embrace.
 
   These eyes flew open moments later, as her dance partner drew back only slightly to stare deep into her eyes.
 
   “See, Miss Abigail?” Cal asked her, his tone both tempting and teasing as he rubbed her broad shoulders and tilted his forehead gentle against hers. “Dancing isn’t as bad as all that—and neither, for that matter, is romance.”
 
   Abigail smiled.
 
   “Very true,” she assented on a dreamy sigh, adding as she pursed her lips in a mock show of skepticism, “I am still not at all convinced, however, about this thing they call kissing.” She paused here, adding as she inclined her head teasingly in his direction, “Care to do some convincin’ this evening, Cowboy?”
 
   She took in her breath as Cal met this challenge with a downright devilish smile.
 
   “Well I’d be much obliged Ma’am,” he assented on a growl, accenting his words with a good bit of action as he swept her up in his arms.
 
   Claiming her lips in a passionate kiss, his full, moist mouth massaged hers in soft hypnotic strokes.
 
   Moaning outright in response, Abigail plied her date’s mouth with feverish kisses as their tongues entangled between them, their public surroundings dissolving around them as they engaged in their first passionate kiss.
 
   Sinking full into his sheltering arms, Abigail trembled outright as his ardent kiss set her heart and body afire, sending thrilling tingles down her spine as his long, wet tongue licked and laved her mouth.
 
   The moment was fleeting.
 
   “Well I never!”
 
   The couple broke their kiss as the sound of a pronounced sniff resounded just beside them, one produced by a petite, beautiful ebony haired woman dressed in a gown of stark black taffeta that seemed to befit her frowning—if still dazzling—face.
 
   “Well I never!” she repeated, regarding the couple with a condemning gaze as she stood beside them on the dance floor.
 
   Unphased in the face of this blatant umbrage, a cool Abigail shrugged her shoulders in reaction to these words.
 
   “No Ma’am, you probably haven’t ever,” she replied, adding with arched eyebrows, “And that’s the whole problem.”
 
   The woman gasped.
 
   “Well I guess that I’d expect nothing more from such a common woman as yourself,” she sniffed, adding as she pointed an accusing finger straight in Abigail’s direction, “You really have some nerve, Girl, living in sin with one of our finest citizens—and under his wife’s roof!”
 
   Cal had heard enough.
 
   “Now you listen here, Mrs. Susie Marks,” he bellowed, stepping between the two women as he seared their critic with a cold hard gaze. “Of the two women I see here before me, I’m afraid that only one could be called a lady,” he paused here, adding as he made a broad gesture in Abigail’s direction, “The fine woman you see before you work hard and diligently on my land—coming home at the end of the day to seek some deserved respite in her own room, one that’s separate from my own. You, on the other hand, made an inappropriate advance toward me in town two years ago while both of our dearly departed spouses still lived. And, if you will rightly recall, I rejected you flat.”
 
   Susie shook her head, her delicate cheeks flushing as she considered these words.
 
   “Yes, well, I guess I went a bit out of my mind when Doc told my husband that he didn’t have much longer on this earth,” she explained, adding as she once again faced the couple before her with a rough, cutting glare, “It still ain’t proper for an unmarried man and woman to be sharin’ the same living quarters.”
 
   Cal nodded.
 
   “Well on that point Madam—and that point alone—you and I just happen to agree,” he acknowledged, adding as he wrapped an encompassing arm around the shoulders of his wide eyed date, “And that is precisely why Miss Abigail and I plan to be married next month.”
 
   “We do?” Abigail sputtered, recovering quickly as she kissed the cheek of her smiling “intended,” “Oh I mean, yes we do! I do, most literally!”
 
   With this she grabbed her date’s muscled arms and pulled him into the spirited reel that had now erupted on the dance floor, a riotous square dance set to the tune of a lively fiddle.
 
   The couple laughed and chortled like free spirited youths as their steps became fast and frantic; soon they launched into a fast paced do-si-do that sent them spinning across the floor.
 
   “You make just about everything in life so much more fun!” Cal praised his dance partner, adding as he pulled her off to the side, “Still and all, I do believe I need just a bit of a rest. Care for some punch?”
 
   Soon the couple stood beside a sparkling crystalline punch bowl that rimmed with scarlet liquid, sipping from delicate rose print tea cups as their gazes remained clenched.
 
   “Listen, I’m really sorry about that miserable shrew back there,” he told her at one point, adding with a distinct wince, “She’s been chasing after me since we were kids, and never got the hint that I was never even remotely interested.”
 
   Abigail shrugged.
 
   “Oh that’s all right,” she allowed, adding with a slight wince all her own, “I’m just sorry that you had to lie for me.”
 
   Cal frowned.
 
   “Lie for you?” he repeated, adding as he shook his head in a show of pure confusion, “Not sure what you mean, love.”
 
   Abigail gritted her teeth.
 
   “Well in a noble effort to save my reputation,” she reminded him, “you told him that we were going to be married next month.”
 
   Cal smiled.
 
   “Well Miss,” he began, putting aside his punch glass and taking her hand in his, “I don’t see those words as a lie, as much as they are a wish or a dream.” He paused here, adding in a whisper, “I’m in love with you, Abigail. And with your kind permission, I would indeed like to marry you next month.”
 
   Sniffing back some unbidden tears, his lady squeezed his fingers tight as she gave a vigorous nod in response to this warm proposal.
 
   “I love you too, Cowboy—dang me, but I do,” she told him, adding as she reached forward to sear his carved cheek with an affirming kiss, “And yes, I will marry you.”
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Abigail felt as though she was floating in a dream, most literally.
 
   Never had she imagined herself ensconced in a frock of such regal ivory finery; but indeed, the wedding gown that she now wore was a study in elegance. This white lace ball gown was culled from pure organza trimmed at the top with a fitted boned bodice and engraved lines of vertical ivory lace. A flowing train and an antique veil completed the look, as well as delicate satin slippers that took her through the door of the Dovecrest Chapel, a small but elaborate place of worship that would serve as the site of a wedding that day.
 
   Staring with quiet admiration at the ebullient stained glass windows that lined all sides of the chapel, the bride stepped onto a plush scarlet carpeted aisle that took her slowly in the direction of the man she loved.
 
   Cal himself shone resplendent in a sleek, brown, wool, davenport coat with a black, velvet collar and matching trousers, an ensemble accented by a silver, brocade vest and an ebony cravat with a gleaming diamond pin.
 
   Another diamond glittered on Abigail’s finger moments later, as she and Cal faced a brass bordered altar lined with a wreath of resplendent yellow roses.
 
   Inspecting this lush floral display with an analyzing eye, Abigail cocked her head as she whispered to her groom, “These flowers were taken from our ranch, yes? Well they are lovely, but I’ve been thinking that we might try a new brand of seed….”
 
   She broke off as her impatient groom silenced her with a binding kiss.
 
   “Hush up and marry me already, sweet Abigail.”
 
   Abigail thought a moment, then nodded.
 
   “All right then. Have it your own dag gum way,” she relented, adding as she took her husband’s hand and turned with him in the direction of the altar, “Ring first, seed later. One thing I know for sure, for you and me Cal, there will always be roses.”
 
    
 
   
  
 

The Expectation of Love
 
          All things seemed possible with love.
 
        This was the admittedly sentimental but nonetheless overpowering notion that struck the mind of Amy Phillips as she strode gracefully and free between two rows of golden corn; walking with the same light and joyful steps that had guided her movements a year before, when she’d strode down a flower strewn aisle to meet and mate with the man who now awaited her at the border of their field.
 
        Although now dressed in practical denim as opposed to lavish wedding finery, she and husband Vance still looked at one another with the greatest love and tender passion.
 
        These intense, all-consuming emotions had parlayed themselves into a beautiful shared life; a blessed existence that had seen the purchase of an expansive plot of land in the heart of Austin, Texas, as well as a pregnancy that promised to spread their love and prosperity to a second generation.
 
        Joining hands now with the tall slender blond man she called her wedded husband, Amy used her free hand to stroke the belly that seemed to grow larger with every passing day—and, somehow, she didn’t mind one bit.
 
        “Are you ready to cease for just a few moments, love, so we can head back to the ranch house and have our lunch?” she asked, eyebrows arched as her husband leaned forward to grace her fair cheek with an affirming kiss.
 
        Vance nodded.
 
        “We have just a few more rows of corn to harvest,” he reminded her, adding as he cocked his handsome head in a show of keen concern, “Why don’t you let me shuck them while you go back to the house? You look as though you could use some rest.”
 
        Amy snorted.
 
        “I am pregnant my darling, not infirmed,” she reminded him, adding as she ran a confident hand through the windswept ringlets of her luxurious reddish blonde hair. “I am more than capable of completing my daily duties on the ranch I helped plant.” She paused here, adding as she raised a slender finger for emphasis, “Remember this, dear husband!”
 
        Restraining a round of unbidden laughter, a chastened Vance met his wife’s words with a hale and hearty salute.
 
        “Yes, Ma’am!” he affirmed.
 
        Grinning bright as her husband returned to his work, Amy turned in the field to observe the sheer brilliance of a sun-soaked Texas morning; a day blessed with clear azure skies and meadows and fields that glowed a lovely emerald gold in the light of the beacon that shone resplendent above them.
 
        For just a moment she basked in the beauty of the day; musing with a happy sigh that her dreams of a loving marriage and a thriving family were coming to fruition, nearing their flawless completion with every passing day.
 
        All peaceable feelings fled her psyche moments later, when a loud, distressing thump resounded just behind her; forcing her to turn and bear witness to a nightmarish scene.
 
        Her beloved husband, alive and animated only moments earlier, now lay still and unconscious on the ground; his hands clutching his heart as his eyelashes fluttered shut—his breath escaping him in a sharp violent gust as she ran to his side.
 
        “Vance!” 
 
        Racing through the field with feverish steps, Amy gaped outright as her troubled mind brimmed with all manner of unspeakable possibilities.
 
        She recalled with horror that Vance’s father and uncle both died young of heart-related illnesses; also the fact that her husband had seemed weary and lethargic in recent days.
 
        “Please, God no,” she muttered, now kneeling at her husband’s side as she lowered her head to his chest. “It can’t be….”
 
        Yet the silence of his heart and the stillness of his breathing told the truth of the tale; and as she threw her arms around his muscular shoulders, she somehow knew that this would be the last time she ever held him in her arms.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
        A month passed beneath the Texas sky; its unforgiving sun roasting the woman who toiled beneath its harsh rays.
 
        A telltale line of sweat beaded Amy’s fair skinny forehead as she struggled to pick just one more ear of corn; her feet heavy and her shoulders heaving as she made her way across the field.
 
        It seemed beyond her comprehension that, just one month before, she had regarded this very field as a place of hope and happiness; joyfully toiling at her husband’s side as they harvested a hopeful future.
 
        Now she worked alone on long, hot days; her only assistant a frail older aunt who resided alone on the neighborhood farm.
 
        Herself a widow, Aunt Grace was a short, petite brunette who worked her own land in addition to serving as an able aide to her beleaguered niece.
 
        Able — if weary and more than a bit cranky.
 
        “Enough, Amy!” she declared one day, straightening herself between two rows of corn as she fixed her tired niece with a cold hard stare. “You must be sensible about this matter, before you exhaust the both of us!”
 
        Amy sighed.
 
        “My deepest apologies, Auntie,” she murmured, standing gingerly above a tassel of corn as she clutched her weary back with a wan, tired hand. “I simply cannot manage this ranch all by myself, and I know do not know where else to turn.”
 
        Grace thought a moment, and then nodded.
 
        “I know Girl, and I am more than pleased to help you as much as I’m able,” she told her niece, voice softening as she leaned forward to grace her slender shoulder with a reassuring pat. “It’s just that I cannot tend both your ranch and my own for the duration of the growing season. And you yourself should be resting in bed, awaitin’ the birth of your little one.”
 
        Amy had heard enough.
 
        “I am well and weary of everyone telling me that I am not strong enough to work my own land,” she insisted, adding as she raised a firm finger for emphasis, “This is my ranch, and I plan to farm it. I just need a bit of help; that’s all.”
 
        At that moment she felt a slash of pain rip unbidden through her rounded stomach; nearly bringing her to her knees as she gritted her teeth against the agony.
 
        “I only wish that my child would be a bit more cooperative,” she managed through ground teeth, straining to stand upright as her aunt rushed to her side.
 
        “Your child needs a mother who is rested and relaxed,” Grace insisted, adding as she wrapped a supportive arm around her niece’s shoulders. “And as much as I would love to send you to bed and toil in your fields by my lonesome, I simply cannot do so; particularly not when so much of my own work awaits me.”
 
        Amy shrugged.
 
        “Well sadly Auntie, I cannot afford to hire a ranch hand at this point,” she revealed, adding as she cocked her head in her aunt’s direction, “Have you any other ideas?”
 
        Grace looked at her for a long moment and nodded.
 
        “I do indeed have an idea,” she admitted, adding as she dug deep into the pocket of her soft embroidered denim dress. “You will not like it, but it may indeed be our only hope.”
 
        With these words she produced a weathered newspaper page for Amy to look at; unfolding the page to reveal a classified advertisement with an intriguing headline marked Mail Order Bride.
 
        “Ladies,” the ad read, its message conveyed in bold dark letters that was prominent on the page. “Do you need a prince?”
 
        Turning from her aunt in a single bold flourish, a snorting Amy braced her arms before her as she shook her head from side to side in response to these cryptic words.
 
        “I will not read one more word of that addled fairy tale nonsense,” she declared, adding as she held up a slender hand in the direction of her frowning aunt. “I had my own fairy tale—my own enchanted prince.” She paused here, adding as her voice cracked, “Both were fallen and destroyed before my very eyes. Now I have no more need for dreams, Aunt Grace. Dreams die. And so do princes.”
 
        Nodding in tender empathy with these harsh spoken words, Grace placed a gentle hand on her niece’s arm and turned her body towards her; once again holding the newspaper between them as she told her: “As much as Vance was a very special gentleman, my dear, one that never will be replaced, you must remember that he has left us—never to return, girl.”
 
        With these words she squeezed her niece’s shoulder and looked her straight in the eyes.
 
        “You, on the other hand, remain a young woman of great strength and vigor—and, as many have told you, striking beauty,” she praised Amy, adding as she held up the newspaper. “Surely you don’t want to spend the remainder of your days here by your lonesome, with no husband, no lover, no friend or companion. And if you would take only a moment to peruse this gentleman’s advertisement, then you would read of his intellect, his kindness, and his stellar good looks.”
 
        She jumped as her niece met these words with a loud, sharp guffaw.
 
        “And do you truly believe every single word that you read in the pages of the newspaper, Auntie?” she asked Grace, tone snide and disbelieving. “Especially if these words are written in the context of a paid advertisement?” she paused here, adding as she waved a dismissive hand in the direction of the defenseless newspaper: “If a man posts an advertisement to secure himself a bride, how on earth is he going to word the ad? ‘Howdy Ladies, I am an ignorant, dog ugly, and proudly unkind man in search of a wife. Come one, come all, the line forms to the right’!”
 
        Grace doubled over, guffawing in spite of herself as she considered these comical words.
 
        “All right then Girlie, you are a clever one,” she acknowledged, adding as she arched her eyebrows in what seemed a show of keen curiosity, “What, though, if the gentleman happens to speak the truth in his ad? What if he is indeed as kind and handsome as he claims, and what if he would prove a stellar and highly knowledgeable partner in your own ranching endeavor? Why not at least bite the bullet and give the guy a chance?”
 
        Amy shook her head.
 
        “I shall not for one moment entertain the horrid notion of becoming some man’s mail order bride,” she spat out these last words as though they were venom, adding as she planted her hands on her hips, “You well know, Aunt Grace, that my dear late parents raised me to be a proper lady—and honest, hardworking at that; not a glorified lady of the evening who will exchange her body for room and board.”
 
        Grace bit her lip.
 
        “I well know this Girl. I thought long and hard before bringing that stupid ad to your kind attention,” she allowed, tone soft and sad, adding in a louder, more determined voice, “Even so, I must say that this man sounds like a gentleman—someone in search of a princess, not a fancy lady. And I do believe he will treat you as such.” She paused here, adding as she made a broad gesture in the direction of her niece’s expanding stomach, “He also might make a good father for your baby, which is exactly what you need at this moment.”
 
        Amy thought a moment, and then sighed.
 
        “It is true, I must think of the young one first,” she conceded, stroking her rounded stomach with protective hands as she added in a reflective tone, “As much as I wish to toil in my fields, working my own land and building up the ranch that I started with my beloved husband, I fear that the same daily regime of hard labor that claimed my Vance’s life might come to claim my child as well—and perhaps me, right along with her.”
 
        Grace arched her eyebrows.
 
        “How are you so certain, my girl, that your child is a girl?”
 
        Amy shrugged.
 
        “I simply know,” she affirmed, adding as she lifted her chin to proud effect, “And I would not have my daughter believe that a woman can be bought and sold like chattel, hired to warm a man’s bed and make his meals like a glorified fancy woman.”
 
        Grace nodded.
 
        “So the matter is settled, then?” she asked, adding as she inclined her head in Amy’s direction, “You will not be answering the gentleman’s ad?”
 
        Amy shook her head.
 
        “Now, I did not say that,” she corrected her aunt, adding with a mysterious smile, “I do believe that the gentleman and I may be able to reach a certain compromise.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
        The dawn of a new week found a tense Amy in the back of a hired stagecoach, hands clenched protective over her near bursting stomach as the carriage beneath her jarred and rocked down the rocky road.
 
        She was wearing her finest day dress, a striking long calico dress graced with a shade of robin’s egg blue and a delicate floral print of peerless ivory; a gown that glowed not only in its overall look but in its delicate accents, which included a fitted calico top with a scoop neckline and a matching skirt trimmed in pure ruffled lace, wide flounced sleeves, delicate buttons lining the front, a bustled back, as well as a soft white cotton underskirt and prim ivory gloves to complete the look.
 
        Yet, although she had dressed in the role of a proper Western lady, Amy felt far more like an Amazon warrior; one of those fierce, strong muscled women she’d read about in books, reading by candlelight after Vance went to bed.
 
        Much like these brave warrior women that she learned about and secretly idolized, Amy felt strong and unbending in her resolve; and more than clear about the specific, very pointed mission that whisked her across the wilds of the Texas frontier that day.
 
        All too soon for her liking, Amy’s stagecoach came to a resounding halt in the center of a field; one that marked the address specified in the newspaper advertisement that had launched this whole disastrous catastrophe in the first place.
 
        “Why on earth am I doing this?” she mused with a sigh, rising to her slippered feet as her stagecoach driver—a silver haired gentleman with a kind smile—opened her door and offered her his hand.
 
        “Careful, Miss,” he urged her, his eyes flitting downward to her burgeoning stomach as he helped her out of her carriage.
 
        Dropping some coins into his palm and thanking him for his services, Amy watched the stagecoach drive off as she looked after it with longing eyes.
 
        “Perhaps I should call him back,” she mused in silence, adding as she clutched her small floral suitcase with tense, near frantic fingers, “I truly have no business being here.”
 
        Her troubled mediation was disrupted by a lush, very pleasant floral scent; a scent that flew forth to her on the wings of the wind, teasing and soothing her addled senses as she felt her shoulders relax.
 
        “Roses,” she immediately identified the fragrance, her gaze following its ethereal tendrils as she beheld a scent that defined beauty.
 
        Before her spanned a sprawling field that brimmed with golden roses; a signature Texas crop that she’d always longed to grow on her own ranch, that bloomed forth with large velvety blossoms kissed sweet by the sun above them.
 
        Her worries and anxieties melted away, leaving in their place a girlish fervor that added a definite spring to her step.
 
        Suddenly she was 10 years old again, twirling carefree with her eyes shut in the midst of roses whose very presence brought succor to her soul.
 
        “Um, Ma’am?”
 
        Coming to an abrupt halt at the center of the field, Amy felt her smile dissolve as she realized she’d been caught; that her momentary escape from her troubled life had come to a resounding halt.       
 
        “Of course,” she thought, adding as she opened her eyes, “now it is time for me to meet the no doubt hideous man I am soon bound to marry.”
 
        Yet when she finally garnered the courage to face the man who addressed her from the edge of the field, she beheld a vision even more beautiful than the roses before them.
 
        Standing tall and statuesque above the land he tended, the man in front of her boasted a muscular bronzed form that reflected long days spent out on the range. Yet, while his toned masculine physique betrayed him as a rancher of the frontier, his face and hair rendered the likeness of a virtual angel on earth.
 
        His flowing mane of golden hair indeed seemed kissed by the sun itself, framing as it did a chiseled face that boasted aquiline eyes, carved cheekbones and full moist lips.
 
        Lips that now spread in an amused smile as their gazes collided above the field.
 
        “Can I help you?” he asked her, arching his feathered eyebrows in a show of keen curiosity.
 
        Clearing her throat loudly, a stone faced Amy squared her slender shoulders and lifted her pert chin firm in his direction.
 
        “Mr. Thomas Wyatt?” she asked; tone cool and official.  
 
        The rancher nodded.
 
        “Guilty as charged, Ma’am,” he declared, charming her with a soft, smooth Southern accent as he struck a courtly bow in her direction.
 
        Amy pursed her pearl pink lips, observing that the image and demeanor of Thomas Wyatt more than matched the vision he’d cultivated of himself in the context of his advertisement. The charming, kind, impossibly handsome man portrayed on paper seemed to materialize magically before her; and she mused that if she could somehow transport herself back in time, back before the time of marriage and babies, ranching and responsibilities, she might well be tempted to dance with this gentleman at a cotillion, or flirt with him at a tea.
 
        Yet, within an instant the passing of a hard brisk wind awakened her back to reality; reminding her that her prince was dead—along with any and all semblance of frivolous romantic dreams. Her future held within it no promise of balls, teas or cotillions; and, as far as she was concerned, no romances or heartfelt marriages either. She had come here on this hot Texas morning to strike a merger—not make a match. At least not a match that came from the heart.
 
        “Well good day to you, Thomas Wyatt,” she said finally, walking forward to offer him her hand as she introduced herself, “I am Amy Phillips, the lady who recently sent you a letter of interest in regards to your advertisement for a helper at the ranch.”
 
        She rather enjoyed the effect moments later, as the man before her gaped outright; dropping the hoe he held tight in his hand as he processed what was apparently most unexpected news.
 
        In lieu of a verbal reply, his wide azure eyes took a long walk down the length of her (mostly) slender frame; seeming to warm in appreciation as he regarded her fair skinned, rosy cheeked face—one that came complete with wide dark eyes, sculpted cheekbones and pearl pink lips—and her lustrous mane of waist length reddish gold hair, then again fly wide as they seemed to peruse the bulge that protruded from her slender frame.
 
        “Yes, that’s right,” Amy finally spoke up, bringing his attention back to her face. “I did not come alone.” She paused here, adding as she inclined her head sharp in his direction, “My baby, in fact, is the entire reason that I’m here today. I need work, and badly. I need a good amount of income that I can send home to my aunt, so she can hire me a couple of ranch hands, to help me work my own land.”
 
        Thomas nodded.
 
        “I see,” he mumbled, although his shockingly wide eyes and gaping—if full and appealingly soft—lips betrayed the fact that he did not see—at all. “Well, Miss, I am sorry to say that I may have misrepresented myself in my advertisement; this probably owing to the fact that I am a right shoddy writer, at best. The fact remains, though, that I advertised in particular for a mail order bride.” 
 
        With these words he ducked his head, shuffling his booted feet beneath him as he mumbled embarrassed, “I was looking for a wife, not a ranch hand. And, no offense intended Ma’am, but you already seem to be somebody else’s bride—or so it would appear.”
 
        Amy couldn’t help herself. For what seemed like the first time since her husband’s death, she guffawed outright; doubling over to let loose with a robust laugh that did much to relieve her tightly held tension.
 
        The relief was momentary; however, as she considered how to respond to her host’s confused words.
 
        “Well the truth is, Mr. Wyatt, that I am another man’s bride,” she revealed, adding as she cast her own gaze downward, in the direction of her host’s signature crop, “When I see these beautiful roses that you grow, I’m reminded of my wedding bouquet; the flowers that I carried down the aisle to marry Vance Phillips, the man of my dreams and heart.” She paused here, adding as she stared him straight in the eyes, “The only man, I must tell you, that I will ever love.”
 
        Thomas stood up straight at this news, his sculpted cleft chin flying upward as he met her gaze in full.
 
        “Then why are you not at home with him?” he asked, his deep tone now reflecting the abject coolness he heard in his visitor’s voice. “As opposed to standing here with me, telling me that—although you have answered my ad for a mail order bride—you have no earthly intention of ever loving me?”
 
        Amy sighed.
 
        “You are correct, Mr. Wyatt,” she relented finally, adding as she folded her arms before her, “I should not have come to this place—only I have to tell you, no one awaits me at home.” She paused here, adding as she struggled to keep an even tone in the face of flooding emotions, “My husband passed away more than a month ago. One moment we worked side by side in our fields, enjoying our life together and joyfully anticipating the birth of our first child.” She paused here, adding as she shut her eyes tight. “Then within moments it all fell apart. My husband had a bad heart, and he collapsed in the field; leaving me all alone.”
 
        With these words her eyes flew open and her chin again raised; once again she drew that all important second wind, staring her host straight in the eyes as she told him, “In my heart, Mr. Wyatt, I remain the wife of Vance Phillips. I shall not under any circumstances love or even lay with another man.” She paused here, adding as her tone softened and became more tentative, “Only I don’t see how I can work my land on my own, or for that matter manage our bills. I thought that I could come to your ranch and cook for you, maybe clean your house and do a little field work—more after my baby has been born.  I could have been a big help to you….”
 
        She trailed off here, adding as she turned away, “I can see that I’ve made a mistake, Mr. Wyatt. I am dreadfully sorry that I wasted your time—I’ll let you alone and go back to my ranch, where I belong.”
 
        Amy froze as she felt her shoulder being grazed by a soft, gentle hand; one that turned her slowly but surely in the direction of its bearer.
 
        She relaxed as she beheld the crystal blue eyes that had captivated her from the moment they’d met; and now, she noted, these eyes came filled with a welcome mix of tender and sublime emotions.
 
        Understanding. Empathy. Tenderness. The very things that she needed at this time, that few others seemed willing to show her.
 
        “What kind of a gentleman would I be if I turned away a young woman in your condition, at this time in her life?” he asked, adding with a defined nod, “Furthermore, what kind of a gentleman would I be if I coerced a woman into being my wife?”
 
        With these words he clasped her hands between his and stared into her eyes with a smile.
 
        “I would like to invite you to stay on with me here at the ranch,” he told her, tone kind and abiding. “I’ll give you a room of your own with a comfortable bed, and all the food you can eat. When and if you feel up to it, you can help out with the cooking and housekeeping, perhaps do a bit of field work when you need exercise—but I won’t see you overexert yourself. I am no millionaire Ma’am, but I do pretty well for myself. And I’d like to share this ranch, this new life that I’m building, with you.”
 
        Amy smiled, squeezing his fingers between hers as she exhaled in spite of herself; her shoulders sagging as she finally took a moment to relax—to cease for an instant with her worry and concern and bask in the rays of her beloved Texas sun.
 
        The respite was brief.
 
        “What exactly do you want in return for all this luxury treatment?” she demanded, fixing her host with a suspicious look as she suddenly broke away from him. “I want to know this now, Mr. Wyatt, before we take another step forward in this crazy plan.”
 
        Her host sighed.
 
        “Please call me Thomas,” he bid her, adding as he shook his head from side to side, “I realize now that it was a mistake to place a mail order bride ad, in particular. People seem to assume certain things about a man who orders a mail order bride—that he’s not a true gentleman at all.” He paused, adding as he shifted the brim of the tall ivory hat that sat atop his regal head, “I’m not that kind of man, Ma’am. I love this land so much that I want to share it with someone; a woman who shares my love for Texas, for the land.” He paused here, adding as he once again took her hand in his, “I just want to share my life. Would you give me that opportunity, Amy?” 
 
        Amy thought a moment, and then nodded.
 
        “Well Mr.—Thomas—I guess that I’m willing to give it a try,” she conceded, adding with a shy smile, “And you may call me Amy.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
        Amy awoke the next morning to find herself in paradise.
 
        Even before she opened her eyes she experienced the sensation of divine luxury, a feeling supplied by the presence of a lace trimmed floral print comforter as it cradled and coddled her body; a form further comforted by the shine of luminous sunbeams as they flew inward through a nearby window, and by the scent of roses that seemed to grow just outside the same window, intermingled with the more distant but uncomfortable scent of freshly baked buttermilk pancakes.
 
        Finally opening her eyes, a still sleepy Amy basked in the vision of a bedroom that seemed custom made for a princess; a luxurious refuge adorned by café style floral print curtains, plush ivory carpeting and ivory, bronze bordered bureaus.
 
        “How on earth did I end up here?” she mused, thoughts thick and groggy. “Oh, I don’t care—as long as I am not required to move anytime within the next year or so.”
 
        A loud knock on her bedroom door stirred her awake moments later; reminding her with a jolt as to her current location—and also of the man who owned this home.
 
        Gathering her crisp cotton sheets tightly around her chin in a protective move, Amy called out in a tentative voice, “Who’s there?”
 
        “It’s Thomas. I’ve come with your breakfast,” her host answered, his tone tentative and reverent.
 
        Amy nodded—then pondered just how ineffectual such a move was with a closed door between them.
 
        “Come in,” she said finally, sitting upright in bed as her door swung open to reveal a most unusual sight.
 
        Although dressed in the denim blue jeans, crisp white shirt and black rawhide boots and hat combination typical of a rancher, her host still looked every inch the role of a dashing butler; carrying as he did a tray topped with a hearty stack of piping hot buttermilk pancakes, and a tall brown mug that brimmed with steaming hot cocoa.
 
        “Breakfast is served,” Thomas announced with a grin, seating himself on the edge of her bed and setting the tray before her. “Enjoy.”
 
        Amy did just that seconds later, digging deep into her succulent morning feast as she pinned her host with inquisitive eyes.
 
        “Delicious!” she praised him, adding as she inclined her head sharp in his direction, “I simply must ask though, who occupied this room before I did?”
 
        Thomas shrugged.
 
        “No one to speak of, Ma’am,” he told her. “Truth be told it was never slept in before last night.”
 
        Amy nodded.
 
        “So you as a Texas rancher tend to prefer lace comforters and floral print café curtains?” she queried, accompanying her words with a long hard look that brought a loud guffaw from deep in Thomas’ throat.
 
        “Not at all, Ma’am,” he admitted, adding with a soft smile, “You see, my parents were the original settlers who claimed this land, about 15 years ago. Their home still stands, just up the dirt road.” He paused here, adding in a sentimental tone, “My dad always insisted that his home be decorated in the style of a ranch house—with a lot of browns and blacks, with rawhides hung up all over the home and statues of bulls and horses on every available surface. So when I built my own ranch house, I set aside one room just for my mother—a place where she could come, write the poetry that she loved to pen, and just stare out the window at the Texas moon.”
 
        Amy smiled.
 
        “Well that was kind of you, Thomas,” she praised him, adding as she took another hearty bite of her steaming hot pancakes, “Are your folks still alive?”
 
        Thomas shook his head.
 
        “My dad has been gone for six years, my mother for three. I miss them so much,” he revealed, adding as a telltale veil of tears brimmed forth from his aquiline eyes, “I’m sorry, Ma’am. I know a cowboy ain’t supposed to cry.”
 
        Amy said nothing, just wrapped her arms around his muscled shoulders and pulled him closer to her; telltale tears escaping her own eyes as the two tilted their foreheads together and their hands clenched between them.
 
        “Do not even dream of apologizing to me,” Amy insisted, adding as she ran a comforting hand through the silken lengths of his thick, golden hair, “I reckon that, at this point, we both need a good ol’ cry.”
 
        The couple said nothing for several moments, just leaned into one another as their hands remained clenched and their tears fell free between them.
 
        A wave of warmth coursed free through Amy’s being as she tilted her chin upward; smiling soft and tender as her doting host wiped the tears from the surface of her fair skinned cheeks.
 
        This smile broadened moments later, as a warm eyed Thomas tilted her delicate chin in his hand and covered her mouth with his.
 
        Touching her lips with a whisper soft kiss, Thomas massaged her mouth with his in a tender advance that nonetheless resounded with a certain, unmistakable passion.
 
        Kissing him in kind return, Amy plied his lips with tender affection as the two drew closer, her senses lulled and her worries forgotten as they lost themselves in a peaceful—if passionate—reverie.
 
        The feeling fled them all too soon.
 
        “God almighty,” the rancher swore softly, breaking their kiss as he jumped from Amy’s bed and made fast tracks toward the door. “What am I doing, taking dreadful advantage of an expectant woman like this?”
 
        Amy shook her head.
 
        “No Thomas,” she countered, adding as she made a broad gesture between them, “I wanted you to kiss me.”
 
        Yet he was gone.
 
        “Criminy,” Amy exhaled, adding as she lay back in her bed with a frustrated sigh, “Why can’t anything in my life go smooth? Just one thing? Lord, I guess it’s simply too much to ask.” 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
        He hated himself.
 
        For the first time in a life guided by the concepts of civility and nobility, and overseen always by the Biblical verses his mother had taught him as a child, Thomas Wyatt felt shame and self-loathing; alien emotions that plagued his heart and addled his troubled soul.
 
        Standing in the midst of a fragrant rose patch that needed his attention, Thomas nonetheless picked at the soil beneath him with a weary, lethargic hoe; his face downturned below the brim of his hat as his mouth turned downward in a woebegone frown.
 
        “What foul demon possessed me just now? Why did I have to go and take advantage of a proper, innocent lady?” he paused here, adding with a slight shrug, “OK, well perhaps she’s not so innocent, considering the fact that she’s in the family way—but she is without a doubt a proper widow woman still in love with her husband, God rest his soul. I betrayed the both of them when I kissed Miss Amy; the woman who I promised to treat with the upmost propriety and respect. And I also betrayed her unborn child, kissing its mother weeks before its birth.”
 
        Throwing aside the hoe with a frustrated growl, Thomas sighed as his shoulders sank with the weight of his culpable guilt.
 
        “Devil take me!” he bellowed, balling his fists beside him as he added, “I deserve the punishment. Or if God does see fit to grant me another chance, then please send me some sort of a sign—some message that I am not as foul and sinful as I perceive myself to be on this day.”
 
        “Shut yer pitiful mouth and get to work, oh Sultan of Self Pity. Now!”
 
        His head shooting upward, Thomas pursed his lips in a show of keen curiosity as his desperate summons was met by the sound of a distinctly feminine voice.
 
        “Well now Ma always did theorize that God was a woman,” he mumbled, casting a wide eyed curious glance in the direction of the sky. “Guess she was right.”
 
        “Indeed she was, and don’t you forget it Cowboy.”
 
        Thomas jumped, this time recognizing the delicate Southern lilt of his guest at the ranch.
 
        He smiled in spite of himself at the sight of a scowling Amy, now dressed in a basic denim work dress with her arms folded firmly in front of her.
 
        “Stop feeling sorry for yourself,” she admonished him, adding as she walked towards him with purposeful steps and retrieved the fallen hoe, “We have work to do.”
 
        Soon the pair stood side by side in the center of the rose patch, tending Thomas’ prized crop as he continued to steal cautious looks in Amy’s direction.
 
        “Are you sure you feel like working the fields, Ma’am?” he asked her, inclining his head in her direction as he tended his own corner of the patch. “Wouldn’t you rather head back to the ranch house?”
 
        Tossing aside her hoe with a frustrated sigh, Amy planted her hands on her hips and looked her concerned host straight in the eyes.
 
        “We see here before us a garden filled with flowers,” she told him, making a broad flourish across the land before him as she added with arched eyebrows, “I am not one of them. I’m a strong and sturdy farmwoman, Thomas. I actually like to work. You don’t need to worry about overworking me, as I shall always let you know when and if I need to take a rest.” She paused here, adding with a slight smile in his direction, “You also don’t need to worry about kissing me either. I like to kiss as well—especially when the individual doing the kissing just happens to be you.”
 
        Thomas exhaled, gracing her with a boyish grin as he considered these words.
 
        “I’m so relieved to hear those words, Amy,” he revealed, adding as he retrieved his hoe and offered her another that lay at the corner of the garden, “And believe me, I’m well aware that you’re not a shrinking violet. You are a woman strong in your convictions,” he paused here, adding as he regarded her with inquiring eyes, “And according to what you said yesterday, you are darned and determined to love only one man for the remainder of your days.”
 
        Amy bit her lip.
 
        “Well Thomas, until the moment we met, I didn’t rightly think that I could ever love anyone else,” she revealed, adding as she shuffled her feet beneath her, “At one point, though, I may have said the same thing about Vance. I was always independent as a gal, and I had no earthly designs on life as a wife and mother.”
 
        Thomas nodded.
 
        “So what did catch your interest?” he asked her, listening intently as the two of them set to work at the center of the field.
 
        Amy shrugged.
 
        “I always earned pretty high marks back at the old school house, so I figured I might make a good school teacher,” she revealed, adding in a lower tone, “but then Vance swept into my life, just like a Texas tornado. Between romance and marriage and babies, I do believe I kind of forgot who I was. My husband became my world—and until yesterday, I think I just kind of lost myself.” She paused here, adding as she raised a finger for emphasis, “Now don’t misunderstand. I did adore my husband….”
 
        “…but he’s gone,” Thomas completed, saying the words he knew she couldn’t. “And you, a young, talented and beautiful woman, stays behind.” 
 
        Setting aside his hoe, Thomas turned in full to face her as he fixed a gentle hand on her shoulder.
 
        “You’re still alive, Amy, and you have your whole life ahead of you,” he reminded her as he massaged his agile fingers into the muscles of her slight, work weary shoulder. “And I’d be honored if you chose to spend even a small part of that life with me.”
 
        Covering his hand with hers, Amy graced him with a beneficent smile as she affirmed, “I would like to, Thomas.” She paused here, adding as she rested her hand on her bulging stomach, “First, though, I have to get this baby into the world. This little one has to be my first priority.”
 
        Thomas grinned.
 
        “And once you do, my darling, I would love to court you properly,” he proposed, leaning forward as he graced her cheek with whispery soft lips. 
 
        Letting loose an uncharacteristic giggle, Amy wrapped her arms tight around Thomas’ muscular shoulders and leaned for just a moment against his tall sculpted frame; relishing the feeling as he drew her body to his in a warm, loving hug.
 
        “It might be a little difficult to take me about in my current condition and convince folks that you’re courting me properly,” she observed, adding as she graced her host with a nudge of gentle affection, “They might believe that you and I were up to an entirely different brand of reapin’ and sowin, if you catch my drift.”
 
        Thomas’ eyes flew wide open as he considered these suggestive words. Then he started laughing. Hard.
 
        “You’re one of a kind, Amy,” he praised her, gracing her with an affirming squeeze and a warm kiss on the forehead. “And I do mean that in the best possible way.”
 
        Amy let out a rain of tinkling laughter that flew free on the breezes above them.
 
        “Why thank you kindly, Thomas,” she returned, adding as she glanced sideways in his direction, “I think.”
 
        The couple continued on much in this light, animated fashion for the next few weeks; working side by side amongst their beloved roses by day and retiring to their comfortable ranch house in the evening.
 
        Amy marveled at the way that Thomas insisted on preparing every meal by her side; and she simply had to admit that, though she’d never breathe a word of this notion to him, Thomas’ culinary skills exceeded her own.
 
        “What is the meaning of this?” she asked him one day, talking between bites of a succulent Texas steak that he had prepared for dinner. “My dear departed husband, God rest his soul, didn’t even know the difference between a ladle and a lentil.”
 
        Thomas laughed.
 
        “I do love your way with words,” he praised her.
 
        More than willing to share her own gift—one that involved a love of reading, teaching and learning—Amy read to Thomas each night by the fire, reciting classics such as Jane Austen’s “Pride and Prejudice” to “Les Miserables” by Victor Hugo and explaining their deeper meanings and contexts to a fascinated Thomas.
 
        “I cannot thank you enough, Ma’am, for introducing me to all of these wonderful books,” he told her one evening, clutching her hands between them in front of a raging fire, “Oh, I did my share of reading in school, to be sure, and Ma read me her poetry; but we never did peruse the classics. And I love the way that you interpret each story, coming up with so many bright ideas about each and every one of them.” He paused here, adding as he leaned forward to erase all distance between them, “You’re a whole new world, my lovely—one I long to explore.”
 
        Amy froze, setting her beloved copy of “Pride and Prejudice” aside as she discovered a gentleman even more handsome and captivating than her beloved Mr. Darcy—and, she had to admit, far warmer and kinder.
 
        “And did I mention more handsome?” she mused now, admiring the way that Thomas’ carved, bronzed face shone radiant in the light of the fire—along with the long silken mane of golden hair that likened him to an angel.
 
        With very good reason, she figured.
 
        She did not resist as he covered her lips with his, his full soft lips massaging hers in the sweetest of kisses.
 
        For a moment the couple lingered close, their lips smacking together as their arms clasped between them and he drew her closer to him.
 
        Sinking contently in his big, strong arms, Amy relaxed and succumbed to the feeling of being loved and cared for; their bodies writhing together as his hands ran down the length of her work weary back like warm water, coaxing and massaging as she allowed herself the luxury of truly being loved.
 
        “Heaven help me Amy, but I’m falling in love with you,” he whispered against her lips, adding as he cradled her to him, “Suddenly I don’t remember much of what my life was like before you came along.”
 
        Amy froze, pursing her lips as she struggled to conjure an image of the man who had given her the child now growing in her belly.
 
        Then, after summoning only a fading, scratchy image of her late husband, she excused herself and retired to bed.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
        He hated himself.
 
        Again.
 
        Standing once again at the center of his prized rose bed, Thomas paused in his morning duties to once again reflect on a romantic evening gone awry.
 
        “I know beyond a shadow of a doubt that she loves me too. I can see it in her eyes, I can feel it in her kiss,” he mused, adding with a sigh of deep frustration, “I can give her everything that my world has to offer: the love of a good man who—in her eyes at least, I ain’t no judge—is passing good looking as well. A beautiful home. Good food and roses.” He paused here, adding as he kicked some errant dirt beneath his feet, “Even so, every moment I’m with her, I’m competing with a ghost. I can never be her first husband.”
 
        He fell silent then as he felt her behind him; her presence haunting him as always as the wild Texas winds blew fierce around them.
 
        Turning slowly to face a (for once) silent Amy, he spread his arms between them as he declared, “Amy, I swear I had no intentions of hurting you last night, or of being too forward. As I have told you, you are never forced to do anything with me that you are not prepared to do.” He paused here, adding as he lifted his chin to proud effect, “I do need to know, however, just where I stand with you Darlin’. Are we business partners here at the ranch? Are we the best of friends?”
 
        With these words he stared deep into her eyes, which at this point reflected no discernible emotion; making no move to walk closer to her, even as his heart reached out to her.
 
        “Are we in love?” he entreated her, voice barely above a whisper. “Tell me the truth, Amy.”
 
        In lieu of offering Thomas a verbal reply, Amy ran forward into his arms; letting loose a deep, heartfelt sob as she sank resigned in his encompassing embrace.
 
        “Yes,” she released on a belabored breath, clutching her new lover closer than close.
 
        Even as he cradled his beloved with strong loving arms, Thomas shook his head in a show of blatant confusion as he considered her cryptic answer.
 
        “Yes,” Amy repeated, adding as she drew back to grace him with a soft beneficent smile, “Yes, we are ‘partners’—the roses that we grow are beyond beautiful, and I love this land just as much as my own. Yes, we are friends—you understand me in a way that no one ever has, not even my husband. You perceive me as smart and funny, not just pretty. You actually listen to me when I speak, and you encourage me to share what I know and teach you things. Most men, they cannot be taught.”
 
        With these words she seized his sumptuous lips in a passionate kiss; conveying her love in an affectionate gesture that he returned with the greatest love.
 
        “And yes, I do love you,” she declared in a whisper, adding as she took his chiseled face in her loving hands and memorized every flawless feature with the gentle stroke of her fingertips, “More than I can say, Thomas. And I promise never again to run from you. Never, my darling.”
 
        She gasped as a besotted Thomas fell to his knees before her, clutching her hands in his as he bent low to kiss her slippered feet.
 
        “I love you,” he returned with a sob, adding as he stared up at her with adoring eyes, “And I promise never to leave you. Never, my darling.”
 
        With great reluctance the couple pulled away from one another and returned to their work; pausing throughout the day to steal kisses, share jokes and secret smiles, and hold hands even as they tended the roses that both so adored.
 
        Taking things a step further, Thomas gathered a rich assortment of fresh golden blooms, radiant as they shone in the light of a bright Texas sun, and gathered them in the form of an ebullient bouquet; holding the luminous arrangement behind his back as he approached her with a teasing smile.
 
        “I have a surprise for you, my lady,” he told her, adding as his hand sprang forth with his ebullient nature made gift, “Although their beauty does not rival your own, I do hope that you’ll still accept and enjoy them.”
 
        Staring at the bouquet with wide eyes, Amy let loose with a sharp gasp as her gaze focused on its fresh golden beauty.
 
        “So I take it you like the bouquet?” Thomas asked with a chuckle. “I sure am glad, Darlin’.”
 
        His eyebrows shot upward as she took the flowers from his offering hand, clutching their stems with unseeing tightness as she let loose with a low sharp moan.
 
        “So it seems you REALLY like the bouquet,” her suitor observed, adding as he cocked his head in what seemed a show of keen curiosity, “Its beauty, in fact, seems to have stunned and left you speechless beyond the point of reason.”
 
        Doubling over with a loud, sharp shriek, Amy gasped as she kept a fierce hold on the erstwhile stems of her rich rose gift.
 
        “Now Amy,” Thomas observed, softening his next words with a gentle smile, “You don’t have to exaggerate your enthusiasm for my benefit—the roses are hardly culled from real gold, you know….”
 
        “Could you shut your dang smooth talkin’ mouth for 10 seconds or so? I’m in pain here!” Amy bellowed, adding as she dropped her flowers sharp to her side and grabbed her bulging stomach with clutching hands. “The baby is coming! Now, if not sooner!”
 
        Gasping outright, Thomas rushed forward to scoop his wailing lady up in two sheltering arms and run for the house with feverish steps; not stopping until he had lain her trembling body in the sheets of her soft bed.
 
        “I’m going to run into town and get Doc Adams, the man that delivered me into this world  and has taken care of our family for years,” he told her, identifying the kindly silver haired physician who had brought him into the world as well as helped to ease his parents’ transition out of it. “Don’t move from that spot, Amy!”
 
        Rolling her eyes heavenward, his irritable patient pitched her head backwards and let loose with a howl that betrayed her pain.
 
        “Rest assured I won’t,” she promised him, adding as she shook her head from side to side, “I mean, where would I go exactly?”
 
        Thomas thought a moment, then nodded.
 
        “Right, good point,” he answered, adding as he raced for the staircase, “I love you!”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
        In all of his years practicing medicine, Dr. Calvin Adams had never seen a patient in greater distress; one whose obvious degrees of pain and exhaustion were painful to regard.
 
        “Are you sure you don’t want to lie down a while?” he asked, squeezing the hand of the stricken soul who now kneeled motionlessly next to a convenient bed.
 
        Jumping to his feet with a sharp grunt of protest, an indignant Thomas Wyatt balled his fists at his sides as he considered these patronizing words.
 
        “I’m absolutely fine, thank you very much,” he informed his concerned physician, adding as he made a broad gesture in the direction of the bed before them, “And, for that matter, so are Amy and Amelia.”
 
        Letting loose a mighty shriek that would do her mother proud, the blue eyed, porcelain skinned baby Amelia jumped in the sheltering arms of her mother, who opened her eyes to regard her beloved with a sweet, gracious smile.
 
        “This isn’t even your baby,” she reminded him as she reached forward to take his hand in hers, “Yet you stayed here by my side as we brought her into the world together,” she paused here, adding as her eyes widened in what seemed a show of sheer wonder, “And you didn’t even pass out cold!”
 
        Thomas laughed, bringing her hand to his soft lips for a warm, affirming kiss.
 
        “As far as I’m concerned, Ma’am, you both belong to me now,” he told her, adding as she met these words with arched eyebrows and a side eyed glance, “While still remaining strong individual types, of course. And, furthermore, I belong to the two of you as well. Although I never shall venture to replace your daughter’s father, in your memory or her heart, I aim to be the very best father and companion that I can be for our odd little family here.”
 
        Amy frowned.
 
        “Father and…companion?” she repeated, adding as those feathered eyebrows shot up to an all-time high, “Could you perhaps think of a better word to define your relations with me, Cowboy?”
 
        Thomas pursed his lips; getting the sinking feeling he’d just said something wrong—and how.
 
        “Partner?” he suggested.
 
        Amy shook her head.
 
        “Nope,” she insisted, pursing her own pearl pink lips in a show of distaste as Thomas shuffled his feet beneath him. “Try again.”
 
        Thomas paused; keen awareness dawning in his eyes as—fully and finally—he caught the lady’s meaning.
 
        “Husband?” he suggested. “Could this be the word you are looking for?” he paused, here, adding as his azure eyes flew wide with the dawning of awareness, “You mean you’re finally ready to become my bride?”
 
        Without awaiting Amy’s reply, an elated Thomas turned to the doctor who in all likelihood just gave birth to the first of many babies in this house and told him, “Hear that, Doc? You’re my witness. This fine lady here just said she’d marry me.”
 
        Then without hesitation, the groom-to-be dropped to his knees beside the bed. And this time, the doc noticed as he gathered a gurgling baby Amelia in his arms, Thomas looked once again like he just might faint as he took Amy’s hands in his.
 
        “Miss Amy,” he declared, adding as he stared deep into her eyes, “I love you so true, more than life itself. Would you do me the honor of becoming my bride?”
 
        Amy smiled.
 
        “Thought you’d never ask,” she cooed with a playful wink, adding in a softer, more sincere tone, “I would be honored, Thomas, to be your bride.”
 
        Surging forward across the bed, the couple’s lips collided in an impassioned kiss; one whose ardent tenderness seemed binding in nature. Thomas seized Amy’s mouth with the fondest ardor, his full soft lips massaging hers as they murmured with contentment.
 
        For just a moment Amy felt their surroundings dissolve around them; leaning hard into Thomas’ kiss as they drew closer together.
 
        Then suddenly she remembered that they were not alone. Eyes flying open in a single smooth flourish, she broke their kiss as she pointed a not so subtle finger in the direction of their family doctor.
 
        “Sorry,” the couple mumbled in synch, averting their gazes to the physician who now shaded Amelia’s eyes as he let loose with an affectionate chuckle.
 
        “You certainly do have two insane parents,” he informed a gurgling Amelia, adding with a wink, “And I do believe that I’ve never met a more fortunate child.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Five months later
 
    
 
        For the occasion of her second wedding, Amy had no desire to revisit the wedding chapel that served as the cornerstone of her provincial hometown. That chapel, she believed, would always be a special place for her and Vance; a place where memories lived.
 
        Instead, and as suited their usual style, she and Thomas did things their own way; choosing to marry in the center of their rose field.
 
        “This is the same place where you repeatedly insisted that you never would love me,” he reminded her.
 
        Amy rolled her eyes.
 
        “Go on and rub it in Cowboy,” she chided him, even as she reached forward to kiss him senseless for what had to be the tenth time. That day.
 
        On the morning of their wedding, Amy wore a lush ivory calico concoction that consisted of a polonaise—one boasting a yoke front and back trimmed in ruffled lace—and a frothy bustled full length skirt with a flounced trim and a lengthy cascading train; one that also came lined with the finest lace. She carried a dew glistened bouquet of radiant golden roses, picked from her own garden; additional floral adorned the strands of her free flowing reddish gold hair, in the form of fresh grown baby’s breath that completed her ethereal look.
 
        The beams of a brilliant Texas sun guided her tender footfall as she made her way between fresh blooming rows of golden roses; the most splendorous of which stood tall and proud at the center of the garden.
 
        It seemed odd, she figured, to compare her very masculine figure of a future husband to a rose; yet as she beheld the manner in which his flowing blond hair and bronzed face both shone in the light above them, and the way his crystalline eyes came aglow the moment he saw her, she knew full well that the comparison fit.
 
        Briefly dragging her gaze away from the subject of her keen attention, she beamed at the assembly of family and friends gathered to witness their nuptials that day.
 
        Her smile shone especially bright the moment she saw Amelia, herself adorned in a charming lilac print calico dress with a lace collar, puffed sleeves and full skirt. A matching floral headband on top of her still bald head completed the adorable look.
 
        Holding Amelia was a glowing Aunt Grace, herself wearing a puffed sleeved, high collared dress of lavender calico as well as a snide smile; one that just seemed to scream, “I told you so.”
 
        Finally Amy’s gaze returned to the man of her heart; one dressed resplendent and much in the fashion of a frontier groom.
 
        Wearing a sleek cotton yoked shirt with a banded collar and stamped metal buttons, along with a black paisley vest with matching jacket and trousers as well as a smart bolo tie, Thomas looked every inch the handsome dashing bridegroom; one who held out his hands to her as she joined him at the altar.
 
        The couple stared deep into each other’s eyes as their attending pastor—a short, balding gentleman who appeared just a bit out of place at the center of a field but smiled gamely all the same—began to state the classic and conventional vows of matrimony.
 
        Then, as there was nothing remotely conventional about the two of them and their most peculiar romance, they said vows all their own—because they could.
 
        “My darling Amy,” Thomas addressed his new wife, tone warm and sincere. “When I ordered myself a mail order bride, I well imagined a woman that reflects your beauty and grace. I never imagined someone of your incredible spirit and amazing intelligence. You are an exquisite human being, Amy, and I look forward to spending the rest of my life with you and Amelia.”
 
        Amy smiled.
 
        “My dear Thomas,” she returned, clasping his hands tight between hers. “When I answered your ad for a mail order bride, I was darned and determined not to fall in love with you—and the sole reason I use the word darned, mind you, is because my aunt and daughter are present. Yep, my convictions ran pretty strong. Darned strong, as a matter of fact,” she paused here to acknowledge the laughter of the crowd, adding in a softer, more serious tone, “I never imagined that I could fall in love again; but when a woman meets the perfect man—one who is kind, handsome, intelligent, hardworking, and endlessly loving—what else can she do?”
 
        “Well, I know what you do,” he told her, adding as he swept his new wife up in his strong arms and pulled her closer to him, “You marry him.”
 
        Amy thought a moment, then nodded.
 
        “Well if you insist Cowboy. I’ll do just that,” she assented, adding as she waggled her eyes in something of a playful tease, “As long as you agree to give me one of those kisses for which you really should be famous. Then another. Then another. And if you fancy, you can keep on kissing me, for the rest of our lives.”
 
        So the deal was made.  
 
    
 
   
  
 

MariAnne’s Escape
 
   Enough was enough.
 
        For the past four years, MariAnne Parkinson had counted every day as just another day to survive; a challenge and obstacle that she could only conquer—never savor or truly enjoy.
 
        It hadn’t always been this way, she reasoned. The first 18 years of her existence had been a time of love and laughter, pleasure and prosperity; a life of light that she had shared with her parents and sisters on the vast expanse of their Texas horse ranch.
 
        The day after her eighteenth birthday, however, had brought some most unwelcome tidings: the news that she was bound to marry her father’s business associate, Leon Campbell- a man whose dowry would pay the bills that would save their foundering farm.
 
        “A pretty steep price to pay for my freedom,” she mused, reflecting on the virtual living hell that she endured from day to day.
 
        Although always pleased to help her family with the rigorous duties that kept their ranch running, she never could embrace the role of ranch hand; and that is the unpaid job title she was given the day after her wedding. Her husband dragged her into his corn field at the break of dawn and commanded her to clear the field of all robust stalks; telling her that she would have no supper until the task reached its rightful completion.
 
        And even after she met this lofty goal and retired to their modest ranch house, she also found that it was her responsibility to prepare the supper that her husband tried to deny her; feeding him and his crew of surly ranch hands before eating herself.
 
        “If only that was the most serious complaint I had to lodge against that man,” she thought now, cringing as she contemplated her many miserable nights spent at the home that quickly morphed into a house of dreadful horrors.
 
        Although she’d never coveted the idea of retiring to bed in the company of the oily, unattractive Leon—a man thirty years her senior—MariAnne at least had hoped that he would be gentle in their lovemaking. Yet the rough, sometimes violent rutting that occurred each night in their bedroom proved just another form of abuse; just another form of dehumanization that threatened to steal her every last ounce of happiness and well-being.
 
        The birth of her daughter Ellie two years ago had served to introduce some much needed comfort and succor to the agony of her troubled situation. With the dark brown eyes that mirrored her mother’s and the sweetest smile she ever had beheld, this beautiful little ray of sunshine blessed and brightened her mother’s life; her luminescence dimming just a bit every time her resentful father—jealous of the way in which sweet, adorable Ellie commanded his wife’s attentions and consumed her love—screamed at her for the slightest offenses - once for spilling a bit of milk on the kitchen floor.
 
        When Ellie came to her with tears in her eyes one too many times, MariAnne knew that she had to take action; and with this in mind she charged into the kitchen and confronted her husband—shaking her fist in the face of the man who towered over her with a menacing glare.
 
        “Now you listen here Leon,” she commanded, adding in the harshest tone she could muster, “For three years now I have done my level best to be a good wife to you; tolerating your horrid treatment day and night, and all for the sake of my family back home. Yet I shall NOT stand by and watch you scream at my daughter—teaching her to fear you, and possibly hate herself. I do not ever want to hear you saying her name with anything but the greatest love.” She paused here, adding as she squared her slender shoulders to proud effect, “Or my name, for that matter. You are my husband, Leon, and Ellie’s father. You are not our master, lord or someone who can boss us around.  You treat your ranch hands with more respect than the people who bear your name, and that is a travesty. It has to stop, and it will stop now.”
 
        She fell silent then, pinning her husband with a narrow eyed look that brimmed with both hatred and a sense of challenge.
 
        These same eyes flew open seconds later, as a fuming Leon pulled back his fist and slammed it into her delicate chin; drawing a scream from deep in her throat as she staggered backward, clutching a face that now throbbed with pain.
 
        “This is what happens to disrespectful wives who disobey their men,” he sneered, adding as he turned away, “And if Ellie ever shows me the same type of attitude, then she is bound to get the same treatment. And that’s a promise.”
 
        Glaring after him with incensed eyes, MariAnne fought the urge to jump on his back and hit him on the head. She knew all too well, however, that he could overpower her and knock her senseless in a matter of seconds—leaving her daughter alone and defenseless in the company of a madman.
 
        “I have to make a plan,” she thought, drawing a deep sustaining breath as she nursed her bruised jaw with a gentle hand.
 
        Over the next month MariAnne seized upon the single viable escape that gave her temporary release from her prison of a home; her weekly unsupervised trips to the market in town. Here she sold eggs for a little bit of extra money that she could call her own; money that her husband intended her to earmark for the purchase of fabric and hair pins—those feminine accessories that would help her look her best for the man she married.
 
        Yet, instead of spending her meager earnings on yards of floral print calico, she brought the coins home and stowed them away in the gold tinted jewelry box she kept on her dresser; the only wedding gift that had proved to be of any use to her since the beginning of her marriage.
 
        One night, when her husband left the house with the brash announcement that he would be out late at a downtown saloon and not to bother waiting up for him, MariAnne assured him that she would not and locked the door behind him; gathering a few of her and her daughters’ clothing into a large and retrieving her savings from the jewelry box.
 
   Slipping into a long woolen coat that concealed the fabric of her mint green calico dress, she grabbed a second coat for her daughter and took their bag firm in her hand.
 
   Finally she ventured to Ellie’s room and took her by the hand; her heart wrenching as her daughter scooped her favorite rag doll up into her arms and lifted her tiny chin to ask her mother, “Where are we going, Mama? Where are you taking Dolly and me?”
 
        Forcing a smile even as her tension wrought heart pounded in her ears, MariAnne pulled her daughter behind her as she rushed  toward the door.
 
        “That’s a good question sweetheart,” she told her daughter, adding as she clasped her little hand in hers. “All I know is that, wherever we’re going, it’s bound to be a good sight better than where we are.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter two
 
    
 
        MariAnne reconsidered these words half an hour later, as she and her daughter shared a hard wooden bench at the center of a hot, dry and overly crowded train station.
 
        After walking with her daughter down the long dirt road that separated her husband’s sprawling Austin ranch from the bustling downtown area, she had rushed with Ellie through the wooden double doors into the train station; hoping against hope that they would avoid a confrontation with the heathen who, or so he had told her, played poker at a saloon just a mile away.
 
        “I need passage for two to San Antonio on the next available train,” she told the dour, salt and pepper haired gentleman who worked in the ticket booth.
 
        The man nodded, quoting her the rate for two tickets in a rote, mechanical tone.
 
        Leafing through the wad of bills that she withdrew from the depths of her purse, she counted them slowly, one by one; checking the amount three times before letting loose with a frustrated sigh.
 
        “I’m afraid I’m just a little short,” she said finally, adding as she pinned the now frowning ticket agent with imploring eyes, “Look Sir, my daughter and I simply must leave town on the next train available. And while I can’t reveal the specific reason as to why, I assure you that we are not about to embark on a pleasure trip. It is very important that we….”
 
        “Next!”
 
        Silencing her with a single loud word, the ticket agent waved her out of the way as he seared her with a cold eyed glare. 
 
        MariAnne shook her head.
 
        “Please Sir, I have my 2-year-old daughter with me,” she plead, struggling to steady her voice as a loud, rough sob arose in her throat. “We need to leave here this evening, and I’m just a few dollars short. Please show us mercy…”
 
        “Next!” the clerk repeated, this time reaching forth from the ticket booth to emphasize his words with a light shove that knocked MariAnne from the line.
 
        Incensed at this show of blatant disrespect, the scowling woman struck a condemning finger stern in the clerk’s direction.
 
        “How dare you, Sir! You are not a gentleman,” she accused the stone faced man, adding as she used her free arm to clutch her daughter tight to her side, “I will speak to your employer at this station. Now!”
 
        Rolling his eyes in the face of her fury, the ticket agent made a vague gesture in the direction of the bench that formed a modest centerpiece for the stifling station.
 
        “If you wish to continue to make a public spectacle of yourself, Madame, please do so away from my ticket booth,” he demanded, adding as he turned away, “I have to see to my paying customers.”
 
        It was at that point that an exhausted MariAnne collapsed with her daughter on the surface of the wooden bench that formed the center of the station; clutching a now crying Ellie close to her as they huddled together in a cocoon of pain.
 
        “Oh, baby girl,” MariAnne muttered, hugging a sobbing Ellie as she continued, “I am so sorry that I had to bring you into a world where people are so cruel to each other. Just know, though, that there are some really good folks out there—like your grandma and grandpa. As soon as we can, dear love, I am going to take you to meet them, as well as your aunts. We are going to a place where people laugh and love each other, where beautiful yellow roses grow and the sky is broad and blue. And I know without a doubt that little Miss Ellie will be the queen of the house.”
 
        Lulled and comforted by these soft spoken words, Ellie smiled as she leaned her head against her mother’s chest and shut her eyes tight; finally drifting off into a comfy sleep as her mother held her close.
 
        “Wish I could do the same thing,” she mused, adding as she rubbed her daughter’s back, “Truth be told, though, I have no idea as to where we are going to sleep tonight.” She paused here, adding with a thoughtful frown, “I might have enough money for one night at the inn down the street—but then most of our funds would be depleted, and then where would we go? I can’t even ponder the notion of going back home; it may just be the last thing that Ellie and I ever did. Yet we wouldn’t last long out on the streets, either—not with all the thieves, rustlers and drunks in these parts. I do have a few friends here; but once that husband of mine finds out that I’m gone, the first place he’ll look is at the homes of our friends--and God help them if they make any effort to shield or protect me. He’ll go through them to get to Ellie and me, and then God help us all.”
 
        MariAnne froze then, a few errant tears descending her own fair skinned cheeks as her entire being suddenly was overcome by a sense of complete and total helplessness.
 
        For once the ever strong Texas filly had no answers, no energy, and precious little fight to bring to her current situation. For once the undefeatable MariAnne felt prepared to surrender; too weary and frightened to take another step.
 
        Just then her precious little girl shifted restless in her arms, reminding her of the reason that she should, that she must go on with life; not resting until she found a safe and joyful place for them both to live.
 
        “One of the two main reasons,” she reminded herself, adding as she sat upright on the bench and straightened her firm spine. “My life matters as well, and I will be dad gum it if I allow that varmint I married to rule and destroy me. We will — somehow.”
 
        Just then she shut her eyes tight, praying to the Lord above—the one that her parents had taught her to turn to in times of need and challenge—for some small hope of an answer.
 
        “I just need that second wind, dear Lord—that wind of hope,” she prayed in silence. “Please God—just show me the answer, show me the way, and I swear to you that I will hit the ground running. I will make a wonderful new life for my daughter and me—I just need a good head start.”
 
        She jumped then as the scrap of thick parchment brushed harsh against her leg; bringing her to attention as she snapped her eyes open and cast a condemning look in the direction of the offending paper.
 
        “So that’s my answer, dear Lord?” she inquired aloud, sending a narrow eyed quizzical look in the direction of the sky, “A paper cut?”
 
        Shaking her head from side to side, MariAnne leaned forward to retrieve the piece of paper, which turned out to be that day’s issue of The Ramblin’ Report; a local newspaper filled with a smattering of timely news items, printed amongst a sea of advertisements that supported the publication of the periodical.
 
        In search of a momentary distraction from her troublesome dilemma, MariAnne opened the newspaper to cast a casual glance at its contents; her gaze drawn immediately to a bold bordered advertisement that boasted a most intriguing headline:
 
   Wanted: Mail Order Bride.
 
        “Criminy,” she mused, rolling her eyes heavenward. “The Ramblin’ Report has precious few standards when it comes to advertising.”
 
   Just curious—not to mention repelled—enough to read on, she proceeded to peruse the remainder of the ad.
 
   “Let me start by saying that I never envisioned myself placing an advertisement such as this one; one that publically advertises for a bride. Yet at this point I fear that my need is most pressing. I am a deputy sheriff in this area who recently acquired a sizeable ranch by way of inheritance, and I need a pair of helping hands to work my land and help me succeed. Furthermore I would far prefer that this pair of hands be soft and feminine—while still belonging to a woman of spirit, a true pioneer.”
 
        MariAnne nodded.
 
        “Mmmm, sounds most familiar,” she mused, adding as she inclined her head in a show of keen curiosity, “Yet I must inquire this. If—and this is a most significant if—I were to respond to this ad, what would this gentleman have to offer me?”
 
        Just curious enough to read further, she shifted on the surface of the bench as she read the remainder of the advertisement.
 
        “You may be pondering as to why you should even consider responding to this most unique request,” the ad read.
 
        “Indeed,” MariAnne confirmed, eyebrows arched. “Do tell.”
 
        “Well let me tell you as to why you should consider assuming the role of my worshipped mail order bride,” the advertisement continued. “First of all, as indicated, you will be worshipped in my care and company. I never shall treat you as a ranch hand on my property. I would wish for us to toil side by side, sharing equally in the work and the responsibility of tending our land while also reaping its fruits. And when we retire at night to my beautiful new ranch house, I promise to treat you as a princess in her palace; to love and honor you, as our vows would state.”
 
        “Please do not keep me waiting, my princess,” the ad continued, finishing with the name and address of the gentleman placing the ad.
 
   “Clayton Townsend,” MariAnne read aloud, shaking her head in shock as she immediately recognized the name of the gentleman who had placed the advertisement.
 
        “And from what I have gathered, he is indeed a gentleman,” she mused, adding as she stroked her chin to thoughtful effect. “A deputy who has established a stellar representation as a law keeper in this area. I have heard that he has a particular soft spot for women and children; truth be told I had been thinking of seeking him out in town, to talk to him about the way that Ellie and I were being treated at home.”
 
        Although she had no desire to be anyone’s bride, particularly in light of her current experience, she wondered if Clayton would be willing to take her in and at least provide temporary shelter for her and her daughter.
 
        “I guess there’s only one good way to find out,” she mused, standing from the bench with Ellie in her arms as she collected her luggage and headed for the door.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter three
 
    
 
   At times in his life, the silence proved deafening.
 
        Just returning from a long day’s labor as a deputy sheriff in a bustling Texas town, Clayton Townsend rested in the comfort of a luxurious cushioned chair; a centerpiece in a sitting room that featured polished wooden hand carved furniture, decorative buckskin wall hangings, and silver polished miniature statues adorning its interior.
 
   Although always impressed by the simple beauty of his new home, part and parcel of an inheritance he had earned from a wealthy uncle who recently passed, he at this point found it impossible to enjoy its simple masculine beauty.
 
        “Every day is the same to me. I get up at the crack of dawn to work my land, and then head into town to help keep the peace,” he reasoned, adding as he came near close to collapsing in his chair, “Then I come home, complete another few hours of ranch work, and go to sleep.”
 
        Sometimes, on a night like this, however, he reflected instead on the continuous cycle of work that his life had become.
 
        “Sometimes I go to visit my brother at the ranch up on the road, just to hear the laughter and be a part of the family dinners and games; to feel just a little less alone,” he mused, adding with a hefty sigh, “As things stand though, my standard work day is too full to even make those visits.”
 
        He knew that he always could hire a ranch hand to help out around the place; yet he’d far prefer to share his space with someone who could fill his home with the warmth, laughter and love that he experienced at his brother’s house. And while friends assured him that—with his ebony haired, crystal eyed good looks and tall muscular physique—Clayton could attract just about any female, he did not simply want any female.
 
        “I want a wife,” he said aloud, the lonesome echo of his words resounding all too loud in the emptiness around him. “Someone to share with, not supervise. Someone to build a life and a family with—not just some random helper who will work the fields with me and heed my every command.”
 
        And indeed, the responses that he’d gotten thus far to his mail order bride advertisement had supplied him with everything that he didn’t want in a wife; these letters coming from women who offered themselves up as submissive helpmates, revealing nothing about their true personalities beyond their abilities to cook, work the fields and look fetching in a frock.
 
        “And if I happen to lose my money, these pretty, sweet little lasses would be gone with the wind, sweeping away like so many tumbleweeds across the Texas landscape,” he mused with a snort. “I have no need for some oversized doll that will decorate my home and serve me my meals in the role of a well-paid servant. I want a real woman; someone who will be a loving friend and companion, while still being strong enough to handle a life culled from the fat of the frontier.”
 
        He jumped in his chair as his troubled meditation was disrupted by the sound of a loud knock on the door; one that brought him to his feet as it echoed endlessly throughout his home.
 
        “I really don’t know of anyone who bears such a forceful knock,” he thought, rolling his eyes as he approached the door. “I certainly hope that it’s not the sheriff - here to tell me about another compelling case that needs my immediate attention—one that just couldn’t possibly wait until morning.”
 
        Not eager to find the answer to this question, he opened the door with a begrudging hand; eyes flying wide and thoughts scattering as he came face to face with an unexpected visitor.
 
        In place of the stout, bulky six-foot-tall man with the receding hairline, the sheriff whose frequent and inconvenient visits he’d almost come to expect, stood a petite woman with the appearance of a china doll—all the while staring at him with a determined fire eyed expression that betrayed a soul of steel.
 
        Dressed in a basic mint green dress of clean but worn calico, the woman’s simple unadorned radiance expressed itself in a sleek shoulder length mane of soft ebony hair, wide dark eyes, glowing ivory skin, and a slender but curvaceous form that—while short in stature—betrayed a certain strength reflected in her toned arms and firm, straight posture.
 
        Clutched in the woman’s delicate but sturdy hands was an adorable little girl who shone as the mirror image of the woman who held her tight and protective in her grasp; a girl who now looked at him with wide blinking eyes that seemed to convey a certain defined question.
 
        “Who on earth are you and what on earth am I doing here?” the girl asked him with her eyes.
 
        “Frankly Miss, I have no idea,” he desperately wanted to respond at this point; opting instead to remember the refined gentlemanly manners that his parents had taught him so long ago.
 
   “Evenin’, Ma’am—that is, Ma’ams,” he greeted the two females, tipping his wide brimmed ivory Stetson in something of a gentlemanly flourish. “May I help ya’?”
 
        MariAnne nodded.
 
        “Are you Clayton Townsend?” she barked, inclining her head sharp in Clayton’s direction as she shuffled her slippered feet on his doorstep.
 
        “At this point I’m sure of nothing,” he really, really wanted to say, opting instead to make one final attempt at gentlemanly cordiality. “Yes Ma’am, I am indeed Deputy Sheriff Clayton Townsend. And who might you be, Ma’am?”
 
        Gracing him with a short nod as if finally satisfied that he was indeed the man she’d been seeking, the woman before him offered her his gloved hand as she greeted, “Well good evenin’ Deputy Sheriff Clayton Townsend. I am Mail Order Bride MariAnne Parkinson. Pleased to make your acquaintance.”
 
        Clayton gaped outright as he took the lady’s offered hand and raised it to his lips for a gentlemanly kiss.
 
        “So I take it that you’re answering my published ad for a mail order bride?”
 
        MariAnne grinned.
 
        “Well that is what I said, now isn’t it?” she queried in a light tone, adding as she graced him with an affectionate nudge, “My my, Deputy; you catch on quickly.”
 
        Clayton stared at her for a long time,  blinking as he considered the boldness of her words.
 
        Then he started laughing. Hard.
 
        “Well I’ll tell you one thing, Miss,” he told her, adding as he invited her inward and closed his door behind her. “You certainly do have a way with words.”
 
        MariAnne shrugged, pursing her pearl pink lips in a firm businesslike fashion; even as she continued to cradle her quiet sleepy daughter in two adoring arms.
 
        “Well I’ll tell ya something Clayton, I don’t know if I have a way with words, but I certainly don’t mince ‘em,” she revealed, adding as she pointed an authoritative finger in his direction. “So let me tell this to you plain and straight. I spent a precious portion of my meager savings on the carriage ride that brought me out here; and as I approached your plot of land, I saw the makings of a mighty fine ranch--one that, with the able touch of a woman, just might have the makins’ of a five-star ranch in the Lone Star state,” she paused here, adding as she pointed a confident thumb straight in her own direction, “And I just happen to be that woman. So without further ado, show me my room and we can both hit the hay; getting the rest we need for a productive day on the ranch tomorrow.”
 
   Clayton froze.
 
        “Well now Ma’am, I didn’t exactly say that you had the job,” he reminded her, adding as he made a broad gesture between them, “And I should note, for that matter, that this isn’t a job at all. I did not advertise for a cook or a ranch hand, but for a wife.”
 
        For the first time throughout the course of their brief acquaintance, MariAnne Parkinson fell silent; inspiring a wave of acute concern in the eyes of her current beholder, who questioned her very well-being in the wake of this sudden change.
 
        “Are you all right there, Miss?” he asked her, arching his eyebrows just as he pondered the probable location of her smelling salts at this point.
 
        “I’m all right,” MariAnne answered finally, adding as she looked him straight in the eyes, “but, sad to say, I am not a miss. And although I would be pleased to offer you my services as a companion, a ranch hand, a cook and a consultant—providing, of course, that I’m treated in a kind and respectful manner—I cannot be your bride at this present time.” She paused here, adding as she shuffled her feet beneath her. “And the reason for it is the fact that I’m already married.”
 
        Clayton gaped outright, shaking his head from side to side as he considered these most unexpected—not to mention unsettling—words.
 
   “Well, I guess that would explain the youngin’,” he mused, tone vague and voice barely above a whisper.
 
        MariAnne nodded, setting her little girl down on the ground beside her as she regarded her with an adoring smile.
 
        “This is my daughter Ellie,” she introduced her daughter, who now graced their host with an adorable smile and a downright precious wave. “This little girl is the light of my life, and the whole reason I need a good home.”
 
        Clayton smiled, but only briefly.
 
        “Well, that little gal is beautiful Ma’am, just like her ma,” he praised them both, adding with a belabored sigh. “The problem with this proposed arrangement, Miss—that is, Mrs.—is that a man needs certain things in a prospective wife. He needs her to be smart, hardworking, kind, reliable, and—well, I just say have to say it—not married. Or at the very least, not married until he himself ventures to marry her.” He paused here, cringing as he realized that these last words made no sense. “Oh, you know what I mean! As much as I would like to welcome a bright, tough, funny and absolutely beautiful lady such as yourself into my home, surely you understand why I can’t. I cannot live in sin with another man’s wife.”
 
        MariAnne thought a moment, and then nodded.
 
        “I understand this,” she released on a sigh, adding as she pinned him with an entreating look. “Yet, the whole reason that we came here, Clayton, was with the hopes that you would understand. I didn’t leave my home as much as I escaped it. My daughter and I ran from a man who made our lives a living hell—ordering us about, screaming at us because of mistakes and minor slights, and even hurting us physically.” She paused here, adding as she blinked hard and suppressed a genuine sob. “He hit me, Clayton—and he threatened to do the same to my daughter, should she ever step out of line. And where my husband is concerned, I’m afraid that his line is a tough one to walk. I almost believe that he looks for excuses to hurt me—the very act seems to bring him pleasure.”
 
        Clayton said nothing, only took a sharp step forward and swept a stunned MariAnne into a warm, all consuming embrace; holding her tired body in nurturing arms as she rested her head on his broad muscled chest.
 
        “MariAnne,” he whispered her name in a comforting tone. “I’m so sorry to hear this. Just from knowing you a few moments, I cannot believe that any man would do anything but worship you, to give you and your little one the love and care you obviously deserve. No woman deserves to be treated that way, its true—but especially not you.”
 
        MariAnne nodded.
 
        “I still find it so difficult to believe that my parents, the angels that they are, would hand me over to that madman for the price of a dowry,” she intoned, more to herself than to a listening Clayton. “I guess that Pa never truly knew his old business partner, the ever smiling, ever charming Leon Campbell.”
 
        Clayton froze.
 
        “Oh dear Lord,” he rasped out, clutching her closer still as he continued, “They sent you to marry the beast of this community—a man whose only previous wife died more than 20 years ago, under very mysterious circumstances. And since that time, my boss the sheriff has had to throw him in jail more than once for getting rough with women—whether they’re showgirls, fancy ladies or even proper ladies that he happened to be courtin’.”
 
        Shivering outright at the sound of this unwelcome news, MariAnne braced her arms around his muscled shoulders and leaned into the hard toned planes of his comforting being.
 
        “Thank God Ellie and I escaped when we did, and that I never did take his name,” she told him, adding as she stepped back to pierce him with an earnest look, “I understand totally, Clayton, if you don’t want us to stay here with you. I can’t be a proper wife to you until I divorce Leon; and since I don’t ever plan again to share the same room with him throughout the course of my natural lifetime, I am not at all sure about how to accomplish this goal.” She paused here, adding with a deep sigh, “When I saw your advertisement for a mail order bride, I was sitting in a train station lamenting the fact that I didn’t have enough money for passage home. If you could please lend us money for our train tickets, I can send you some return funds when we make it back to Ma’s and Pa’s….”
 
        She fell silent then as Clayton shook his head vigorously in response to her words.
 
        “I’m so sorry Sweetheart, but I don’t think that it would be the best idea for you to go home to your folks right now. He does, after all, know your father and will likely go there to claim you,” he informed her, adding as he took her hand between his and stared deep into her eyes, “I want you to know MariAnne, that you and your daughter are more than welcome to stay on here at the ranch—as long as you need to stay.”
 
         MariAnne shook her head.
 
        “Are you sure?” she asked him, inclining her head in what seemed to be a show of keen curiosity. 
 
        Clayton smiled.
 
        “I am more than sure, MariAnne,” he assured her, adding as he opened his arms to her once again, “Far beyond my wish for a wife, I was really placing an ad for happiness. I want to live on a productive ranch filled with laughter and love, and with lots of good conversation,” he paused here, adding with a slight chuckle, “I also wanted lots of children in the house; perhaps not this soon, but I know full well that God never gives us more than we can bear.”
 
        MariAnne smiled, patting the head of a smirking Ellie as she contemplated the favorite fruit of her own divine ‘labors.’
 
        “Well, rest assured that, in the wake of a few days spent with my youngin and me, you’ll likely be begging for the stifling silence that currently consumes your home,” she assured him, adding more seriously, “I also can promise to work your land with the same tenacity and good ol’ work ethic that I do my own. I certainly am not above a good day’s work, providing that I am always treated in a kind and respectful manner.” She paused here, adding with raised eyebrows, “To phrase it another way; providing that you act in every way the opposite of my husband at all times, well then you and I should get along famously.”
 
        Clayton laughed.
 
        “You don’t need to worry about that, Ma’am,” he assured her, adding as he squeezed her fingers between his, “I promise that you will be safe and cared for beneath my roof, at any and all times.” He paused here, adding as he struck a courtly bow deep in his direction, “Consider me at your service, MariAnne.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter four
 
    
 
   For the first night in what seemed an eternity, MariAnne Parkinson slept through the night.
 
        During her many nights spent in the home that had quickly become a prison, MariAnne had spent many restless nights tossing and turning in a cold, hard bed; trying to dodge the grasping hands of her lecherous husband as she struggled to garner the rest that she needed to face the grueling schedule of hard labor that awaited her on the morning.
 
        And even when she did manage to catch a few random winks of fortifying sleep, her dreams were haunted with horrific images that captured and illustrated the hell of her life.
 
        “Those stories that my ma used to tell me on AllHallows Eve, about headless horsemen and monsters in bed, had nothing on the nightmares that held me captive, nearly every evening for three years,” she mused. “Perhaps because I knew that the visions I saw in my sleep were cold hard recollections of things that had happened recently; as opposed to darkened flights of fancy that I could dispose of and forget at daybreak. I relived the same nightmare every day, only to see and feel it reflected in my dreams whenever I tried to sleep.”
 
        Now, by contrast, she found her dreams sweetened by the presence of an angel; a beautiful man whose gentle voice and ethereal presence succored her fears and bathed her senses.
 
   Clayton escorted her and Ellie to a corner guest room, a room of pleasant elegance adorned with cafe style floral print curtains, soft shag carpeting, and two single beds covered with lace ruffled floral print quilts that shone in their ebullient handcrafted artistry.
 
   Ellie immediately smiled at the vision of a lovely room that seemed like something out of her favorite dollhouse, the precious toy that—along with the dolly that she had brought with her to the house that night—had supplied the little girl with a hearty dose of comforting fantasy in the face of a troublesome life.
 
        Also seeming to sense the similarity, the beaming little girl twirled in the center of the room; the visions of its homey splendor seeming to soothe her senses as her mother shared her enthusiasm.
 
        “I think we both tend to favor our new room,” she told a smiling Clayton, watching with joyful eyes as her little girl seemed to rediscover the innocence and happiness of a childhood lost.
 
        Her host chuckled.
 
        “Well as you can tell, I did not decorate this particular room—it does not precisely reflect what you would call my personal style,” he admitted, adding with an endearing smile, “My mother actually designed this room. She’s a very special lady who visits my brother and me at least once a week,” he paused here, adding with a shrug. “If you like, perhaps she could come and watch Ellie while you work with me out in the fields—that is, if you indeed would like to lend a helping hand on the ranch, it’s not a requirement.”
 
        MariAnne nodded.
 
       “Well, as I’ve told you Clayton, I certainly am not afraid of a good day’s work—as a matter of fact, I enjoy it,” she told him, adding as she graced him with a beneficent smile. “I do, however, appreciate being given a choice in the manner. And I more than appreciate you giving us shelter at a time when we need it the most.”
 
        With these words she stepped forward to engage her host in a hug of warm gratitude; once again wrapping her arms around his muscled shoulders and leaning into his hard planed body.
 
        “You—you’re just a gift,” she told him, voice barely above a whisper as she savored the divine feel of his strong sturdy hands clasped around her slender waist. “I can’t thank you enough, Clayton.”
 
        Her host said nothing for a moment, only clutched her to him as he cradled her soft and sweet in his muscular arms; resting his head in her neck as he inhaled the scent of ebony hair washed in lush streams of lilac shampoo.
 
        “Forgive my boldness Ma’am,” he whispered in her ear, adding as he pulled her closer still. “Yet, personally I cannot wait for the day that I can welcome you into my master chamber—the day that we can become husband and wife, in truth.”
 
        With these words he drew back on impulse, staring deep into her eyes before claiming her lips in a warm, affectionate kiss.
 
        Rubbing his full, warm lips against hers in soft and loving strokes, he kissed her as his arms encompassed her in an embrace that seemed to liken a binding cocoon of pure and free flowing feeling.
 
        Leaning into his kiss, MariAnne arched her feathered eyebrows as she savored the divine sensation of her first true kiss; one offered to her as a gesture of love, not seized as hard currency—forcibly taken as a payment for the room and board supplied at the hands of her domineering husband.
 
        This kiss, by contrast, was one she savored and enjoyed; reveling in its subtle but evident passion as the couple sank together in encompassing arms.
 
        She moaned in protest moments later as her gentlemanly host broke their kiss; stepping away from her even as their gazes remained locked and his hands touched and massaged her tired shoulders.
 
        “I’d best be retirin’ to bed,” he released on a whisper, leaving her with a smile of good night before turning for the door.
 
        Following this advice herself moments later, MariAnne retired to the comforting sheets of her beautiful new bed; imagining their cottony fabrics as the arms of her kind host as they supported and succored her delicate form.
 
        “All that I wanted when I came here this evening was a safe place to go, a shelter for my child and myself—to get a bit of rest as I decided just what it is I wished to do with the rest of my life.” She paused here, adding as she nestled deep in the comfort of her own personal refuge, “And now I know.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter five
 
    
 
        The break of a brilliant, sun drenched Texas dawn found MariAnne heading with purposeful steps into the fields of the ranch she regarded as her new place of business.
 
        “I know my way around a ranch,” she mused, her purposeful hands straightening the folds of her blue denim dress and cocking the brim of her practical wicker sun hat. “And I aim to make this one a success.”
 
        Just before dawn she had made the acquaintance of the ever gentle Clara, Clayton’s mother and a petite brunette who regarded her with sleepy eyes and a prim, gentile smile.
 
        “Good mornin’, Miss MariAnne,” she greeted her, adding as she engaged her in a cordial handshake. “I’m Clara, Clayton’s ma. I simply cannot wait to get to know you and your little one.”
 
        As if on cue a spirited, well rested Ellie raced headfirst into the clean lined, sun drenched kitchen that distinguished the far corner of Clayton’s ranch house; racing headfirst into the waiting arms of a welcoming, chuckling Clara.
 
        “Good mornin’, Miss Wonderful Woman Who Has Been Carelessly and Cruelly Pulled from Her Bed at the Crack of Dawn to Care for a Child She’s Never Met,” MariAnne returned with a smirk, adding as she pumped the hand of a laughing Clara with no small degree of aplomb, “If you have not yet earned your place in Heaven, Ma’am, then rest assured—that particular place will be good and secured by the time this day is done.”
 
   Clara guffawed outright, a familiar pair of sea blue eyes crinkling adorable with the effect.
 
        “I like her already,” she told a smiling Clayton, clad today in a sculpting pair of ultra-tight blue jeans and a smart white cotton shirt.
 
        Nodding in immediate agreement with his mother’s assertion, the rancher now moved forward to claim the hand of his beloved new guest.
 
        “So do I,” Clayton assured his ma, squeezing MariAnne’s fingers as he led her to the double front, brass knobbed doors that would lead them to their daily work space. “Believe me Ma, so do I.”
 
        Soon the joyful couple ran hand in hand across the length of a lush emerald leaved meadow; arriving finally at a field that seemed to boast the ranch’s signature crop.
 
        MariAnne gasped outright at an ebullient vision that seemed like something out of a dream; a field simply brimming with luminous, golden hued roses that grew in fragrant stands as nurtured and illuminated by the rays of the Texas sun.
 
        “The yellow rose of Texas!” she identified immediately, adding as she rushed forward to get a closer look at the full silken blossoms that distinguished her host’s sun drenched ranch, “I haven’t seen these since I left home—my real home, that is.”
 
        Emulating the moves of her wonderstruck daughter, a jubilant MariAnne ran forward between fragrant rows of gleaming golden blossoms, twirling around and around as her favored florals flew like a twirling kaleidoscope before her admiring eyes.
 
   Finally coming to a stop at the side of her laughing host, she gaped as he presented her with a shiny, dew glistened bouquet of her favorite flowers.
 
        “Why thank you, Clayton,” she told him, voice barely above a whisper as she took the flowers inspected in full their velvety radiance. “I reckon that you’re the first man who has ever given me flowers.”
 
        Clayton looked at her for a long moment, and then retrieved a nearby hoe as he moved to take his place beside her at the center of the rose bed.
 
        “Well, if a simple bouquet of roses is all it takes to bring that beautiful smile to your face,” he told her, “then rest assured that you will receive at least one bouquet for each and every day that you plan to spend with me.” He paused here, adding as he struck a deep courtly bow before her, “Consider me at your disposal, Madame. I plan to spend every day healing your precious heart—all the while claiming it for my own.”
 
        Finally setting to work at the heart of the rose garden, the couple worked side by side to pull weeds, plant seeds and harvest the richest and most robust blooms; flowers that they would later take to market, to exchange for money at a fair rate.
 
        Expressing endless appreciation of MariAnne’s spirit and work ethic, Clayton watched with wonder as she took to her duties with a professional, very workmanlike approach; transforming and enhancing the overall look of his field while harvesting its most beautiful blossoms.
 
        “You’re a natural at field work,” he praised her at one point, adding as he inclined his head sharp in her direction. “Where did a pretty little filly like you pick up the skills of a ranch hand?”
 
        MariAnne shrugged.
 
        “Back home on my family farm, everybody who expected to eat Mama’s supper that night had to pitch in the day beforehand—being sure that the work got done before we even thought about eating, playing chess, reading the Bible, or listening to Ma tickle the ivories of her beautiful black piano,” she revealed, adding quickly as she released a particularly tough weed with a hard sharp tug. “Now I don’t mean to imply, of course, that my parents were hard and mean. They were in fact wonderful people who raised us in the church—who raised us right!”
 
        Clayton said nothing at first in response to these words; just regarded her for a long quiet moment before returning to his work.
 
        “With all due respect, Ma’am,” he asked her over his shoulder, “why on earth would two loving, wonderful, God-fearing people sell their daughter to a monster?”
 
        MariAnne froze.
 
        “Look, I am certain that Ma and Pa had no idea that their longtime friend was a scoundrel, and perhaps worse,” she insisted, adding as she shook her head from side to side. “Aside from that fact, Clayton, a body can’t really fault desperate people—folks who need a great deal of money, and fast, to keep their ranch.”
 
        Her eyes flew wide then, as her host surged upright at the center of the patch and turned to face her in full.
 
        “I personally do not care if the law came on to your parents’ property and threatened to foreclose it, before sunset that day,” he insisted, adding as he pointed a strong finger straight in her direction. “No woman deserves that brand of horrendous, inhumane treatment. Especially not—"“ he paused here, adding as he looked her straight in the eyes, “Especially not you, MariAnne.”
 
        MariAnne thought a moment, and then nodded.
 
        “You are right,” she conceded finally, adding as she balled her fists beside her. “I am angry at my husband. I am angry at Ma and Pa. I am angry at any world and society that allows a gal to be treated this way.”
 
        Throwing aside her own hoe, the now enraged woman stomped her feet in the dirt and raised her delicate fists to the sky as she declared, “I am not a cow or a mule, something to be bought and sold to support the family farm. I am not a ranch hand, and I am most certainly not a slave.” She paused here, adding as she pointed an affirming thumb straight in her direction. “No man ever should feel that he has the right to strike me with his fists, or belittle me with his words. Beyond these basic rights, I also feel like I should be taken to dinner once in a while, and at a nice restaurant. And I want to go to a barn dance or a cotillion—I want to dance!”
 
        She fell silent here, realizing with a jolt that she had just burst out with what her mother would in all likelihood call a fit; an out and out tantrum that did not and would not befit a proper lady.
 
        Refusing to apologize for her heartfelt—if a bit emphatic—statement, MariAnne immediately retrieved her hoe and bent her head low above her work; the sight of radiant rose blossoms lending succor to her addled psyche as she suppressed a rough sob—one that threatened to shatter and pierce her carefully kept composure.
 
        She froze seconds later, as the sudden presence of a strong but gentle hand on her shoulder brought further comfort to her troubled soul.
 
        “MariAnne?” Clayton asked her, tone soft and whisper smooth. “Would you dance with me?”
 
        Rising slowly from her place in the field, MariAnne said nothing; just opened her delicate arms to the man who now rushed to fill them.
 
        The ethereal song of bluebirds and hummingbirds soaring high up above supplied the ideal soundtrack for a sunlit dance; one in which the couple moved and swayed together between rows of radiant roses.
 
        Their arms entangling between them, MariAnne and Clayton stared deep into one another’s eyes as they danced and moved in beautiful communion; sharing a secret smile as he swirled and dipped her in wide circles across the breadth of his flower strewn field.
 
        “I don’t care how many dances, how many kisses, how many floral bouquets it takes to wipe that man from your mind—to wipe away all the pain,” he whispered, adding as he ran his hands like warm water down the length of her weary back, “my aim, my darling, is to love away the hurt; to make you feel like the princess that you are.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter six
 
    
 
        Following up on these words a few days later, Clayton asked MariAnne if he would escort her to a barn dance that weekend at a nearby ranch; one that each Saturday seemed to form the very focus of the Austin social scene.
 
        Taking her into town to visit the shop of a premiere dressmaker, he promised not to look as his lady friend purchasing a gown for the event; yet when the night of the dance finally arrived, he knew that the rather extravagant purchase had been worth every penny.
 
         Shining resplendent in a glorious hue of sweet pearl pink, the glowing gown was culled from pure cotton calico and boasted a fitted bodice, a full hoop skirt, and an elegant trim of braided lace that lined its sleeves, bodice, high collar and flowing skirt.
 
        Arranging her dark hair in a graceful mass of ringlets that served to frame her heart shaped face, MariAnne thrilled as her doting date presented her with a pair of shiny pearl earrings; her gaze illuminating as it held his own brand of evening wear finery—one that seemed far removed from the shirt and jeans he generally wore in his role as a country rancher.
 
        Dazzling her in a sleek ebony duster coat with a cotton surface and corduroy collar and cuffs, the gentleman also boasted matching frontier pants with a high waist and a button fly, along with a smart black cinch. A form fitting white cotton shirt completed this distinguished look, along with a sharp bolo tie.
 
        “You’re beautiful,” he praised her, leading her by the hand into the tall apple red structure that would serve as the site of that evening’s dance.
 
        “Um, so are you!” marveled a dazed MariAnne, wondering at the transformation that had morphed her gentleman rancher into a frontier prince.
 
        Soon the couple engaged once again in a genuine lover’s waltz; this time moving in radiant tandem across the surface of a heather strewn dance floor.
 
        Their public surroundings dissolved around them as their bodies moved closer together; swirling as one across the floor as they stared deep into one another’s eyes.
 
        “You make me feel like a princess,” MariAnne praised Clayton, wrapping her arms around his muscled shoulders as she rested her head on his hard massive chest.
 
        Clayton shook his head.
 
        “You are a princess, MariAnne. You always have been—you just needed someone to bring it out in you,” he told her, adding as he clutched her tiny waist between his hands and seared her with a meaningful glance. “And I am so blessed to be that man. You make me laugh, you work so hard with me in the fields and the house, and you challenge me every day to think and to learn.” He paused here, adding as he pulled her closer still, “You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever known, in every way—and with your kind consent Ma’am, I would like nothing more than to spend the rest of my life with you.”
 
        “Now that I have found my princess, I’ll be dag gummed if I ever let her go,” he declared, adding as he leaned forward to touch her lips with a tender kiss. “I want to marry you, MariAnne.”
 
        “So sorry to tell you, Deputy, but that won’t be possible. This lady just happens to be married to me.”
 
        MariAnne froze in Clayton’s arms as she heard the voice of nightmares; the low, cold tones she’d hoped against hope never to hear again.
 
   “Leon,” she breathed, raising her head to behold a being who seemed more a demon than a mortal man; a short, stocky man with oily hair and menacing bloodshot eyes.
 
        “It’s been quite a while since I’ve seen you, dear wife,” Leon sneered, reaching forth to clamp down a hard possessive hand on the surface of MariAnne’s slender shoulder. “I’ve been searching for you day and night, and now—finally—we are reunited.”
 
        Clayton had heard enough.
 
        “Do not touch her!” he screeched, knocking Leon’s hand from MariAnne’s shoulder and stepping hard and fast between them. “Leave her alone!”
 
        Leon stared at him for a long, quiet moment; his gaze turning mocking and depreciating as he told the younger man, “She is my wife, Boy, not yours. And as much as you might try to play the role of the pathetic white knight, saving MariAnne from her scoundrel of a husband, you cannot come between a man and his legal property.”
 
        Clayton shook his head.
 
        “No man owns’s wife,”  he reminded Leon, adding as he held up his hand for emphasis. “And when a man breaks his marital contract by abusing and mistreating his wife, then he surrenders all claim to her.” He paused here, adding as he pointed his authoritative finger straight in Leon’s face, “The contract that bonded you to this magnificent woman is null and void, Mr. Campbell. And, speaking frankly, you were a complete and total fool to let her go.”
 
        Leon frowned.
 
        “Stop spoutin’ nonsense, Boy,” he barked, adding as he pulled himself up to his admittedly impressive height, “I do believe that I could take you in a fight, you varmint—any day of the week. And if you do not step aside immediately and allow me to take what’s rightfully mine, then that is exactly what you will have on your hands: a fight.”
 
        Clayton grinned.
 
        “Well if you want a fight, my good man, then you will have one. Just remember that I’ll be bringing both a gun and a badge to this fight—and I am trained and licensed to use both of them,” he pronounced, opening his coat to reveal both in a single smooth flourish.
 
        His beady eyes widening substantially as they beheld his rival’s polished ivory handled six shooter, Leon stood frozen for a full moment before finally turning away.
 
        “Fine then, go ahead and take her. Considering the fact that I’ve been biding my time as of late with a couple of lovely saloon girls, I shall be more than pleased to give her the divorce that she so desperately seems to want,” he snapped, adding with a rude gesture in MariAnne’s direction. “The little whore isn’t worth it anyway.”
 
        Now MariAnne had heard enough.
 
        “You cretin!” she exclaimed, racing forward to draw back her arm and ball her fist in a threatening manner.
 
   She swore she’d remember and forever cherish the look of abject fear that now crossed her husband’s features; a look that came accompanied by a strangulated moan as she crashed her tiny fist across his jaw—sending him reeling backward through the sheer force of her unleashed, unmitigated rage.
 
        Regaining his bearings with a pathetic attempt at a moan, a stunned Leon clutched at his bruised jaw as he winced with evident pain; swearing beneath his breath as he straightened his posture and turned dejected in the direction of the door.
 
        Looking after him with a satisfied smile, MariAnne further reveled in the round of raucous applause that met her bold action; a response delivered by a crowd that obviously shared her poor opinion of her soon to be ex-husband.
 
        “Feel better now, Sweetheart?” Clayton asked her, taking her hand in his as he graced her with a warm, encouraging smile. “Well, I hope that this will make you feel better.”
 
        Without further hesitation he took her hands in his, dropping to his knees before her as he reached deep into the pocket of his fine tailored trousers; withdrawing a gleaming diamond ring and held it in the air for her appraisal.
 
        “My dear MariAnne,” he addressed her, tone both loving and respectful as he asked, “Would you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”
 
        MariAnne nodded, her public surroundings dissolving around her as she squeezed Clayton’s fingers between hers.
 
        “I will, my prince,” she told him, adding as she returned his smile. “I love you Clayton, so very much.”
 
        MariAnne showed her love a few months later; returning with her groom to the barn that served as the site of their grand proposal.
 
        The organizers of the barn dance offered the use of their site as the setting for their nuptials; adorning the barn’s interior with lustrous arrangements of pure golden roses.
 
        Standing at the door of the barn, MariAnne’s admiring gaze cast down the length of her beautiful handmade wedding gown; a luxurious dress of ivory satin that sported a rich jacquard pattern, a fitted, lace lined bodice, wide sleeves and a high collar accentuated by streams of rich ebullient lace, and a plethora of elegant ruffles adorning the length of its shining satiny surface.
 
        “I never thought that I would live to see this day,” she mused in silence, reaching upward to pat the upswept, diamond studded strands of her luxurious ebony hair. “The day that I married for love.”
 
        Stepping into the barn that had morphed into a wedding chapel, she watched with a smile as a laughing Ellie—dressed this day in a formal dress of lilac patterned calico with puffed sleeves and a long full skirt—ran in front of her on a makeshift aisle layered with a long sheath of scarlet red carpeting, enacting her designated role of flower girl by showering a rain of golden rose petals across the sleek fabric of the carpet. Then she nodded toward the assembled family members who had gathered that day to witness her nuptials; including her parents who had begged her forgiveness for passing her into the hands of a madman like Leon. Now they looked on with quiet pride as their resplendent daughter walked down the aisle for a second time; this time venturing forth to meet the man of her heart.
 
        Dressed that day in a glorious silver jacquard vest with a matching long string tie and a high brown hat, Clayton also wore a smart, form fitting shirt of white cotton and black silk pantaloons; sporting a luminous white smile to enhance and complete the look.
 
        And as the hero and his princess joined hands at an altar blooming forth with their favorite yellow roses, both knew that they would never let go.
 
    
 
   Second Chances
 
                 Sleep was a friend to Elena O’Reilly; and, sadly, this distant crony grew more and more elusive with the passing of each day.
 
        When sleep arrived in grand fashion at the end of an exhaustive day, it would whisk her away to a place of dreams and fantasies; a place where she could rejoin the man of her life in a haven of love and romance.
 
        She’d enjoyed five years of blissful living with her husband Blake; a friend she’d met back in the school house on the border of the prairie; the same expanse of gem green grasses that separated their family farms.
 
        With the passing of years their friendship ignited into something far more; a romance that filled their hearts and beings with the greatest love, inspiring Blake to propose marriage to the blonde beauty that he deemed the woman of his dreams.
 
        Settling after their wedding on a Dallas ranch where they grew golden roses side by side in the fragrant fields of their 50-acre ranch, a wedding gift from their families, Elena and Blake seemed to be living a dream—talking and laughing through their toils before retiring to the modest two story ranch house where they planned to raise a family.
 
   Whether enjoying a robust homemade dinner at their intimate dining room table, or kissing and spooning on an even more intimate loveseat that formed the center of their drawing room, the couple basked in one another’s company and celebrated their passion; also planning for a future that they hoped would include children, pets, and increased prosperity out on the ranch.
 
        This dream died one cruel winter, when—determined to try and save their crops in the wake of brutal snowstorms—Blake contracted a nasty case of pneumonia; one that quickly confined him to his bed.
 
        Abandoning all of her duties at the ranch, Elena stood steadfast by her husband’s bed; working with the country doctor to help and heal the man who was slowly slipping away.
 
        Even as the color left Blake’s face and the strength slipped away from his dissipating limbs, Elena refused to abandon hope; wishing and praying that some God-given miracle would save her husband’s life.
 
        All hope—and love—abandoned her weeks later when her husband died in her arms; taking with him all of the love, laughter and divine promise that had marked their life together.
 
        Soon their big house, built by hand for two, became the habitat for one; one lonely person who sat alone on their loveseat, pondering as to how she would manage this ranch without the aid of her life partner.
 
        All too often she would heave a resigned sigh and retreat to her bed; escaping to the calico confines of her sole retreat, shutting her eyes tight so she could finally and fully rejoin the man of her heart.
 
        They danced in her dreams, stealing kisses and sharing secret smiles as they left their troubles behind.
 
        Then, all too often and abruptly, she woke up; alone once again.
 
        Pulling herself from her bed, Elena ventured alone into the fields and tended the crops they’d planted together; straining her back and chapping her hands as she struggled to harvest the corn, the wheat, the beans, that would line both her tables and her pockets—and especially the beautiful, rich petaled yellow roses that had once counted as her favorite crop.
 
        Elena had once taken great joy in tending her garden of velvety gold florals; the pride and joy of the Belena Ranch, and the source of her sense of wonder and joy as she sometimes took a step back to behold their sheer, nature made ebullience.
 
        Now, however, there was simply no time to stand back and admire the fruits—or flowers—of their labors. The death of her romance had rendered useless the power of the flower; with all beauty and sentimentality dissolving quick as she ripped the florals from the ground beneath them and prepared them for market.
 
        Now the roses, much like any crop, represented little more than a marketable commodity for Elena; and as the days wore on, she quickly became overwhelmed by the burden of her duties.
 
        Often working until late in the evening, she sighed relieved as she welcomed the opportunity to retreat once again to her private haven; the basic but clean lined bedroom enclosed by placid cream colored walls and adorned only by the presence of some wood framed portraits of yellow roses in full bloom—and by a grainy photograph of her and her husband on the day of her wedding.
 
        It was this image that now captured her attention as she reclined once again in the warm cocoon of her rainbow patterned calico comforter; focusing on the handsome chiseled face of the muscular man portrayed in the portrait.
 
        No grainy black and white image could convey the masculine beauty of Blake’s carved face or the effervescence of his smile; and it couldn’t even begin to capture the sweet azure hue of his vibrant eyes, which crinkled with sweet affection whenever they looked at her.
 
        “Blast it, Blake, why did you leave me?” she asked aloud, her voice cracking as she seized the soft borders of her beloved calico quilt. “Why did this have to happen?”
 
        She tried at this point to force her eyes shut and relax; welcoming the sleep that she knew would take her to the side of her beloved.
 
        Yet for this night, at least, sleep wouldn’t come; the worries and grief that seized her mind refused to release her, rendering her tense and fully awake in her bed.
 
        Finally she bolted upright, reaching for a discarded newspaper that lined the surface of her polished cherry wood bedside table.
 
        Desperate for a distraction, her work worn fingers combed through the pages of The Dallas Bugle, a periodical delivered daily to her ranch; a publication she read mainly to keep apprised of grain futures and other facts and figures that affected and influenced her daily business.
 
        On this night, however, she had had enough of business; and, furthermore, of her life in general. On this eve she yearned for nothing more than a distraction; a way to escape from the complete and utter tragedy that had become her life.
 
        Finding herself for some unknown reason in the classified ad section of the newspaper, her teary gaze fell between the borders of a bold lettered announcement printed at the center of the page.
 
        “Handsome cowboy seeks his rose,” read the headline, which drew a loud, sharp snort from the throat of its current beholder.
 
        “Sheesh, what a cornball,” Elena scoffed aloud, arching her eyebrows as she read further and forward.
 
        “After riding the range for five years and striking it lucky with some Texas tea, this Lone star boy recently settled on his own ranch to the west of Dallas,” the ad continued. “Now I am seeking a queen for my palace; a strong and loving woman to share my newfound wealth, and to help me build my new empire further still. If interested, please reply to the address posted at the bottom of this ad.  Thank ya kindly, Justin Whitaker.”
 
        Tossing the newspaper aside, Elena broke out into gales of laughter as she considered the words she’d just perused—or had she actually read them, or just imagined them?
 
        “Did this—ahem—gentleman actually use the words ‘striking it lucky,’ ‘Texas tea,’ ‘lone star boy,’ and ‘queen for my palace?’” she queried, adding as she rolled her eyes heavenward, “Oh, and lest we forget, empire. This must be some sort of a joke.”
 
        Even so, Elena had to admit that the ad she’d just read more than intrigued her; prompting her to reread its copy again and again as she considered the man behind them.
 
        “Now let it be known that I have no earthly desire to become a mail order bride,” she asserted with a sniff, straightening her slender back and lifting her regal chin up high. “I have no earthly desire, furthermore, to be anyone’s bride. The love of my life has come and gone, and Blake is simply irreplaceable. It’s just that I have to wonder at the true character of this man behind this advertisement; if, indeed, the ad in question is something more than a preposterous joke.”
 
        Either way, Elena reasoned, in some odd way it might benefit her to answer this ad. If indeed it was a hoax, then she still would be able to escape the ranch for a day and take off across the plains in her rickety covered wagon—making a trip that was sure to lead to some sort of an adventure. 
 
        Or, at the very least, she truly hoped so.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Rising at dawn the next morning, Elena forsook her drab selection of plaid and gray work dresses in favor of a day dress that—while not elegant or particularly eye catching—always had served her well as a social dress; the kind of frock that she would wear for dinners out with Blake, or on their rare outings to meet with family and friends.
 
        A pure foot length dress of ivory cotton that flattered her slender form, the frock was a prim buttoned down effort with a rounded neckline, a long flowing skirt, puffy sleeves, and prim pearl buttons down the front and on the lace lined cuffs.
 
        After endless days of working alone and unadorned out in the fields, Elena relished the process of feminizing and prettying herself for the purpose of the trip; washing her long wheat blonde hair in a basin of rainwater before brushing out its luxurious strands and topping her head with a sharp azure blue bonnet.
 
        Donning at last a shiny, delicate pearl necklace that ranked among her few ornamental adornments, she headed out to hitch her sleek ivory palomino to the front of her covered wagon; hopping on the driver’s seat and surging forthright through the open front gates of Belena Ranch.
 
        She smiled as she noted that her journey would be blessed by the beacon of the glowing sun; its luminous rays lending a radiant cast to the emerald leaved trees and golden fields that passed her in an ebullient kaleidoscope by the side of the road.
 
        Finally she brought her carriage to a lurching stop before a pair of golden front gates that seemed far too elegant to front a common ranch. 
 
        And once she took a peek beyond these gates to the vast expanse of land that lie beyond, she realized in an instant that this was no regular ranch.
 
        First she beheld a sun soaked field just brimming with golden roses; lush petaled, dew glistened florals that seemed a natural extension of the clear diamond blue sky above them.
 
        Off in the distance she saw what she immediately identified as a small field of oil rigs; one tended by a small but serious looking team of ranch hands that also toiled in the fields surrounding.
 
        Serving as a stellar centerpiece for this obviously prosperous parcel of land was a ranch house that looked more like a fairy tale manse; a peerless three story ivory stone home that boasted stained glass windows, sprawling balconies and pillared front porches, as well as a pair of brass handled cherry wood front doors that now opened to reveal one that she assumed had to be the host of the house.
 
        Tall and muscular, the man before her wore a slick white cotton shirt with a metallic bolo tie and tight blue jeans; along with a sleek polished pair of black leather cowboy boots and a tall ivory hat.
 
        As he took leave of his front porch and became one with the golden fields that he himself had grown, she noted that the seeming lord of the manor also boasted a chiseled face that came complete with sculpted cheekbones, sky blue eyes, and full moist lips that parted to reveal a gleaming white smile.
 
        The luxurious strands of the man’s silky jet black hair blew behind him in the light winds of a temperate Texas morning; seeming to propel his strong form as he made fast but smooth tracks across the ranch.
 
        Soon she stood face to face with her breathtaking host; mustering a tentative smile as all coherent thought managed to flee her psyche.
 
   “Good mornin’ Ma’am!” the gentleman greeted her, tipping his hat to her in a gentlemanly fashion as he asked with arched eyebrows, “How may I help you?”
 
        Elena stared at him in silence for a full moment, all preconceived notion of discovering the truth behind that preposterous ad abandoning her mind as she struggled to speak.
 
        “Nice face you got there!” she sputtered out finally, snapping her pearl pink lips shut as she realized what utterly preposterous words had just passed them. “I mean, that is, nice place you got there! A more beautiful ranch I’ve seldom seen in these parts, I really must say.”
 
        The man nodded.
 
        “Why thank ya, Ma’am,” he allowed with a nod, at the same time narrowing his gem blue eyes as he seemed keen to question her intentions in making this visit—if not, for that matter, her very sanity. “Is there something I can help you with this mornin’?”
 
        Elena shrugged, shifting awkward in the cushions of her driver’s seat as she considered this question.
 
        “At this point,” she managed, adding with a defined nod, “I am sure of nothing.”
 
        “Oh, I see,” The man nodded in kind return, making a chivalrous effort to appear as if he had the remotest idea as to what this lovely lunatic was talking about, “Well let me just take a random shot here.” He paused here, adding as he inclined his head sharp in her direction, “Would you happen to be calling in answer to the mail order bride ad that was placed on my behalf, yesterday in the Dallas Bugle?”
 
        Elena’s eyes flew wide, and she let loose with an audible sigh of relief in response to these words.
 
        “So you were in fact not the one who wrote that preposterous ad?” she blurted out, adding as she clapped her hands together before her, “Hallelujah! So you are not a complete and total egotistical cretin—and you’re handsome and rich to boot!”
 
        An uneasy silence fell between them; one finally broken when Elena slapped a restraining hand—albeit all too late—across the surface of her rebellious mouth.
 
        “Oh my,” she released on a sigh, “I just said that out loud, did I not?” she paused here, adding as she arched some curious eyebrows, “Would it help my case if I told you that it’s been a really, really long time since I got out of the house?”
 
        Without awaiting an answer, Elena took her reins firmly in hand and averted her gaze to the road before her.
 
        “I am so sorry that I wasted your time here, Sir,” she told him, still not daring to meet his eyes as she leaned forward in her seat. “I shall be going now, before I venture to embarrass myself further.”
 
        She froze in her seat seconds later, as the air above her resounded with the sound of a resounding, robust laugh; one that broke the tension that suffused the atmosphere as she joined free in its ethereal chorus.
 
        Soon she and her host shared a good laugh as the illusive golden gates flew open before her.
 
        “Miss, I must say it,” her host spoke up finally, waving her forward onto his ranch, “It has been quite a while since a lady made me laugh. I have got to get to know you, Miss.” He paused here, adding with a charming smile, “First, though, please allow me to introduce myself. I’m Justin Whitaker, the owner and keeper of the Yellow Rose ranch.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Soon Elena found herself standing knee deep in a lustrous growth of her beloved yellow roses; their fragrance filling her senses as she admired their lush golden glow.
 
        “Like what you see, Lady?”
 
        She jumped then as her placid meditation was disrupted by the sound of a deep sonorous voice; one that drew her attention to its handsome bearer as she graced him with a dreamy smile.
 
        “Well as a rose grower myself—one who has won more than her fair share of blue, red and on an off day white ribbons at both garden shows and state and county fair competitions, thank you very much—I must say that those are among the most beautiful blossoms I ever have seen.” She paused here, adding as she inclined her head sharp in his direction, “So you must tell me. What is your secret?”
 
        Her host shook his head.
 
        “Well now with all due respect Ma’am, I can’t properly answer that question without giving away my trade secrets,” he revealed, accenting his words by raising a confidential finger to his full, moist lips—and, she couldn’t help but notice, in a most appealing manner. “In order to discover that secret, in fact, you’ll simply have to agree to become the lady of the ranch.”
 
        Elena blinked.
 
        “Pardon?” she asked, adding as she shook her head from side to side, “I tell ya, the scent risin’ up from these prized roses is a little TOO intoxicating. I thought for sure that you just asked me to marry you.”
 
        Justin chuckled.
 
        “Well you did come here for the express purpose of answering my mail order bride ad,” he reminded her, adding with eyebrows arched in a show of keen curiosity, “Did you not, Elena?”
 
        Elena almost trembled as his deep, smooth voice massaged her name to near poetic effect.
 
        “Yes, I did—but not for the reasons you think,” she admitted with a sigh, adding as she looked him straight in the eyes, “You seem like a kindly gentleman, Justin, so I’ll spare you all of the pretty little lies that you might hear from another lady—one just eager to get her hands on your coins. I mean only to tell you the truth.”
 
        Justin nodded.
 
        “Fair enough,” he allowed, adding as he inclined his head sharp in her direction, “So what is your truth, Miss? Why exactly did you come to me today?”
 
        Elena bit her lip.
 
        “Well the first thing you should know, Justin, is that I will love only one man for all of my days. My husband Blake and I had just begun a beautiful life together when he was taken away from me. And when he passed, he took my heart with him,” she revealed, adding as she folded her arms before her, “I can say with all confidence that I never shall love another man. And I shall never, ever be another man’s wife.”
 
        Justin thought a moment, then nodded.
 
   “Well Ma’am, I am so sorry to hear about your terrible loss,” he told her, tone low and reverent as he bowed his head before her. “And believe me when I say that I understand your pain, all too well.” He paused here, adding as he lifted his head and returned her direct gaze, “The question still remains, though. Why did you come to me today, if you had no earthly intention of being my mail order bride?”
 
        Elena thought for a long, silent moment, then let loose with a frustrated sigh.
 
        “Truth be told, I do not rightly know,” she admitted, adding as she shuffled her feet restless beneath her, “What I do know is that, since the passing of my husband, I have been living alone in a big lonesome ranch house, tending the ranch and the house in equal measure—by myself, and all hours of the day and night. I work, Justin. I work and I sleep, and it is only when I sleep that I find any degree of happiness or peace.”
 
        She took in her breath as an understanding Justin erased all distance between them; taking her hands in his as he stared deep into her eyes.
 
        “A young, vibrant woman such as yourself should not be closing herself away from the world,” he advised her, tone soft and sincere. “And you should not simply be dreaming of living a good life. You should be living it.”
 
        Elena sighed.
 
        “I don’t know, I guess so,” she allowed, adding with an uneasy shrug, “And when I saw your ad, I told myself that I had to meet the man who dared to be so,” she paused here, struggling for the right words to express her thoughts, “Bold, I suppose? Confident?”
 
        “Arrogant,” Justin corrected her, adding as he rolled his eyes heavenward, “Churlish. An out and out cad.”
 
        Elena laughed.
 
        “Well now I must admit that I was most relieved to discover that you did not in fact write that preposterous ad, as intriguing as it happened to be,” she admitted, adding as she pursed her pearl pink lips to curious effect, “Now I must ask, though; who did compose the ad, after all? And were you the one who placed the ad in the newspaper?”
 
        Justin shook his head.
 
        “Truth be told, Miss, it seems that you and I have altogether too much in common,” he admitted. “Like you, I too once had a great love. A woman of my dreams who just seemed to appear in my life at just the right time—a bright, sweet, beautiful woman who stole my heart. And in return I took her hand—her hand in marriage, that is. We settled right here on this ranch and made what I thought would be a beautiful life together; and when she told me that we were going to have a baby, the joy that I felt came close to overwhelming me…”
 
        He broke off here, shaking his head from side to side as he shut his eyes tight.
 
        An uneasy silence descended between them as he stood stock still in his place; a single telltale tear descending his carved cheek as he considered what seemed to be unthinkable.
 
        Squeezing his hand in hers, an empathetic Elena stepped forward to wipe away the tear; all the while allowing a few of her own to fall free down the length of her fair skinned face.
 
        “Justin,” she said his name on the wings of a whisper, adding with a visible wince, “Your wife. Did she pass in childbirth?”
 
        Justin nodded, and his eyes flew open as he pinned her with a wide eyed look that bespoke his keen, unspeakable agony.
 
        “It was all my fault, Elena,” he insisted, voice trembling beneath the weight of his guilt and shame, “If it wasn’t for me, then she would not have been placed in that delicate condition. I was just a poison in the life of the woman I loved more than anything else in the world.”
 
        Elena shook her head.
 
        “Please don’t think that, Justin,” she plead with him, adding as she made a broad gesture between them, “When my husband contracted the sickness that ultimately killed him, he and I were working side by side in the fields. That is what married couples do. Your wife’s pregnancy was also the result of something that married couples do—and providing that you did not force yourself on her or otherwise abuse her, then she was a willing participant; chances are that she wanted the baby just as much as you did. And, tragically, sometimes babies pass—and so do their mamas.”
 
        For the first time since the inception of his confession—and, or so she suspected, for the first time in a long time, Justin exhaled—sweeping her up in two strong arms and pulling her closer to him.
 
       “You know, Elena, my chief ranch hand here told me the same thing—and it was him, in fact, who wrote and placed that ridiculous ad,” he revealed, adding as he buried his head in the fresh blonde mass of her long, luxurious hair, “As many times as I insisted to him that I never could love again, he told me the exact same words that I just told you. He insisted that I was too young and vital to live in the past. He said that livin’ in the past just isn’t really livin’.”
 
        Elena nodded.
 
        “You will always love and remember your wife—just as I will always adore my husband, and recall with fondness the magical life that we shared together,” she assured him, adding as she wrapped her arms tight around his muscled shoulders, “Yet now they’re gone. So what do we do?”
 
        “I have an idea.”
 
        Elena gasped outright as an ardent Justin pulled back to seize her lips in a hot, passionate kiss; his full, moist lips stroking and massaging hers as she sighed with contentment.
 
        Angling his head over hers to intensify the kiss, Justin plied her lips with the greatest affection as his strong sturdy hands ran down the length of her back.
 
        Leaning full and hard into his kiss, Elena gasped against his lips as their tongues entangled between them; their chests pressed together as he pulled her closer still.
 
        Sinking deep in his arms, Elena felt her senses awakened and revitalized by this dream of an intimate kiss; one that made her heart and pulse pound in a single accord as she came to terms with a certain truth.
 
        Never had she been loved like this before; and never, ever had she known such grand passion.
 
        “Not even from my husband.”
 
        The thought, although vague, still penetrated her psyche with the ferocity of a bullet; driving her out of Justin’s arms as she made fast distance between them.
 
        “This is not right. We are not married,” she reminded him, holding a firm finger up before him as she remembered the timeless teachings of her mother and church—and, of course, her husband with his gentle smile and loving ways. “And I feel as though I am betraying my husband—and you, your wife.”
 
        Although he stood a respectful distance from her in the meadow, Justin shook his head from side to side in response to this assertion.
 
        “Of course I never would want to do anything to hurt and offend such a fine lady,” he insisted, tone soft and conciliatory. “Yet you yourself just said it, Miss; our spouses have left this earth, while the both of us remain.” He paused here, adding with a near desperate shrug, “Are we to spend the remainder of our lives in mourning for our loved ones? I guess I could accept that idea if I was 80—but I’m only 25, Miss. And I reckon that you’re about the same age. Do you not believe that our loved ones would want us to be happy?”
 
        Elena thought a moment, then shook her head.
 
        “At this point, Justin, I frankly don’t know what to do—or, for that matter, what is right,” she admitted, adding as she turned for the gate, “I do believe that I made a big mistake by coming here, Justin. I’ve done little more than make a spectacle of myself and wasted both of our time.” She paused here, adding as she shut her eyes tight in a show of keen abashment, “I have a ranch to run, and so do you. So what do you say we cease this juvenile nonsense and both get back to work?”
 
        “Elena, please.”
 
        The frowning woman stopped in her tracks as she heard her own name—expressed in a voice that seemed laced with no small degree of sadness, along with just a hint of out and out pleading.
 
        Still she refrained from turning around and making eye contact with the man who called her back to him. Indeed, she was too afraid that—if she beheld his beauty, his strength, his vulnerability one more time—she’d never be able to leave him.
 
        “What, Justin?” she asked over her shoulder, all the while keeping her gaze trained on the gates that would take her far away from this place—and far away from the temptation it represented in the deepest confines of her heart and mind.
 
        Her host sighed.
 
        “I cannot tell you, Ma’am, just how regretful I am that I have offended you,” he told her, tone dripping with the sounds of genuine sorrow. “Please accept my deepest apologies, and also consider this offer made in earnest.” He paused here, adding in a more businesslike tone, “Look, before my ranch hand went and placed that knuckle headed ad, I myself was not so sure that I needed a mail order bride. What I do need for certain, however, is some more help around this place. So what do you say we strike a deal? You can stay on here for a few days and help me tend these flowers; judging by the success of your own rose ranch, you certainly do seem to have a way with them. Then we can hightail it to your place, and I can help you tend your fields, do any repairs you need—just lend you a little manpower, not that you need it. We can split both of our profits both ways and keep our relationship strictly business.”
 
        Elena pursed her lips.
 
        “Strictly business?” she confirmed, adding as she turned finally to face him, “I do indeed need some help around the ranch. I mean, I did ask my neighbors to watch over my crops and feed my animals while I embarked on this little madcap adventure of mine. Yet I cannot expect them to neglect their own lands in favor of mine; and even if I did return to my ranch, I no doubt would have to eventually admit that I do indeed need help around the place.” She paused here, adding with a firm finger raised for emphasis. “Now I never was a lady of leisure, mind you. Nor was I ever simply a farm wife who stayed in the kitchen while my husband worked the fields. I worked right alongside Blake in the gardens and the fields, every day of our lives together.”
 
        Justin nodded.
 
        “And I am sure that you did a cracker jack job,” he assured her, adding with a slight shrug, “You have to admit, though, that it would be mighty difficult for one farmer—be they male or female—to tend a ranch all by their lonesome.”
 
        Elena nodded.
 
        “You speak the truth—and my back ain’t arguin’. Not one bit,” she admitted, wincing in spite of herself as she contemplated the hours of hard labor she’d invested in her farm since the death of her husband and business partner. “And I don’t exactly have the coins to hire a ranch hand—not right now, anyway.”
 
        Justin smiled.
 
        “Then stay here with me a while,” he invited her, adding as he made a broad gesture across the vast expanse of the golden fields around them, “We can work the day away in the flower beds then go home to my ranch house—where beautifully kept lodgings and delicious home cooked meals always will await us, thanks to my house staff.” He paused here, adding as he raised his strong sturdy hands before him in what seemed a defensive stance, “And every evenin’ after supper, you can feel free to retire all by your lonesome, and to the privacy of your guest room.”
 
        Elena considered his words for a moment, then nodded.
 
        “And whenever we make the hop, skip and the jump back to my place, you can stay in my best quarters—though in comparison to this mansion you have here, my ‘guest quarters’ probably will bear a closer resemblance to a dag gum horse stall in serious need of mucking,” she scoffed, adding as she cast a stray glance at the lavish ivory ranch house that lie just beyond the fields, “That is, if I ever choose to go back. At all. And at any ol’ time.”
 
        She jumped then as her beaming host met these words with a loud resounding whoop; emphasizing his robust cry of “Yipee ki yi yeah!” with the high and hard toss of his ivory hued cowboy hat.
 
        “That, my lovely Miss, is exactly what I wanted to hear,” he announced, catching the hat and tossing it in an arty swirl atop his bronzed head.
 
        “Yes, I guessed as much,” Elena marveled, adding as she raised a firm finger for emphasis, “Only make no mistake, Justin. I’m far more than a purty face. As you are about to find out, I work very hard day in and day out—and I have every aim to turn your ranch here right square on its ear.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Proving her words throughout the next few days, Elena joined her host in the fields and the rose garden; planting, tending and sewing the hours away as her companion praised and encouraged her every effort.
 
        He was so impressed by her labors, in fact, that each evening he saw fit to treat her to a proper country dinner in the even more proper dining room of his lavish and exquisitely appointed ranch house.
 
        An impressed Elena gaped outright the moment she first stepped in to this exquisite dining area, which came complete with a long lace covered central table, matching curtains lining its broad bay windows, a corner ivory corniced cabinet filled to the rim with rose print china, and an overhanging candle lined chandelier engraved with images of additional florals, painted in a striking shade of pure scarlet red.
 
        “Well I gotta say it, Mr. Justin,” she commented, easing herself into the soft lavender cushion that lined the chair he pulled out for her, and at the head of his candlelit table. “For a strong and manly cowherd such as yerself, you do seem to be mighty partial to roses.”
 
        Claiming a seat beside her at the table, Justin shook his head from side to side as he explained, “Actually Ma’am, it was my mother and wife who favored flowers. I learned to grow roses at my mother’s sidein her garden, and also helped her to sell her best buds at the market. We turned a pretty profit, that’s for sure—and also attracted the attention of a lovely young filly who visited our booth on a regular basis.” He paused here, smiling at the memory, “Deidre and I would stand around for hours at our booth, buyin’ rose after rose while she and I talked about everything under the sun. Then finally I took the hint, bought her some roses myself and eventually mustered up the courage to ask her to supper.”
 
        Elena nodded.
 
        “Was Deidre your wife?” she asked, tone low and gentle.
 
        Justin nodded.
 
        “Hence began our life together,” he revealed, adding as he stared out his wide bay window with a wistful, starry eyed gaze, “It only seemed natural for two smitten kids to grow roses on their ranch; and we often talked of passing on our land—and our prized crop—to the child that we waited for with such great hope and excitement.” He paused here, adding with a slight chuckle, “If the new child happened to be a girl, in fact, we planned to call her Rose.”
 
        Elena smirked.
 
        “And what if the child had been a boy?” she queried, adding with eyebrows arched, “Would you have named him Bud?”
 
        Justin guffawed.
 
        “Well now we never did think of that one,” he chortled, adding as he took her hand in his, “You know what, lady? This is the first time that I’ve been able to talk and laugh when I talk about my Deidre,” he paused here, raising her hand to his full moist lips for a gentlemanly kiss, “As a matter of fact, this is probably the first time I have laughed at all since…well, you know. You, Elena, are something of an elixir.”
 
        Elena nodded, pursing her pearl pink lips as she considered these all too relatable words.
 
        “I myself thought my days of fun and laughter were done and gone when I lost my Blake,” she revealed, adding with a slight smile, “Yet this day that we’ve shared has been so much fun, I can’t begin to tell you.”
 
        Justin made no verbal reply to these words, instead making a broad gesture in the direction of the impressive spread that lay before them on the table; a grand Southern feast that consisted of country fried steak, buttered mashed potatoes, fresh vegetables and hash brown casserole—along with a hearty sampling of Texas brewed tea and some delicious hot buttered biscuits.
 
        “Our evening aims to be even more fun,” he assured her, adding as he graced her with a playful nudge, “So let us eat, drink and forget about our troubles—at least for one evenin’.”
 
        Following her host’s directive with particular glee, Elena dove right in to her homemade feast as she and Justin traded jokes and stories of their lives on the open range. 
 
        Having been confined to a limited budget back at her own ranch, one that restricted her and her husband to very simple and rudimentary meals containing basic ingredients they had grown on the farm, she took endless joy in devouring the meal before her; also in the fact that, unlike many gents she’d come across, Justin encouraged her to eat as much as she liked and enjoy the experience—as opposed to expressing his keen concern that her actions were unladylike, or that she just might bust a corset or (horror of all horrors) gain a half inch around her slender waist if she dared overeat.
 
        “Even my dear Blake would cast a somber look in my direction every time I ate a bite too much—not that such overindulgence was ever possible, given our budget and the diet it ensured us,” she mused, adding aloud and with a warm smile to her host, “You know what, Justin? You’re all right.”
 
        She thought he was really all right a couple of hours later, when he showed her to her guest room at the ranch house; a room that he explained once served as a feminine retreat for his wife and—when they were visiting—his mother and sisters.
 
        After gracing her with a chaste but very warm kiss on the cheek, one she nonetheless felt right through to her soul, Justin bid her good night and wished her sweet dreams; sending her into just the sort of ethereal paradise that could serve to inspire and oversee these very dreams.
 
        Bordered by walls covered in a paper of shiny scarlet brocade, the room came complete with polished ivory bureaus and wardrobes that shone in their brass trim; as well as a corner pair of crystalline paned French doors adorned with thick, lush floral jacquard curtains.
 
        Serving as the centerpiece of this luxurious, very feminine room was a bed that seemed a place of dreams; doused as it was in a lace trimmed rose print comforter and overseen by a sheer lace canopy.
 
        Changing quickly into the plain gingham nightgown that she’d brought along for the trip, a happy but exhausted Elena collapsed between soft cotton sheets and blew out the blazing white vanilla candle that burned at the center of her bedside table.
 
        Shutting her eyes tight, Elena drifted off to sleep almost immediately; expecting once again to meet her dear departed husband in the realm of their own personal dreamscape.
 
        She jumped in her bed moments later, as the man who approached her in this ethereal plain—one filled on all sides with light fluffy clouds and overseen by an illuminating beacon of pure golden light—seemed all too familiar in appearance; not to mention downright handsome.
 
        He was not, however, the man she married.
 
        “Justin?” she called out to him, squinting to make out the tall muscled figure who emerged like a faraway dream from the clouds before her. “Is that you?”
 
   Nodding in silence as he seared her with one of his devastating white toothed smiles, her ethereal host—clad only in a long ivory white toga that likened him much to an angel in repose—advanced toward her with slow, smooth strides; holding his arms open to her as he invited, “Come to me, my darling.”
 
        Soon the couple linked arms between them and launched their bodies into a heavenly reel; their joined beings moving closer and closer together as they stared deep into one another’s eyes.
 
        Justin and Elena spoke no words as they danced this slow, intimate waltz; and indeed needed no music as they swirled and swayed across a celestial skyscape. All they needed was the cadence of their slow, even breathing, and the joined pounding of their own besotted hearts.
 
        Staring deep into his azure blue eyes as she pulled her dance partner closer than close, Elena sank happily into his arms as he swept her up two strong arms; bending her body backward in a thrilling dip as his whisper soft lips touched hers once again.
 
        “Be mine,” he whispered soft against her lips. “Be mine, Elena. Now and forever.”
 
        With these words their bodies rose together in what seemed a binding embrace; twirling and swirling in a radiant constant until—slowly but surely—two became one.
 
        Suddenly a sweaty Elena bolted upright in bed; raising her calico covered arm to wipe a line of telltale sweat from the surface of her feathered brow.
 
        “Criminy,” she gasped out loud, adding as she blew out a long gust of hot, frustrated breath, “What is that man doing to me?”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The next morning Elena rose at the crack of dawn; slipping into the fabrics of a simple work dress of red and green plaid calico; one whose modest appearance she hoped would not betray the tender yearning that now burned within her.
 
   Soon she ventured out into the fields to work once again by the side of her ever attentive, endlessly talkative companion.
 
        Keeping her head bowed low above a fragrant crop of roses that caught the tint of the sun overhead in its long, lush petals, she avoided both the words and the gaze of the man beside her; one who seemed to have not quite mastered the concept of working in silence.
 
        “So tell me, Miss Elena,” he inquired at one point, his blue eyes searing her with a quizzical stare. “What first spurned your intense interest in growing yellow roses?”
 
        Elena shrugged.
 
        “Well my ma and I did grow these flowers in our garden back home. And she still grows them in a garden that she keeps at a corner of the ranch she runs with my pa,” she revealed, adding as she kept her gaze trained on the robust blossoms before her, “And back when he was courtin’ me, my dear husband Blake brought me fresh bouquets of bright yellow roses with baby’s breath, picked from his own family garden and tied always with a shiny red ribbon. When he proposed to me, he presented me with a single yellow rose as a token of his—of our—love.”
 
        With these words she conjured in her mind a lush mental portrait of her flower bed back home; forcing herself also to conjure a vision of the man with whom she planted and tended these ebullient florals.
 
        “We chose yellow roses as our principle crop, not only because of its potential value to our growing ranch,” she insisted, “but because of its incredible value to us a couple. These flowers really served to symbolize our love.”
 
        With these words she dropped her sharp metallic garden shears to the floor of the flower bed beneath them; covering her face with her hands as she let loose with a telltale sob.
 
        Immediately putting aside his own shiny work tools and taking her gentle into an all-encompassingembrace, a cooing Justin held her closer than close as he ran a soothing hand through her long blonde hair.
 
        “I know how hard it is to let go, baby,” he whispered, adding as he cradled her soft in his arms, “You think that you’ve escaped the pain, and gotten past the loss—and then it all comes back. All of the memories—all of the misery—come flowing back to haunt you.”
 
        Even as she rested her head on his massive muscled shoulder, Elena shook her head back and forth in response to her words.
 
        “It’s not just that, Justin,” she insisted, her voice cracking audibly as she continued, “Last night, as I slept in the bed that you supplied me, I did not dream about my dear departed husband—as I have every solitary night since he left me. Those nights that I could sleep, that is.”
 
        Justin arched his eyebrows.
 
        “So what exactly did you dream about?” he queried, adding in a softer tone, “Or should I say, who?”
 
        He cringed in spite of myself as the woman in his arms broke sharply and suddenly away from him; retreating to a far corner of the rose bed as she shook her head.
 
   “I dreamt of you,” she confessed, voice soft and halting as she continued, “Oh, we did nothing sinful mind you. I at the very least did not abandon the morals and values that my ma raised me to embrace. Yet I did dance with you—and not like two casual friends would engage in a reel at a barn dance, just for laughs and frolic.” She paused here, trembling outright at the memory of her dream. “We—really danced.”
 
        She said these last words on an anguished groan that ripped at her very heart.
 
        And his, apparently.
 
        “Oh Elena,” he released on a whisper, moving forward to place a soft gentle hand on the surface of her trembling shoulder. “Please do not take any shame in the dream that we both shared. I thought and dreamt of nothing but you, from the moment that we parted last night to the instant that we came together this morn. And I could tell by the way that you avoided my eyes this morning, by that sweet adorable blush that colors your lovely cheek, you were thinking of me as well. Dreaming of me, even, just as I dreamed of you.”
 
        “Stop it!” Elena interrupted him, once again breaking their grasp as she raised a firm hand between them. “We were supposed to keep all this nice and professional, remember? I cannot and will not welcome one more complication into my life.” She paused here, kicking the dirt beneath her as she declared with one delicate fist raised high into the air, “I tell you, I will not!”
 
        Showing no surprise and anger in the face of all her drama, Justin instead heaved a weary sigh as he raised a tentative hand to stroke his own forehead; seeming eager to jog and stimulate the thought processes that would help them resolve this complex dilemma.
 
        “Of course I never would force myself on you, or pressure you to do anything you didn’t want to do,” he insisted, raising his hands before him in what seemed a defensive stance. “All the same I must ask you, how long are we going to keep up this charade? When, Elena, will you finally acknowledge the strong, undeniable affection that we have for each other? When will you finally answer the ad that drew you to my home in the first place?”
 
        With these words he walked the length of the garden in brisk, determined strides; stepping in front of his frowning guest as he commanded her attention.
 
        “Elena?” he asked her, taking her hand in his, “Will you be my bride?”
 
        Elena looked at him for a long moment, a slow, loving smile spreading across her face as she considered this fateful question.
 
        Squeezing his fingers tight between hers, his lady friend stared deep into his eyes as her smile spread to shine downright radiant; nodding in seeming agreement with his impulsive but heartfelt proposal.
 
   Then she parted her pearl pink lips and answered, “No, Justin. Absolutely not.”
 
        Stepping back with a sharp defined snort, Justin broke their grasp as his hands instead clasped both sides of his addled head.
 
        “Now I finally understand, my dear, just why you came to my ranch on that ever fateful day,” he deadpanned, adding as he crossed his eyes to near desperate effect, “You came to kill me, didn’t you? To drive me mad with the love that you mean to deny me, and then—when I finally just keel over from the misery of it all—you aim to take possession of my ranch and all of the oil, roses and valuable crops that come with it.” He paused here, adding as he waved a scolding finger straight in her direction, “I am well and onto you, Miss.”
 
        Elena looked at him for another long moment, her wide eyed gaze this time indicating that she questioned his very sanity.
 
        Then she started laughing. Hard.
 
        “I swear it, Justin,” she chortled outright, doubling over as her sides continued to shake with a sharp torrent of released mirth that threatened to overwhelm her. “I never have laughed so hard in all my life, as I do when I’m with you.” She paused here, adding as she graced him with an affectionate smile, “And that is only one of the reasons that I love to spend time with you—and, for that matter, that I would love to spend far more time with you.”
 
        Justin nodded.
 
        “OK then,” he assented, adding as his blue eyes now narrowed in a show of complete and total confusion, “So then you do plan to accept my marriage proposal?”
 
        After pausing for a moment of keen contemplation, one in which she stroked her delicate chin to adorable effect, Elena shook her head fast and brisk in response to this query.
 
        “Nope,” she replied, “Not at this time.”
 
        She grinned in spite of herself as her frustrated host pawed the ground like an angry bull; bowing his head in a show of confused frustration as he plead outright, “Would you stop that—please? You’re driving me mad, Girl!”
 
        Elena chuckled.
 
        “Well as is usual with many members of the male population, Justin, you are not listening to the lady before you,” she chided him, adding in a softer, more serious tone, “I said that I cannotaccept your marriage proposal at this time. And here’s the reason: I have no earthly desire to be a mail order bride, Justin; or, for that matter, a bride of convenience. I do not want to marry you because I need a man to support me. And I do not want you to marry me just because you feel sorry for me, or perhaps because you need a little help around the ranch. Most of all, I do not want to be some pretty little prize that you order up and show off, like a lovely little filly or a lamb you show at the fair.”
 
        Justin nodded, visibly relaxing as he heard and processed this perfectly logical explanation.
 
        “Well I suppose that makes sense,” he allowed, adding as he made a broad gesture between them, “So how can I convince you that I really and truly want to be with you, Elena? How can I convince you that I want you as my wife and companion? Not as a ranch hand, as an ornament, or as a mail order favor—but as the amazing, wonderful, beautiful woman that you are?”
 
        Elena smiled.
 
        “Well let me tell ya something, Cowboy,” she informed him, adding as she aimed an affirming finger straight in his direction, “Describing me in such glowing terms does quite a bit to set you on the right track to winning my heart. As far as what else you can do?” she paused here, adding as she stroked her chin in a show of mock contemplation, “Well how’s this for a wild idea? Court me!”
 
        Justin grinned.
 
        “Well that, Miss, I would be more than pleased to do. Honored, as a matter of fact,” he told her, adding as he pinned her with a pensive look, “Now you said earlier that, last night, you and I danced our way through your dreams. Well why don’t we make your dream come true? Why don’t I take you to the barn dance being hosted this Friday, at Old McDougall’s Farm?”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Accepting his invitation, if not his proposal (not yet, anyway), Elena delighted the next day as her doting companion took her to a dressmaker; picking out a gown that she would wear to the much anticipated barn dance—refusing to let Justin see the gown before the night of the big event.
 
        On the night of the dance, Elena slipped with quiet delight into the fabrics of this lovely frock; a lush eye catching azure hued concoction of floral print cotton and lace boasting a fine tailored bodice, wide sleeves embossed with lace trim, and a flowing fully made skirt.
 
        Gathering her smooth, soft wheat blonde hair stop her head in a graceful upsweep, she affixed a shiny pearl choker around her neck and some dainty ivory slippers onto her feet; stepping forth into Justin’s sitting room to meet her date for the evening.
 
        And never had she seen anyone more handsome, dressed as he was in a sleek white cotton shirt accentuated by the presence of a sharp black bolo tie and matching wool pants.
 
        For once electing not to wear his signature ivory hat, Justin’s silky ebony hair fell full and free across the surface of his broad muscled shoulders; framing the smiling, handsome face that she’d come to adore.
 
        “Miss, I must say it,” he praised her, adding as he bowed his head reverent before her, “You are beyond beautiful.”
 
        Elena beamed.
 
        “Why thank you,” she told him, adding with a gracious curtsy, “And I must say it. So are you.”
 
        Soon the couple found themselves standing at the center of a massive red barn; yet for once they did venture into the barn to feed horses and livestock, bale hay, or conduct any of the other everyday duties that punctuated their days together.
 
        Now that night had fallen, all the two of them yearned to do was dance in one another’s arms.
 
        Sweeping her up in an all-consuming embrace, Justin swayed his lady across the surface of a curious hay strewn floor; the two linking their arms as they stared deep into one another’s eyes.
 
        “Miss, I am so pleased that you agreed to accompany me this evening,” he told her, adding as he gathered her to him, “You’ve added so much to my life—so much laughter, so much light. I just can’t get enough of our time together, and I hope to spend much more.”
 
        With these words he bent her body backward in a thrilling dip; their beings growing closer as she wrapped her arms tight around his muscled shoulders.
 
   “All I have to say, Justin, is that I don’t feel any of this is a coincidence. We came into one another’s lives at just the right time,” she whispered, adding as she drew him closer, “Before meeting you, I never thought that I would love anyone but Blake. And although I always will adore that man—he was my first love, after all—my heart belongs to you now. I can’t deny it.”
 
        Justin nodded.
 
        “So is it safe to say that you are now ready to take that next big step?” he asked, setting her once again on her feet as he pinned her with an inquiring gaze. “Are you well and prepared to become my wife?”
 
        Gracing him with an ethereal smile, Elena bit her lip as a becoming blush flooded her fair cheeks. Then she leaned forward and whispered in his ear, “No.”
 
        She grinned as Justin froze in his place, letting loose with a strangulated moan that seemed to indicate a man in extreme physical pain.
 
        “So my original theory was correct,” he noted, nodding in a show of mock affirmation. “You are trying to kill me. Or, at the very least, cost me my earthly sanity.”
 
        Elena chuckled.
 
        “As I said before, Justin, I wish to be courted,” she asserted, raising a firm finger for emphasis. “And while this dance is certainly a wonderful start, it is just that—a start.” She paused here, adding with a shrug, “The journey down the aisle is so swift—that is why the journey to the aisle must take longer. We both have to be sure, Justin.”
 
    
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   During the next few weeks, Justin went out of his way to make Elena sure; gifting her with lovely bouquets of ebullient, dew glistened golden roses, often intermingled with fresh sprigs of baby’s breath, and also gifted her with tokens of his affection; everything from heart shaped boxes of rich, sweet chocolates to glittery baubles that included shiny pearl bracelets and glowing diamond necklaces.
 
        Although she thanked them profusely for these lovely gifts, showing her gratitude with a rain of sweet kisses and many expressions of thanks, Elena still refused the proposals of marriage that accompanied their giving.
 
        Finally one evening he came forth with a bauble brighter and shinier than the rest; one that he presented to her on bended knee as he asked, “Dear Elena, would you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”
 
        Elena’s smile shone as bright as the diamond on her finger as she let loose with something of a heated sigh.
 
        “Thought you’d never ask!” she exclaimed, adding with a playful wink, “Properly, that is.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   *****
 
    
 
   “I swear it. Sometimes I think if I see one more golden rose…”
 
        Despite mustering this rather uncharitable thought, Elena nonetheless beamed bright at the admittedly dazzling vision ofan altar of golden roses; one that would mark the site of her wedding that day—a long awaited occasion that she approached with no small degree of trepidation.
 
        Of a certainty she was the picture of serenity in her chosen gown—a sleek cream colored satin effort with a neckline formed from cascading ruffles, bows and white lace lining the shoulders, and a body shaping lace up bodice topped with a quaint pearl pink ribbon.
 
        Her mind, by contrast, seemed a muddled conglomeration of doubt and uncertainty—intermingled with just a touch of genuine heartbreak.
 
        “I’ve already walked this aisle, to join with another man,” she reasoned, shaking her head from side to side. “Should I be making the trip twice? And to someone I met through a newspaper advertisement?”
 
        Just then she came to stand stock still before the altar; turning at once to face her groom.
 
   Justin himself proved something of a visionin all of his wedding finery—a stylish but masculine ensemble that included a brass buttoned black wool frock coat with a blue brocade vest and white cotton shirt underneath. A pair of sharp black wool trousers and a matching, diamond studded cravat completed the ensemble, which adorned and accentuated every muscle of his tall, hard planed body.
 
        Yet even the splendor of his form proved no match for the radiance of his azure eyes; sparkling blue gems that shone with love for the woman before him.
 
        The moment that the couple joined hands between them, Elena knew without a doubt that she had made the right choice; that, as much she always would love her dear departed Blake, that the man before her truly stood as the divine lover of her heart and soul.
 
        And as joyful and light as her heart had felt on the morn of her first wedding, the joy that suffused her being at this very moment made one thing perfectly clear: a second hand rose by any other name still smelled just as sweet.
 
    
 
   
  
 

A Bay for the Bride (by Mary Miller)
 
   Joyce sat up in bed, stretching her arms up toward the ceiling and letting out a long breath. It was supposed to be one of the most beautiful days of the year, and she was excited about it. She and her aunt had a picnic on Glade Hill planned for the afternoon. She couldn’t wait. She hadn’t been able to sit down with her aunt Grace and have a talk for several weeks.
 
   She slipped out of the bed and pushed her feet into her slippers. She pulled on her robe and stepped over to her desk to get her brush and tooth cloth. Her mother had told her when she was a child that if she brushed her hair every morning and night and rubbed her teeth with a small cloth, they would stay cleaner and look healthier. She had practiced those two traditions every day since she was ten years old when she and her family migrated from Ireland. 
 
   She pulled back her thick red hair after brushing it thoroughly with 100 strokes and tied it behind her head in a large bun. She pulled on her bonnet over it, then pulled it off and decided she was going without today. She didn’t have to wear a bonnet if she didn’t want to.
 
   She put on her clothes and left the room, leaving the house with fifteen minutes to walk to the sewing shop in town where she worked. It wasn’t far from her room in the boarding house. On the way out, she picked up a ham biscuit from the kitchen. Each morning, one of the other tenants fixed ham biscuits and left them warm for anyone who wanted one. She delighted in them since they were the only meat she got until dinnertime. 
 
   Today would be different. Her aunt was sure to have ham or turkey biscuits, with some corn and cabbage on the side and possibly a few other tasty delights. Her aunt, Grace, made the best sugar cookies she’d ever eaten. They were another thing she was looking forward to today.
 
   Joyce smiled as she walked down the side of the street. There didn’t appear to be many people on the road this morning. No horses, buggies, carriages, or wagons passed her on her way. She thought that was a bit strange but after a moment forgot about it.
 
   Her coworkers were already in the shop, sitting around in comfortable cushioned chairs with their sewing work on their laps and their sewing baskets set either at their feet or to the side.
 
   “Good morning, Joyce!” Several of them called out a greeting to her, and she smiled at them.
 
   “Good morning, ladies.”
 
   “Did you have a good sleep last night?” One of them, Ann-Margaret, asked curiously. Without waiting for an answer, she continued. “I didn’t. I heard a dog howling in the middle of the night, and it woke me up. I couldn’t get back to sleep! Can you imagine? Letting your dog howl all night long when other people are trying to sleep.”
 
   Joyce went to a shelf and took down her sewing basket. “Did you go out and say something about it to your neighbor?” She asked as she strolled back to her seat.
 
   “I wanted to, let me tell you that.” Ann-Margaret was shaking her head. “But I don’t like to wander about at night by myself. You don’t know who might be lurking in the shadows.”
 
   “Yes, because there are so many wild dog or Indian attacks here, right, Ann-Margaret?” One of her other coworkers winked at her. The rest of them laughed. Ann-Margaret gave her friend a smile.
 
   “It’s dangerous whether you like to believe it or not, Jane. I could have been attacked by a wild animal. You just never know!”
 
   “Or a mosquito could have bitten you!” Jane said, continuing to tease her. “How tragic! How awful!”
 
   They all laughed, and Ann-Margaret joined in. “Oh, it may be silly to you, Janie. But I just don’t like it. I could even trip or walk into a hole and break my ankle.”
 
   “Well then you would be useless as a horse with a broken leg, wouldn’t you?”
 
   “All right now.” They heard the sound of their boss, Jack Carrigan, come from the back room. He stepped out and smiled at them all. “You can’t get work done if you are sitting around teasing Ann-Margaret about her fears.”
 
   The women greeted their boss jovially.
 
   “Good morning, Jack.” Joyce nodded at him. “I’m not late today, am I?”
 
   He shook his head, moving into the room to survey the work his employees were doing. He was a large, round man with a pleasant demeanor and a quick hand to help anyone who needed it. Like his employees, the woman who worked for him were treated with a great deal of respect and encouragement. He paid them a decent salary and never tried to withhold any money from them. They did good work, and he liked to reward them for their efforts. “Not at all, Joyce. You just didn’t get here early!”
 
   He grinned at her and she returned his smile, sitting to begin her work. She enjoyed the job and had been saving her money for some time now to do some traveling. She wanted to get out of the small Virginia town that had become her home after coming over from Ireland to New York. Her mother had detested New York and moved them South as soon as she could.
 
   The morning went by quickly, as Joyce had hoped it would. She was pulling on a light shawl and heading out the door before she knew it.
 
   Glade Hill was on the other side of the street and down just a bit from the sewing shop. She stopped on the way and took an apple from a cart, flipping the vendor a coin as she went. He snatched it from the air and grinned at her.
 
   “Thank you, Joyce!” He called out, holding the coin up in the air. She nodded at him and took a big bite from the apple.
 
   When she reached Glade Hill, she pulled open a small white iron gate that surrounded the bottom of the hill and went through. A stone path would lead a winding way up the hill, and she set about going up it, looking to the left and right to see where her aunt had decided to sit. She soon spotted her and left the path to walk over the grass to the blanket Grace had spread out for them to sit on.
 
   “Good day, Joyce!” Grace stood up and approached, her arms spread out for a hug. They met, and Joyce hugged her mother tightly. 
 
   “Hello, Auntie!” She greeted her. 
 
   “How has your day been at the sewing shop?” They took the few steps back to the blanket and sat down. Joyce made herself comfortable and happily took a small bottle of Coca-Cola out of her aunt’s basket. 
 
   “It’s been fine. We’ve gotten a lot of work done. But I’ve been waiting for this picnic, auntie. I’m so glad to be able to see you and talk to you again. I’m glad you’ve come back from visiting.”
 
   Grace nodded. “I must do what I can for our Irish old-timers, Joyce. Visiting them seems to bring them great joy, so I keep doing it.”
 
   “Yes, I know, Grace. You have a very strong sense of loyalty.”
 
   Grace smiled wide. “It is an Irish thing. You possess that quality, too. You just have different things you are loyal to.”
 
   Joyce happily took a turkey and cheese roll from her aunt. “I do? Such as?”
 
   “You are very loyal to your job. When was the last day you didn’t go to work?”
 
   Joyce gave her a look. “If I don’t work, I don’t make any money. How will I save and get ahead then?”
 
   “You are loyal to yourself as well.” Grace chuckled. “You want what you want, and you’re going to get it, are you not?”
 
   “That is my plan. I must get out of this little town.”
 
   “You will miss me?”
 
   “I will.” She leaned forward and put her hand on her mother’s arm. “You are going to be the person I miss the most, auntie. You know that.”
 
   “Your brothers and sister have missed you in the last month or two. You should go visit them.”
 
   Joyce laughed. “Before I leave this place, I will visit them. Until then, they know where I am! And since they have their families now, I would only be intruding if I just went over there. Robert would think I am only there for a meal!”
 
   The women laughed softly.
 
   “I do have something I wanted to show you and discuss with you, Joyce. Something you might want to consider as you think about traveling and leaving here.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Yes.” Grace reached back into her basket and pulled out the newspaper from a larger town some distance from them. It was one of the towns she had visited where they had relatives. They had relatives all over town and all over the state of Virginia, who had migrated down from New York to escape the blistering cold of winter and the crunch as people from around the world flooded into the main streets there.
 
   Grace looked through the paper, snapping it open and folding it so that a particular page was displayed. “Look at what this says here.” She pointed to a small ad in the middle of the page.
 
   Joyce read through it. “Auntie, are you suggesting I travel to the West to become this man’s bride? Why would I want to do that?”
 
   “There are several good reasons why this would be for you, Joyce. First, I have been praying for a sign, something that will help relieve you from the burden of being in a place you don’t want to be in.”
 
   “Auntie, I’m perfectly content…”
 
   “Let me finish, my girl. Second, this man is wealthy. He will take good care of you, and you won’t have to work in a sewing shop for the next ten years, saving money to be able to go somewhere else where you will have to work again. And third, you have a chance to have a family of your own. I know you want that, do you not?”
 
   “I do. You know I would like to have a family soon. I’m almost 22, and I need to start my life. I know a lot of girls my age who have been married for several years. I don’t want to be a spinster.”
 
   Grace laughed and shook her head. “A beautiful woman like you does not have to worry about that, Joyce.”
 
   Joyce snorted. “How can you say that, Grace? I have not had any marriage proposals before. Not in my life!”
 
   Grace blew a quick breath through her lips as if to dismiss the words Joyce had just said. “The only reason you haven’t been receiving any is because you have three protective older brothers, and there are too many relatives here. You have almost a dozen cousins here, and that’s almost all of the population your age that aren’t already married.”
 
   Joyce nodded. “That is a good point, Grace.”
 
   “At least, consider this proposal. You can have so much more, so much freedom being married to an older, rich man.”
 
   “It doesn’t say he’s older.”
 
   “Do you expect him to have wealth at your age?”
 
   Joyce contemplated that thought. “I suppose not. But what if he’s very old?”
 
   “You won’t know unless you write to him and find out.” Grace tilted her head and gazed at her niece. “Will you consider it? Will I be sending you on a train heading West any time soon?”
 
   Joyce was quiet, thinking about the possibilities in the West. Things would be so very different. The climate, the population, even the way people talked and dressed. It would be quite a change. A completely different and new life.
 
   “I will.” She nodded and her aunt grabbed her in a tight hug. 
 
   “I’m so pleased! I will come over after you are home from work and help you write back to him if you like.”
 
   Joyce smiled. Another chance to see her mother so soon was always welcome. She wasn’t going to be seeing her at all in her future. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The train ride was long and boring for Joyce. She readily remembered the trains she had been on as a youth as they traveled through America going South. She knitted for an hour or so but was frustrated with it quickly. It reminded her of the sewing she had done for so long and didn’t want to do much of anymore. She had enough scarfs and shawls. Everything she’d owned fit into three large luggage trunks.
 
   Either way, she didn’t want to finish knitting. She was feeling nervous and anxious. She had received several letters from Tom Huffman, the wealthy man who was interested in calling for a bride. He sounded intelligent and kind. He explained that his money came from his ancestry, that he was originally from London and had bought a lot of land in Colorado. It was near a Cheyenne Indian reservation.
 
   He hadn’t said very much about himself. He had said that he was a widower but hadn’t gone into too much detail about that. Joyce wondered why. When he’d written, he’d given her a vague sketch of himself and his life in Colorado.
 
   It left her wondering what kind of life she was going to have. Was she going to be cleaning a big house and treated like another housekeeper? Would she fall in love immediately and him with her and live happily ever after?
 
   She shook her head. The future was an incomplete picture. It left her feeling shaky and regretful. Change was needed; she decided firmly. She wasn’t going to give in to negative thoughts. She’d prayed for change, been lead to change and was thanking God for the blessings. 
 
   She took the opportunity to get a sandwich and a Coke from the dining car. Tom had been generous enough to pay for her ticket, which she found out later was typical in a situation like this, and even though she had told him, she’d been saving up and could afford it. He was insistent, in fact, that she keep her money for herself or buy something that she wanted before leaving Virginia.
 
   She’d decided to keep her money. She wasn’t sure what her future would be and would feel more secure if she had something to fall back on in an emergency. 
 
   By the time the train pulled into the station, she was exhausted with the ride. Sitting in the car on a cushioned bench had left her with aching bones. She was glad to stretch out. When she stepped down from the train on the platform, she walked directly into the building and to the clerk. 
 
   “I have several bags that were not in the car with me.”
 
   “They will be dropped off here in a short time.” The clerk nodded, taking a stub ticket from her. “If you’d care to wait over there, we will have them brought in.”
 
   She nodded. “Thank you.”
 
   She turned and looked around. She didn’t see anyone who looked notable in the room. She had to assume that a man as wealthy as Tom would be constantly surrounded by other people, either his friends or people who wished they were his friends. There didn’t appear to be much wealth in this area of Colorado. There were more men than women; she had noticed that. But otherwise, it looked very similar to the place she’d just left. She moved to a bench and sat down, setting her sewing bag on the floor beside her. She turned to gaze at the huge fireplace set into the wall to her right. She admired the stone carvings that surrounded it and imagined it was quite beautiful when a fire was blazing below it.
 
   A hand on her arm caught her by surprise, and she turned with an, “oh!” She was staring at a young woman with big brown eyes, long eyelashes and brown curls surrounding her slender face. The woman smiled.
 
   “I am so sorry to have frightened you!” The woman said. Joyce stood up. “Are you Joyce Driscoll?”
 
   Joyce nodded. “I am.”
 
   “Oh good!” She looked relieved. “This is Gary Huffman, and I am Anne Huffman. Tom is Gary’s brother. We are here to pick you up.”
 
   “Oh!” Joyce smiled. “Hello! It’s good to meet you.” Anne surprised her again by pulling her into a quick but warm hug. 
 
   “We are glad to have you here!” She turned to her husband again, and Gary held out his hand. Joyce shook it but noticed that Gary looked unhappy or anxious. She had already been worried on the train for the last six hours. His demeanor did nothing to change her feelings. She looked back at Anne. 
 
   “Has anything happened?”
 
   “Oh no.” Anne shook her head, and her curls danced their own jig. “We just do a lot of things for Tom because he is a very busy man. He is very businesslike and concentrates a good deal of his time to his work.”
 
   “He oversees all of his land?”
 
   Anne nodded. “There are several…Gary, would you fetch her bags, please?”
 
   Gary looked as though he should have thought of that himself first and nodded to her. “Yes, of course.”
 
   “There are several businesses being run on Tom’s land.” Anne continued as Gary walked to the clerk’s desk. “And other threats that he must guard against.”
 
   “I see. Indians and poachers.”
 
   Anne nodded. “Not really the Indians. Their reservation is not as close as it may seem. They do not need to come into town for anything, so we don’t see much of them. They are more friendly than hostile toward our little area.”
 
   “I’m glad to hear that.” When Gary came back carrying Joyce’s bags, the three of them set off for the carriage, which awaited them outside. Joyce was impressed the moment she saw the horses and carriage. The vehicle was drawn by two large majestic horses. The carriage was large, white and a driver was propped up top, holding the reins loosely in his hands. He smiled at her. She smiled back. 
 
   “This is very nice,” she said. Anne looked at her.
 
   “I think we begin to lose appreciation for the beauty of things after you get used to them,” she said in a very low voice as if she didn’t want anyone else to hear. Joyce looked down at her, realizing Anne was several inches shorter than she. “I have been riding in this carriage for over a year, and I don’t think I’ve ever really looked closely at it.”
 
   Joyce raised her eyebrows, taking in the whole of the large carriage. It was white – a glowing white that made it seem brand new – trimmed with gold edges. The curtains inside were gold with long, thick tassels on the ends. The steps they were to use to get in the carriage were also gold and made of metal. She had to assume they were gold-plated. She couldn’t imagine spending the kind of money it would take to simply have even one step made out of gold.
 
   At first, their ride was quiet. Joyce was still uncomfortable with the nervous look that Gary couldn’t seem to get rid of. She wondered if he always had that look on his face. Perhaps he was worried about something that was completely unrelated to her arrival.
 
   “So please tell us a little about yourself.” Anne prompted after a short time. “We have about a half hour drive until we reach the house.”
 
   “I was born in Ireland, in Meade County,” she replied. “My family immigrated to America when I was ten. We were in New York for a few years and then traveled to Virginia to live.”
 
   “Did you have trouble leaving your family and coming so far away?” 
 
   Joyce shook her head. “I will miss the family I left behind,” she replied. “But I lost my parents early on in a boating accident, and my aunt and uncle raised me. I have two brothers, a sister, and many cousins.”
 
   “So you come from a large family?”
 
   Joyce nodded. “I do, but I have been living on my own for several years. I prefer solitude and quiet to what I was raised with.”
 
   “I imagine you do!” Anne replied, nodding. “You… won’t have to worry about that here. There’s hardly any people in the house.”
 
   Gary made a small noise in his mouth and gave Anne a look. Anne’s face tensed, and she gave him a return look. This action confused Joyce. She wrestled with whether or not she wanted to say anything about this strange behavior.
 
   “You should tell her,” Gary said. Joyce was immediately on alert. She narrowed her eyes.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   Anne licked her lips and pulled in a deep breath.
 
   “There’s something about Tom you should know.”
 
   Joyce tried to prepare herself for something horrible. She clenched her jaw and tried not to let her fiery temper take over before she even knew what the deal was. “Please tell me,” she said, clenching her hands in her lap, gathering up her skirts in her fingers.
 
   “He’s…he’s been very upset since the death of his wife 16 months ago.” Anne’s voice was low again, and Joyce sat forward a little. “He took to building on to his house and has added about a dozen rooms to it since then.”
 
   Joyce was a little confused but said nothing. She wanted the whole story and reserved judgment till she had it.
 
   “The house has about 32 rooms now. It was already a mansion before. Tom… hasn’t even put furniture in some of them. He moved all of his things into the new rooms and keeps several of the old ones the way they were when Lizzie died.”
 
   Joyce felt her temper waning. Tom’s depression had led him to do something strange, but at least, he hadn’t murdered someone. “Well, I’ve heard of people in mourning doing that before. How did she die?”
 
   Gary’s eyes snapped down to his wife. “Tell her, Anne,” He said.
 
   Anne pursed her lips for a moment. Finally, she said, “In childbirth.” She let her eyes move up to Joyce’s face as the woman registered what she’d said.
 
   Joyce frowned. “So he lost his wife and his baby at the same time?” She asked.
 
   Gary shook his head. “No, Miss. The baby is healthy and alive. Her name is Eliza, named after her mother.”
 
   Joyce processed the information. “So…there’s a baby?”
 
   The couple sitting across from her stared at her with open faces. Gary seemed to expect Joyce to jump from the carriage at that moment. Anne’s face looked hopeful and anxious at the same time.
 
   Joyce was taken aback, unsure how to feel. She had been lied to about something that was very important. Something that may have made a difference in her choice to come here. She felt betrayed and frowned deeply. She wasn’t going to have her own family. She was going to have someone else’s family. 
 
   “That is deeply disappointing,” Joyce said. “I would have liked to have known about that before I agreed to come here. I have no experience with small babies. None whatsoever.”
 
   “You didn’t take care of your nieces and nephews?” Gary asked.
 
   Joyce shook her head. “No. I never did.” She was trying to control her disappointment and anger. She wasn’t sure she wanted to start out with a new baby she hadn’t even had. And this man sounded like he was going to be distant and mournful of his dead wife all the time. Where did that leave her? As a nursemaid and housekeeper? She looked out the window without putting words to her emotions. She had money. She could buy a train ticket and go home. 
 
   But was that really what she wanted?
 
   Anne leaned forward and put her small hands over Joyce’s. “Please don’t be angry with Tom, Joyce. He’s such a good man and he just needs to be shown that life isn’t over. He needs someone to show him that there can be love again. I believe you will do that for him. All you have to do is reach out to him and try to understand him.”
 
   Joyce didn’t respond but did look at Anne with a soft look. It was her Godly duty to try. She had to try at least. She wasn’t the kind of woman who started something she didn’t finish, even if there were obstacles put in the way.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The rest of the ride back was quiet as Joyce thought about her options. She certainly didn’t have to stay. But she felt obligated to do so. This child had been left without her mother, and her father didn’t seem to be in any condition to take care of her. How could she possibly let the child grow up in an atmosphere like that? At least, she had her parents until she was 12. She’d gotten to experience a family. How could she not ensure this innocent child had the same thing?
 
   She tried to reassure herself but still felt resentful. Everyone had problems. Surely Tom could muster up the courage to let go at some point. She had moved on from the death of her parents. It hadn’t been easy, but it had been necessary. 
 
   She was once again in awe when they pulled into the long dirt drive that led up to the biggest house Joyce had ever seen. She leaned slightly out the window and scanned the landscape. There was a row of trees lining the dirt drive that reached up into the sky and bent over the path to make a natural shelter. The leaves were in full bloom. Coming from the drab exterior of the town she’d left behind, she was highly impressed.
 
   Beyond the trees, she could see fields stretching out, tall grass waving in the breeze. She moved her eyes to the house they were approaching. It was three stories high and made from what looked like solid red bricks. The porch roof was held up by two opposing huge round stone pillars. There were six long steps that formed a “c” in front of the porch. They were also made of the same light colored stone as the pillars.
 
   “Oh, my.” She breathed.
 
   Anne and Gary didn’t respond. 
 
   When the carriage pulled up to the steps, Gary got out first and held out his hand to help the ladies down the small steps. A woman dressed in a frock and apron came out of the house to greet them. She was carrying a very small baby girl. Eliza was dressed to meet her new mother. She had on a bright yellow sundress with a large blue ribbon around the waist that brought out the blue in the little girl’s eyes. Her yellow hair almost matched her dress but gave off a more gold-colored shine. She had one tiny finger in her mouth, where Joyce could see three teeth on the top and three on the bottom.
 
   “Hello, Eliza!” Anne said, going up the stairs quickly and taking the little girl in her arms. She turned to Joyce. “This is Eliza. Say hello, Eliza, this is Miss Joyce come to take care of you.” She looked at Joyce. “I don’t know if we should introduce mama to her until papa says it’s okay to do so. He would not be happy if he thought we were trying to take the remembrance of Lizzie away. Especially in his current state of mind.”
 
   Joyce nodded. “I completely understand.” When Anne made to hand Eliza to her, she took a step back, shaking her head. Anne gave her a slightly frightened look and then recovered herself quickly. “Let’s go in, shall we? I’ll show you around some of the areas that you will be occupying the most. This is Mattie. She takes care of the housekeeping.”
 
   “For the entire house?” Joyce gave her a sympathetic look. Mattie just smiled.
 
   “There are many rooms that only have one piece of furniture in them and some that have none at all. They don’t require much cleaning.”
 
   “Why does he keep adding rooms?” Joyce asked quietly as if he might hear her and be angry.
 
   Anne shrugged, moving the baby to her hip and stopping when Joyce did. She looked up to see Joyce staring all around her.
 
   The front entrance led to a long wide foyer with a polished mahogany round table directly in front of them. It was adorned with a huge bouquet of roses. She went to them and breathed in the scent. “These are beautiful.” She murmured. She looked up and around. “It’s all beautiful.”
 
   The floor under her feet was made of stone tile. On the other side of the table, a carpeted staircase led up to the second floor. From the second, a staircase led up to the third floor, one to the left and one to the right, depending on which side you were going from. Each door looked like the others, with hand-carved designs in only the best woods available. 
 
   “You’ll want to see this.” Anne led her into one of the side rooms on the bottom floor. Joyce sucked in a breath, taking it all in. It was furnished with soft looking couches; high hard-backed cushioned chairs that looked less comfortable and an area rug that must have been bought for at least a hundred dollars if not much more. Her green eyes widened as she stared around her. 
 
   The most notable thing about the room was the portraits that hung all around them. They were expensive paintings, from the look of them. Joyce couldn’t imagine having enough money for one of them, much less all of them. Even if they weren’t real.
 
   “Here is Sir William Henry Huffman.” Anne stopped by one of the portraits. She looked up at it proudly, as if she had known the man. “He was the first in line for this family to have a lot of money. They say that he got it all trading with other countries. I don’t know much about the family business, but Gary and Tom are both widely known with the governments both here and in England.”
 
   “When did they immigrate to America?” Joyce asked.
 
   Eliza seemed to be getting restless, so Anne put her on the floor. Joyce watched the child waddling around the room while Anne just stared at the portrait. “Tom was in his teens when they came here. He and Gary are only a year apart and are very close. Gary has become…” Anne gave her a sidelong glance before looking back to the portrait. “…protective of Tom. He’s the older one, you know. So he feels responsible for Tom. And since Lizzie died, Tom has been unreachable.”
 
   Joyce tried to hold back a sigh. It certainly sounded like she had been called to be a nursemaid to baby and father. She kept her face as neutral as possible and listened to Anne when she continued.
 
   “Last year, Tom got an invitation from President Cleveland to visit the White House.”
 
   “Did he go?”
 
   Anne looked at her with a shocked expression. “Did he go? Of course, he went! We all did. There could be nothing better!”
 
   “Did he take Eliza?” 
 
   Anne glanced back to where Eliza had taken fascination with a large stone sculpture of an elephant. She was running her hand over its head as though it was a live pet. She was talking to it, too, but neither of them understood exactly what she was saying. They caught a few phrases, but it was mostly unintelligible words strung together. At least, she knew the word “elephant.”
 
   “Sadly no. She was too young to travel all the way across the country. And he would not have been in any condition to have her there with him.”
 
   “Why was he invited?” 
 
   “President Cleveland was campaigning at the time – to become president, you know. Tom is very influential with many of the businessmen on the West Coast, especially here in Colorado. The president knew how much things were changing, are changing out here. He wanted to talk to Tom about it. Plus, he’d heard that Lizzie had died and wanted to give his condolences.”
 
   “That was nice of him.”
 
   Anne shrugged. “It was probably politics that drove the president to do that. That seems to be the way government runs.”
 
   Joyce had to admit she knew no more about politics, government and business than Anne. She knew how to work hard to save money, and she could work figures in her mind like no boys she knew. She had not had any opportunities to use her figuring skills to help in business of any kind. Women weren’t allowed. 
 
   She was fine with that. They could remain ignorant of her talent if they wanted to. 
 
   They made a slow circle around the room, Anne explaining each of the portraits that hung on the walls. “And here are Tom and Gary.” Anne’s voice was much prouder than it had been with any of the other men, even the founding father. 
 
   Joyce peered closely at Tom’s face. He was very similar to his brother, with wavy light brown hair, hazel eyes, and a strong forehead. His chin was equally strong, and he had a stern look about him. He looked like a man who had fought in a war. He was standing on one side of a tall chair with one hand on the edge. He wore a black tuxedo and had casually shoved one hand in the pocket, making the jacket stick out slightly in the back. Gary was standing on the other side of the chair in the same position reversed. He was also wearing a tuxedo. They both had small smiles on their faces. Joyce marveled at how Tom could look so stern and still be smiling.
 
   “Is this recent?” She asked.
 
   “It was done last year while they were visiting the President.”
 
   “How interesting.” 
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   “Of Tom?” She gave Anne a quick glance and saw her nod. Her eyes settled on Tom once more, and she gave it a thought. “I think he looks like he’s been through a war.”
 
   Anne sighed. “It’s so unfortunate that the portrait was done after Lizzie’s death. Tom was a different man before, happy and smiling, playful and fun.” She looked at Joyce. “I do hope you can reawaken that in him, Joyce. You are vibrant and full of energy, I can tell. You can do it.”
 
   Joyce felt the uncomfortable feeling of mental pressure. Anne was confident in her. She felt she probably could do what was needed for Tom. But the fact that she had practically been forced into it and now felt an obligation to a child that wasn’t even hers was unnerving. It disturbed her, and she hoped to rid herself of those feelings through prayer and with time.
 
   “I will try,” she said.
 
   “I’m so glad to hear that. You are not planning to leave then?”
 
   Joyce shook her head a bit reluctantly. “No. I will stay.”
 
   At that very moment, Eliza started clapping her hands and dancing around the room. Anne and Joyce both turned and watched her, instant smiles on their faces. “I think she likes the idea, Joyce!” Anne laughed.
 
   “I don’t think she understands the situation.” Joyce chuckled at the thought. “But it was certainly good timing!”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   In the three days since her arrival, Joyce had seen much more of Anne and Gary than she had of Tom. Her initial meeting with Tom had been brief and he had enough time for her to introduce himself and say hello to his daughter before he was off to work. He didn’t come home until late in the evening, usually eating his dinner in a restaurant in the town. He told Joyce that they would speak privately on Saturday, which was still a day away, and that they would make plans to be married at that time.
 
   It wasn’t the most pleasant way to meet your future husband. 
 
   She hadn’t been having an easy time of it with Eliza either. She had to learn everything about caring for a baby from Anne, who had apparently been taking care of Eliza the most. Joyce found herself wondering why Anne and Gary hadn’t simply adopted Eliza and taken her care off of Tom’s hands. And mind. 
 
   She woke up frustrated that Thursday, hearing Eliza calling from her room. The sun had barely risen, and Tom was already gone. She threw the covers from her legs and sat up, frustrated. This was not the life she had wanted. She had wanted fun, adventure, and new love. Not to be saddled with a baby and a never-present husband that she didn’t even know and didn’t consider all that handsome. 
 
   The money she had tucked away beckoned her every morning. She sighed heavily, deciding once more to ignore its call and go tend to the child.
 
   She pulled on a robe and slipped her feet into her slippers. Eliza was awake much earlier than usual. No one would have made any coffee yet. 
 
   Joyce went into Eliza’s room and picked her up and out of her crib. “Here you go, Ellie,” she said. “Good morning, good morning.” She kept her voice pleasant and forced a smile on her face. There was no way she would let this happy child feel her frustration. That wouldn’t be fair at all. Her unhappiness was her own, and she wasn’t going to make a baby feel it too. Besides, her crying would be endless. That was the last thing Joyce wanted at this point.
 
   She set Ellie down in a chair and took up a towel to brush her little hands and face with water from the basin. Then she brushed the little girl’s curls and helped her rub a small cloth over her tiny teeth. She had adopted her own morning routine for the child, and Ellie didn’t seem the least bit bothered by it. She opened her little mouth and displayed her teeth, separating them for Joyce to get the insides of them too. She bounced slightly in the chair while Joyce brushed her yellow curls. She sat perfectly still and closed her eyes while Joyce wiped her face with first a wet towel and then a dry one. 
 
   When Joyce was finished, she was rewarded with a big grin and a hug around the neck. Every time Ellie hugged her, Joyce felt her heart melting a little more. She wished that Ellie was her own child and was slowly coming to realize that she might as well be. 
 
   “Let’s go exploring today, Ellie, shall we?”
 
   Without having the slightest clue what “exploring” might mean, Eliza jumped up and down and clapped her hands. “Yes, yes, yes!”
 
   Joyce laughed. “All right, let’s go!” She held out her hand, but Ellie held up both arms. “Oh, you are going to get heavy pretty quickly, little one,” Joyce said. “But I’ll carry you for a bit, okay?”
 
   “Up! Please!” 
 
   Joyce couldn’t resist her. “Okay, dear.” She leaned down and picked the little girl up in her arms. “I imagine your little legs get tired pretty quickly, don’t they? Although you don’t have nearly as much weight to carry as someone big like me.” She continued chatting, knowing that Ellie wasn’t processing much of what she was saying, if anything. She talked to her as if she was much older than she really was. Apparently, she was smarter than most. According to Anne, she had learned to walk early, and though she didn’t say many words, she was able to read the alphabet and numbers and could understand a few words that were written down on paper, such as “dog” and “cat.” At sixteen months, that was an incredible accomplishment.
 
   “Which way should we go, Ellie? This way or that way?” She pointed down the hallway once she’d reached the second floor. Ellie looked as though she were really thinking about it, which made Joyce want to burst out laughing. She smiled instead and waited, biting her bottom lip gently. 
 
   “Dis way!” Ellie pointed to the left. Joyce was glad. She hadn’t been down that way before and was anxious to see what there was to see. There were three rooms on each side of the house. Most of the new construction was on the bottom floor. The house spread out back over the land, and its length couldn’t be seen from the front. You had to round the entire house to see that it had been added on to extensively. 
 
   The first door she opened was to what looked like a spare bedroom. On the other side, a floor to ceiling window was covered by long blue draperies. The furniture consisted of a canopy bed with dusty curtains, a side table, a dresser and an area rug. All were covered with a thick layer of dust. She was glad to see that there were no cobwebs. The room was probably only attended to once a month, from the look of it.
 
   She closed the door and gave Ellie a look. “It’s too dusty in there!” She exclaimed. Ellie giggled.
 
   The second door led to a room that looked similar to the first but was slightly less dusty. The furnishings were the same, with the exception of the coloring, which was green as opposed to blue in the first room.
 
   She closed the door and looked at Ellie once again. “It’s too dusty in there, too!” She made a face and the baby laughed.
 
   “Well, let’s try the third one then, shall we?”
 
   When she opened the door to the third room, she was surprised and frightened to see that someone was in there, standing at the large window on the opposite side. When her eyes adjusted to the light coming through the glass, she saw that it was Tom. He turned and looked at her. His hands were clasped behind his back, and he stood there rigidly, with a terribly sad look on his face.
 
   “Hello, Tom!” Joyce stepped into the room, closing the door behind her. This room was not dusty. It was immaculate. The furniture was polished, and the bed looked as though it may have been slept in the night before. It wasn’t Tom’s room. It was filled with flowers, pretty pictures on the walls, a red velvet drapery that was pulled back from the window and held in place with a gold tassel and a soft, silk pink curtain around the canopy bed. “You…you scared me. Are you…all right?”
 
   Tom looked back out the window, resuming the stance he’d had before she came in.
 
   “Do you see that long patch of grass down there?” He asked, pointing. 
 
   Joyce set Eliza down and came to stand next to him. She looked through the window to where he was pointing. “I do.”
 
   “Lizzie and I used to picnic in that very spot. She made the best sandwiches I’ve ever eaten. They were always delicious and made just the way I like them. She never forgot anything. She always knew what I liked.”
 
   Joyce pressed her lips together. His voice was so sad. His eyes gazed mournfully down to the patch of grass before sliding out over the rest of the land that could be seen. “We went for many walks down there in the garden and around the land here.”
 
   “How long had you been married to her?”
 
   “I had her for six very short years,” he replied.
 
   Joyce suppressed a sigh. The woman had died almost two years previous. Tom’s heart was stuck in the past. “Tom, why did you call me here?”
 
   Tom lowered his head, and she could see he was ashamed. Her heart ached for him. She put one hand on his shoulder, glancing back to see that Eliza had pulled herself up on the bed and was rolling around on it, pulling the blanket along with her. Tom noticed as well and smiled softly. His love for his daughter was plainly written on his face. For Joyce, that was all she needed.
 
   “I’m not angry, Tom. Please tell me why you brought me here.”
 
   “I…I need to make some changes. I need to…let go.”
 
   “I’m glad you feel that way, Tom.” Joyce kept her voice very soft and was glad when he looked down directly into her eyes. “I think you’re right. You’ve been in mourning long enough. You must try to think about your daughter. If, for any reason, you should because she is a part of Lizzie. You even gave her a name that would honor her mother. The Bible itself says that we may mourn for a while, but that rejoicing comes in the morning. If you look at your little girl, how can you not rejoice in the fact that she is here? God gave you a piece of Lizzie to hold on to and love forever. He called His daughter home, would you really want to deny Lizzie of that wonderful blessing? Would you want her back here where there is pain, unhappiness and tears? I know you don’t.”
 
   Tom shook his head but said nothing. He was listening to her, so she continued.
 
   “I know you loved her with all your heart, and she probably felt the same way about you. If she did, she wouldn’t want you to feel this way forever. She would want you to let go and live your life and be happy. Especially so that you can take good care of Ellie.”
 
   “I like that you call her‘Ellie.' It’s fitting for this little light.”
 
   “Yes, I agree. And you don’t want to really be reminded each time you call your daughter, at least not until you’ve become strong enough to accept the loss of someone you loved so much. You need to show Ellie that through the death of her mother, you have found a fresh respect for life. You can’t drag in the mud forever. She needs to see you happy. She needs to see you.”
 
   “You are such a good woman, Joyce. I am so glad you came here. God must have sent you to me.”
 
   “Tom, I know it’s going to take you some time still to pull out of your grief. But you can do it. And I will help you.”
 
   “You are a beautiful woman.”
 
   Joyce blushed. “Thank you.”
 
   “I don’t just mean on the outside, I mean on the inside, too.”
 
   “I must admit I was thinking about leaving and going back to Virginia at first. I was very much contemplating it.”
 
   “It’s natural you would feel that way. I lied to you. Well, I didn’t admit to the truth, did I? I just…I just couldn’t take a chance that the only response I got to my ad would not come because of my sadness and my little baby girl.”
 
   Joyce licked her lips and moved closer to him. She put one hand up on his chest, and he put his hand over hers. “I will not leave you, Tom, if I can help it. You can’t stay in mourning forever. You must pursue happiness. You can’t expect it to just come to you.”
 
   He nodded. “In this case, I think it did. You have come. You will help me feel better. I am blessed to have you. So is Ellie.”
 
   “God has blessed us both, Tom. He gave us both what we didn’t know we needed.”
 
    
 
   
  
 

A Bride’s Heart (by Mary Miller)
 
   Margaret didn’t know how to feel as she watched the landscape pass quickly by. The train’s window had a small handprint on the inside near to her. She wanted to clean it off but had nothing to use. Her mother had pressed it upon her that she needed to be a clean and tidy young lady and that no husband would ever respect her as a woman if she was a slob. She hadn’t spent a day in her life looking unkempt. Her mother would never have allowed it. 
 
   Margaret pulled her feet up under the bench and locked them at the ankles. Her hands were folded neatly over her satchel, which she held in her lap. She was gripping the handle as if the bag wanted to jump off her lap and run away on invisible legs. When she realized she had such a tight grip, she relaxed her hands and splayed her fingers a few times to stretch them. 
 
   While doing so, she met eyes with a young man across the way from her. He nodded at her, tipping his hat. She nodded back and lowered her eyes. She didn’t know him and she was on her way to meet her new husband. It would look very bad for her to be seen speaking with a young man she didn’t even know. 
 
   She brought her eyes back up and looked through the window again. She would have sworn it was just raining out there. Now it looked like they were passing through a dry desert. Seconds later, the scene was completely blocked as they went through a tunnel that had been dug right through the middle of a mountain.
 
   Margaret felt a bit of apprehension but shook it off. Her family was centered on people with strong back bones. Her father had begun teaching her at the age of seven to be one of the best horse breeders and trainers there was in all of England…or at least their little Meadowbrook Village area. When he had immigrated with his family to America, he had brought his business and his love for horses with him. These were traits he never had to try hard to instill in his only daughter. 
 
   Margaret had never wanted for anything and had always known if there was anyone she could count on in life, it would be her father. She was proud and had a high level of self-esteem. Her strong countenance and narrow stare had been known to shut the dirty mouth of the sailor and quiet the screaming child, one the same as the other. She also had a strong faith in God and often called upon Him to help her through the trials and tribulations of life.
 
   This would have made it rather odd that she would be responding to an ad in the paper for a bride to come to the West and join a stranger in matrimony. And it was true that she had initially been against it. But the more her father talked about it, the more she had become convinced it was the right thing to do. She was advancing in age and she needed to make sure she had a family to carry on the family business. Her two brothers would not be able to take over when their father passed on. One had died in the war and the other was not interested in horses in the least. The only use Margaret had for him was that he was swiftly able to convince their father just to let a woman take over – or at least marry her off to someone who would do it. 
 
   Margaret would have preferred to take over the business on her own. But there was little to no women running any businesses anywhere in America, and if they were running the business, they had a man’s name (usually their husband’s) out in front for everyone to see.  
 
   Margaret would be 29 in a few months and her advancing age had been one of the valid points her father had mentioned in order to get her to do this. She needed a family more than she wanted one - but she did want one. She let him know that she had been thinking of a family of her own for some time.
 
   Finally, she had given in and boarded the train after communicating with a man in Nevada named Mark Brooks, who was living in a tiny established property called Las Vegas. There were only a few hundred people there, maybe a bit more. Margaret’s village in England had room for about 1000 before it began to break into sections. 
 
   The ad had requested a woman of average height and weight with a strong back and a love for horses. She definitely met those qualifications. The groom, Mark, said he was looking for a bride who would share his interests.
 
   If Mark’s interest was in horses, Margaret was definitely answering the ad.
 
   Through their letters, Margaret had explained that her father had brought her from England when she was young. Mark had told her that he had once already had a family – a wife and two children, one of each – but that they had been killed in a raid by hostile Indians. It had been nearly ten years and he was tired of being alone. The women he knew, within his circle of friends, were few and far between and so far, none had shared his love for horses.
 
   Margaret was also interested to read that he attended church regularly. Most people did, she noticed, but few mentioned it in passing, as part of an introduction to themselves. Mark had not only made mention of it but told her politely that she would be required as his wife to attend with him.
 
   She thought it was a bit strange that he should say such things but shrugged it off, wanting to know more about him as a person before making any judgments. Of course she would go; she would be happy too, as a matter of fact. It was also a practice she and her father shared. They had rarely missed a day, even after her mother and brother passed away and her second brother stopped attending.
 
   Her attention was drawn from her thoughts when the young man sitting in front of her pulled out a gold pocket watch with a fast moving train emblazoned and embossed on the front. He pressed the button and it flipped open, revealing the time. He looked up and saw that she was looking at the watch.
 
   He turned it so that she could see the face was trimmed with gold and had tiny gold hands inside it. There were even a few small diamonds encrusted inside at the very middle where the hands met.
 
   “This was my father’s,” He said, leaning forward to whisper loudly, as if what he was saying was top secret. Margaret instinctively leaned forward, as well, scanning the watch a little closer. “He gave it to me before I left New York. I’ve taken this watch almost all over the country now. All I have to do is reach the ocean on the West coast and I will have traveled every single mile with this watch telling me the time.”
 
   Margaret lifted her eyebrows, not sure how to respond to that. It seemed like a senseless trip if it was only to bring a watch from one side of the country to the other.
 
   He noticed the look on her face and smiled. Suddenly, he seemed more attractive to her and she smiled back. 
 
   “I see you are wondering why I would do something so foolish as to travel all over the country just for a watch.” 
 
   Margaret sat back without a word, still smiling.
 
   He chuckled. “Well, I’ll tell you why. I’m not just carrying this watch around the country. I’m making records of the time differences. You see, I developed this watch.”
 
   She began to listen to him more closely, interested in his watch and the recordings he was doing of time changes. He told her his watch was special because it went by the shadow of the sun, similar to a sun dial. He seemed pleased that she knew what a sun dial was. She thought everyone knew what a sun dial was.
 
   When he went to a different climate, he would record the hours his watch gave him until the sun dial said it was a different time. Then he would calculate the distance between where he had been and when the time change occurred.
 
   “What do you hope to gain from all of this?” Margaret asked in a curious voice, her head tilted.
 
   “I hope that someday we will be more accurately counting time and days when communicating with each other from across the country.”
 
   “How in the world do you think that is going to happen? Are you also developing faster horses?” Margaret gave him a smile to let him know she was teasing him. He smiled back.
 
   “No, but think about it…” He hesitated and she said,
 
   “Margaret.”
 
   “Yes, think about it, Margaret. It’s John, by the way. If you think about how fast this locomotive is going, that steam engine is taking us all the way across the country with the power of hundreds of horses.”
 
   “So you don’t need horses to take letters across the country? It still takes a very long time to travel.”
 
   John nodded. “I believe that someday we will develop and have the knowledge to create faster communications and travel.”
 
   “I really can’t imagine, John. I must be a grounded thinker. I’ve never been much of a day dreamer.”
 
   “Oh, it’s not a daydream, Margaret,” John responded in an excited tone. He scooted to the edge of the bench he was sitting on and pulled at his bow tie subconsciously. “I’ve been developing these time tables and records for a year, really more than a year. I’m not going to stop until I have a complete list of analysis. I want everyone to have one of my watches eventually. Then they will know what time it is all over the world!”
 
   Margaret had to laugh, the thought of the entire world being able to communicate with each other in a short time was amusing. John smiled at her, not at all disappointed by her frivolity. He was used to people laughing at his plan for everyone to know what time it was no matter where they traveled or resided.
 
   “I try not to think about the time,” Margaret said. “It never seems I have enough to do all the things I need to do in a day, much less the time to do what I want. And I never get to do what I want, as it is.”
 
   “And what is it you want to do?” John asked.
 
   “Sleep in every morning.”
 
   They both laughed.
 
   “Why are you traveling by yourself across the country?” John asked. Margaret braced herself for whatever reaction she was going to get.
 
   “To marry a stranger.” She responded bluntly. 
 
   “Oh really?” John just nodded, looking at her. “I certainly do hope it turns out well for you.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Do you know anything about him?”
 
   “Not really, just that his name is Mark and he loves horses. My father taught me to rope, train and live with horses on a regular basis. Now I return the favor by marrying a man who also loves horses the way we do.”
 
   “It’s certainly good to start out on a new adventure in life.”
 
   “I agree.”
 
   “And being with someone compatible should make it even better.” His tone had changed somewhat and she suspected he had been hoping for a closer relationship upon their arrival at their destination. She wasn’t offended and felt a bit flattered that he had sprung into conversation with an obviously single woman on a train. His face was still friendly, though he looked a bit disappointed.
 
   “And do you have a wife?” She asked. If he was going to be forward, she would gladly return it.
 
   “I do not.” He shook his head. “Too much traveling. Never found a woman willing to do it.”
 
   “Well, I certainly hope you do someday, if that is what you wish.  And what a grand opportunity you have to find a woman who loves to travel as you do. You are always on here, I gather, and that’s where she will be, too!”
 
   John shrugged, smiling. “I guess we will see what happens in the future, won’t we?”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The dry dusty plain spread out in front of Margaret to one side, and the bustling action of the station was on the other. She looked out over the plain. It was in such contrast to the people milling about, talking, laughing and crying their goodbyes. She held on to her satchel and thought about how John had continued to talk to her about his travels for the rest of the ride. He was obviously itching to tell someone about them. 
 
   It made her wonder why he looked surprised when she said that he should write it all down and make a book of his adventures. It was as if the idea had never occurred to him before.
 
   She went with her satchel directly into the train station and approached the clerk behind the counter.
 
   “Pardon me,” she said. “Where is the nearest post?’
 
   “You can send a telegraph through me right here, young lady. You want to send a letter you gotta go the other side of the station and talk to Ester.”
 
   Margaret thought about it for a moment. “I will send a telegraph.”
 
   She proceeded to send her father a message, letting him know that she had arrived safely and would be en route to Las Vegas shortly. She would keep him updated of her status.
 
   The clerk took the telegraph and Margaret paid for it in coins. 
 
   She turned away just in time to see a man she suspected was Mark approaching her from the two double doors she had come through. He was not so tall, but he walked with confidence, taking long strides, his broad shoulders pushed back. Margaret noticed how his hazel eyes glistened and his smile was warm. He was handsome.
 
   “Hello,” Mark said as he got closer, removing his hat. “You are Margaret, are you not?”
 
   “I am. How did you guess?”
 
   Mark took one of her long blond braids in his hand and touched the soft hair with his large, short fingers. Her bright blue eyes stared up at him from behind surprisingly dark lashes. He wondered how she managed that. 
 
   “Your description matches you nearly to perfection, Margaret. How uncanny.”
 
   Margaret blushed a little and confessed, “It was my father who wrote that letter.”
 
   Mark hesitated before throwing his head back to laugh loudly. “No wonder you sounded so full of yourself. That’s bound to happen when a father describes a daughter he loves.” He looked down at her. “You do have a close relationship with your father don’t you?”
 
   “I do.” Margaret smiled up at him, pleased that he could tell without her saying it. 
 
   “It’s a good thing to have a relationship with your father like that. Respect is very important.”
 
   “I agree.”
 
   “Did your father approve of your decision to answer my ad?”
 
   “Yes, he did. He was encouraging from the beginning.”
 
   “I’m glad to hear it.” Mark was very happy to hear it. He knew that a woman who had respect for her father would have respect for her husband, too. When he’d placed the ad, he’d only done so because he had been through all the women in the city and he hadn’t found a decent one in the bunch. He decided to roll the dice on a stranger, at the behest of one of his buddies at the stables. It had been all somebody else’s idea and he’d lucked out. He’d won that bet. He smiled. “So if you don’t mind, I’m just gonna take you on to the courthouse and get the papers signed.”
 
   Margaret nodded. She didn’t know how it was supposed to go anyway. If he wanted it quick and immediate, she didn’t have an objection.
 
   “I am fine with that.”
 
   “Then after it’s done, you can come with me to the stables where I keep my horses. Some of them are for breeding. I also race.”
 
   She looked up at him with wide eyes. “You ride a horse in a race?”
 
   He laughed and shook his head. “I used to be a jockey, yeah, but it was a while ago. Now I just watch the races and train the jockeys and horses and breed. I’d like it if you would be there, meet everybody, maybe help out sometimes.”
 
   Margaret jostled in the seat when the tires bumped over rocks and debris. She grabbed Mark’s arm instinctively and he smiled at her. 
 
   “You’ll have to get used to that. These roads can be pretty rough. You can’t really even call most of them roads. They’re just paths. The tires have made them in the ground where people keep going.”
 
   “How long have you been here?” Margaret asked, looking at the dismal scene as it passed her by. There was not much of anything there. The people didn’t look very happy and the dust was constantly being kicked up by one horse or another.
 
   “I was born and raised in the area but I’ve been here in this part of Nevada for four years. That’s when it got the postmaster, back in ’84. I arrived just days before they made it part of this state instead of Arizona.”
 
   “That’s very interesting.” Margaret nodded, politely. She had no knowledge of either Arizona or Nevada and hadn’t been interested in reading the news when she and her father had a business to run. She scanned the landscape again, looking at the heavily male occupied area that seemed like a blight in the middle of plush green all around them. There was almost a line differentiating between where man dominated and land dominated. “I must say it seems quite amazing that you would race horses here. I didn’t know such a thing existed in these small places out here in the West.”
 
   “Well, we have to do something to entertain ourselves, don’t we? Especially us men who don’t frequent the saloon until all hours of the morning. I don’t care for the taste of that beer they serve, and liquor gives me a blasting headache. So no worries in that department. Saves me a pretty penny, I’d say, not drinking like my buddies do.”
 
   They pulled up in front of a small official looking building and she knew it was the local courthouse. 
 
   “They got what we need in here. Let’s go on in, sign the papers and be done with that, how does that sound? Oh, and if you want to wait a short time to get in to the marital bed, should I say, that sits fine with me, too. I’d like to get to know what kind of woman you are, if that’s okay with you.”
 
   “That’s a good idea, Mark. I appreciate that.” She did feel a sense of relief. She had been a bit worried about it. 
 
   Margaret followed Mark into the building and went through the motions of getting married. The clerks in the courthouse were not congratulatory, nor were they interested in the event whatsoever. They signed as witnesses to the union and the two of them were walking out of the courthouse less than an hour later.
 
   “So you are Mrs. Mark Brooks now,” He said as he gave her his hand to help her up onto the wagon. “How’s it feel?”
 
   She gave him a small smile. “Not much different than when I wasn’t Mrs. Mark Brooks.” 
 
   “It’ll hit ya later.” 
 
   Margaret let out a small laugh. It felt good so she did it again. Mark gave her a nice smile in response. 
 
   “So we are going to your stables now?”
 
   He nodded. “Yeah there’s some people there I want you to meet. I work with them all the time and they need to… they want to see you.”
 
   She thought it was a strange way to put things until she rolled his words over in her mind a few times. If he was the owner of the stables then all the people were probably his employees. That made her their boss, too, she supposed. It made her smile. She wasn’t about to take over her husband’s business. 
 
   Thinking of him as her husband made her feel even more strange inside. In fact, her heart began to thump fairly hard and she felt a cold chill. She was married. It was almost too unbelievable. A year ago, she would have never believed her path would lead in this direction. Her future as the bride of a stranger.
 
   She wouldn’t allow nervousness to take her over. She shook it off and straightened her spine. It made the hard bench feel even harder. He glanced down at her, noticing her discomfort.
 
   “Sorry about having to pick you up in the wagon.” He said. “Friend of mine has my carriage.”
 
   You couldn’t get it for the day? She thought but kept silent. She nodded at him and turned to look out in front of them. They were on a main path that looked well-traveled but quickly turned off onto a small path that looked to be no more than wheel paths in tall grass. She could almost reach down and touch the top of the grass and weeds as they went by. She didn’t and pulled back from it a little, wondering what types of creatures and insects might lurk in there. 
 
   Mark didn’t say anything when he felt her press gently against him, drawing away from the foliage. She was wise to, he thought. There were often prickers and flying insects that left nasty welts on their bodies if they weren’t careful. He got through the area as quickly as he could.
 
   Margaret was flooded with relief when the wagon moved out from the tall grass and into a vast clearing. She was staring at a cleared road, dug out from the ground so that the path was obvious and the dirt they rode through was soft but not too soft. On either side, grass had been mowed down to the smallest blade and she wondered how they had ever managed to do that. It looked as though someone had taken a pair of scissors and precisely cut each blade to perfection. 
 
   She drew in a deep breath, looking further. In front of her stood a tall building that stretched out at least 90 feet in length. It was two stories. As they got closer, she could see it was one of the most beautiful stables she had ever seen. 
 
   If she was this amazed by the building, how awed would she be by the horses? She turned wide blue eyes up to Mark. “I am stunned by this building, Mark. How majestic!”
 
   He smiled, running his eyes over the tall brown building. He kept it in excellent shape, giving everything he had to make it look like the best there was.
 
   “I love my horses. Thank you for the compliment. We’ll stop here and go around the building so you can see what’s on the other side.”
 
   “I think I see part of it.” She could see the rings running around in a half circle and then going back in the same direction. “You have a racetrack here.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well, that’s very interesting.” She nodded, appreciatively. She knew nothing about horse racing, only how to breed, train and care for them. When she looked at him, she noticed something strange. It looked like he wanted to weep. His face had turned a bit red and he took a moment to place his hand firmly in front of his mouth and gaze at her. “Are you all right?” She asked.
 
   When he responded, she could tell he only had it there to keep in a laugh. “I’m just glad you aren’t shocked by any of this. You seem like a real decent woman. How is it you haven’t been married before?”
 
   Margaret shook her head. “I never found the right one. The men were just…”
 
   She made a disgusted face, and he let out his laughter. “Well, their loss, I’d say, is my gain. Come and meet the men.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Margaret’s introduction to the men had gone swiftly. She made friends with most of them right away. They seemed impressed with her knowledge about horses and the entire industry. She learned about racing just as fast but kept herself mostly to the care of the animals, instead of what they did on the track.
 
   Before she knew it, three months had passed. She had written as many letters and received two back from her father. Their business in Virginia continued to thrive, leaving her with feelings of homesickness. She wanted to see her father but knew that it wasn’t possible.
 
   She had made friends with the wife of one of the men at the stables. In fact, they had become close almost the minute they met. She called her “Ellie”, which was short for Eleanor, a name her friend couldn’t stand to be called.
 
   She saw Ellie standing in front of the market stand, looking through apples and approached from behind. “Ellie! Good morning!”
 
   Her friend turned and looked at her with a large smile on her face. “Margie, how good to see you this morning! I didn’t know you were coming to the market today!” 
 
   “I have to see Doctor Joe.” Margaret hooked her elbow around Ellie’s and walked with her. “I haven’t been feeling well and Mark wants to make sure I am not ill.”
 
   Ellie’s face turned to a look of concern and she stopped walking. She scanned Margaret’s face. “You don’t look ill to me.” She said. “You look fit as can be!”
 
   Margaret nodded. “I feel fine most of the time. But I feel terrible in the mornings, almost every day for a month now. And I feel heavier. My dresses are a little tighter. I’m no child but I’m pretty sure I’m going to have one.” She smiled at Ellie, whose face immediately lit up.
 
   “You are! Oh, I just know it! That’s wonderful news, Ellie! Can I go with you to find out?”
 
   “Of course!”
 
    
 
   It was a few hours before they stepped back out into the light from the doctor’s office. He had confirmed Margaret’s suspicions and had even given her a round-about date when she should expect the child to arrive.
 
   “Oh, Margie, there are so many things to ponder now, so many decisions to make! I can’t believe it…no, of course I can believe it, you and Mark…Oh, Margie, I’m so excited for you!”
 
   “You better help me out, Ellie.” Margaret directed her friend in a serious tone. “You’ve had a baby so you know what’s coming!”
 
   Ellie nodded. “Yes, I will help you, of course, my dear. You will need all kinds of things for your baby, like a crib and you’ll have to clean out one of those rooms in the back where Mark’s been keeping all of his junk.”
 
   “It’s amazing how much junk he has.” Margaret said. “I don’t know where he collects all those things.”
 
   “Probably from his track. Sometimes people don’t have the money to pay him. I’m kind of surprised that he even has anything left from the money he’s lost.”
 
   Margaret stopped walking and looked at her friend. “What do you mean?”
 
   “You don’t know?” Ellie’s eyes opened wide. “Margie! Mark has been gambling on every race ever run at that track since it opened up. Didn’t you know that?”
 
   Margaret felt a chill run through her. He had been gambling? Questions jumped to her mind and she felt the words tumbling from her mouth. “What money is he using to gamble? He’s been doing it for all this time and I didn’t know?”
 
   “He hasn’t mentioned it at all?” Ellie sounded shocked. “I thought you two were so close. You looked like you fell in love with him right away. He looked the same. Why wouldn’t he tell you?”
 
   Ellie frowned and then her face turned to one of anger. “So you don’t know that he has that stables mortgaged all the way, and that the bank is not wanting to give him any more money to cover it? He’s been running two or three races a week, haven’t you noticed? That’s way more than usual.”
 
   Margaret felt ashamed. She hadn’t been paying attention to the racetrack side of the business at all. She had fully engrossed herself in the care of the horses, from their health to their grooming. She never thought about the money. It had been her father’s job in Virginia to run the finances. 
 
   Ellie noticed her friend’s change of mood and put her arm around her shoulders. “Margie, I don’t want to be the one to scare you this way. But you will have to do something about what’s going on if you plan to have a family with Mark.”
 
   “How recently did he lose a lot of money?”
 
   “Well, like I said, he keeps running races and betting on the horses so he can get the money to pay the bank loan. And some of the races he’s winning but some he’s losing. I know he’s good at finances but he’s not the best at picking horses.”
 
   “Oh no, this is so terrible.” A wave of sadness swept over her and she felt tears come to her eyes.
 
   Ellie shook her head and took Margaret’s small face in her hands. She looked directly at her and spoke in a firm tone. “Margie! This is no time to start acting like a little girl. I thought you knew about all of this and I actually admired how you were handling it. Now you have to show me how you really handle something like this. And you have your baby to think about, too. You have to pull yourself up and be the strong woman I’ve come to know over the past couple months!”
 
   Margaret still felt like crying. She did want to be strong, but the thought that the business would fail and she and Mark would be left penniless, without horses or a home, made her despair. She started to walk again, her mind racing. Ellie kept up with her and just down the block, steered Margaret into a small church with a beautiful white steeple that ended with a cross way up in the air.
 
   “We need to pray,” Ellie said. 
 
   The church was so quiet and there were candles on either side of the podium on the stage, which was only a step up from the rest of the church. There was a bench at the front of the aisle, with a red velvet cloth draped over it and a beautifully carved wooden cross standing before it.
 
   Margaret was glad there were no crucifixes. She was not a fan of seeing her Lord and Savior in such a position. She preferred to think of him as he was after he was resurrected. She went with her friend to the podium and both of them knelt down at the same time.
 
   Ellie began to whisper a quiet prayer. Margaret kept quiet, listening to her friend’s prayer and realizing she didn’t have to say anything, Ellie was saying all that needed to be said.
 
   “Father God, we ask direction in this matter.” Ellie was earnest in her prayer, her voice, though whispering, was filled with emotion. “This matter has surprised my friend and she needs to come to an understanding of the situation.” 
 
   Ellie continued to pray, pointing out the many biblical trials men had gone through in the past. She thanked Him for his blessings and asked that He turn toward Margaret in a way He had never done before. She asked for continued blessings for her own family. 
 
   After about ten minutes of solid praying from Ellie, they both said “Amen” and stood up. They were quiet as they left the church, but once the door closed behind them, Ellie said, “Do you feel any better?”
 
   Margaret nodded as they stepped out into the street to cross. “I do. But I still don’t have a clue what to do. How will I convince him to stop what he’s doing? He’s been doing that for way longer than I’ve been around. And now I’ve got another burden to put on his shoulders. What will he think of that?”
 
   “What will he…” Ellie shook her head. “Dear, he is just as responsible for that little one as you! He better not act like a coward or a fool about it or I will have something to say to him!”
 
   “Even if I convince him that he has to stop his gambling ways, the bank won’t listen to me, either.”
 
   A thought ran through her head and she suddenly perked up. Ellie didn’t notice and continued to talk. “I must say, Margie, you will have to tell me his response. If you come running to my house at all hours of the night crying because he’s said something mean, I will have Jack after him before he can say boo. I will tell you that, my girl.”
 
   Margaret giggled. Her friend was so soft on the outside and rough on the inside. And she loved her for it. She was very glad they were friends.
 
   “Do you want me to come to the house with you or are you going to the stables?” Ellie asked. “I have to go back to the stables because Jack asked me to bring him some of the milk from home.”
 
   Margaret frowned. “He asked you to bring milk? What for? The horses don’t drink milk.”
 
   Ellie gave her an exasperated look. “The milk isn’t for the horses, Margie! It’s for Jack!” 
 
   They both laughed heartily. 
 
   “I’ll go with you to the stables. I want to see if Mark is there. I think we should talk.”
 
   “Do you want me to come with you? You know, you might want to wait on talking to him about it until you figure out a plan.”
 
   Margaret hesitated. “I don’t know. I’ll have to see when I get there. I’ll see what kind of mood he’s in. I don’t want to deal with a lot of hassle or anything. And I don’t want to get emotional in front of the men.”
 
   “They might think you are in hysterics. When will you tell him about the baby?”
 
   “Well, I guess I should tell him at the same time, shouldn’t I? I mean, it is the reason I found out and the reason it must be stopped.”
 
   Ellie shook her head. “Your baby is very important. But he needs to stop because he’s going to lose everything he owns if he doesn’t.”
 
   Margaret sighed. She couldn’t wrap her brain around the idea that everything she had been working so hard to accomplish and earn throughout the months she had been here could suddenly be taken away and she could be left with nothing. Her first thought was to run back to her father. But she couldn’t do that now, not with a child on the way and love in her heart for the man she married. 
 
   She couldn’t believe he had been lying to her the whole time. He just hadn’t seemed like the type. 
 
   Her father was the only hope she had. She prayed she could help her husband change his ways and she prayed that her father would be able to help them with the bank. Those were her only options.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The kitchen door swung shut behind Margaret, and she stood in the breezeway, watching the front door. She knew Mark would come through any moment and she was mentally preparing herself for what she wanted to say. 
 
   She had spent the last day or so with Jack, at Ellie’s request, and he had filled her in on the track and the debts that Mark had built up. It was true that he had a problem. It wasn’t just the betting, it was the fact that he wasn’t very good at it and wouldn’t let anyone pick horses for him. He always insisted that he would get the right one and he rarely did. When his horse won a race, he was elated, using the win to justify the losses. And it was never enough, certainly not enough to pay the bills they had looming over their heads.
 
   The house was in jeopardy, the horses were in jeopardy, and the stables were in jeopardy. They really could lose it all. She thought about her growing baby and what they would need to do to prepare for it. It was a scary thing. She was older than most of the women who were giving birth. By the time those women were her age, they were on their second or even third child. Doctor Joe had warned her that it could pose a problem but not to worry too much about it.
 
   Jack had given her copies of the papers Mark had signed when he bet everything he had and started in on the property. He gave her the financial documents that she needed to understand how much was owed and when it was due by.
 
   Her heart thumped as she waited for Mark to come in. She’d heard the wagon pull up some time ago and knew that he had to be about done settling in the horses for the night. So she stood there and waited, her mind racing with anxious thoughts just as quickly as her heart beat in her chest.
 
   The door squeaked when Mark pushed it open. He took a few steps inside, saw her standing there and stopped to stare at her.
 
   “What is that look?” He asked, his voice tense. She assumed he could tell that she knew what was going on. Only a guilty man could have a face like that. And she had grown to know his expressions fairly well over the last few months. He was open with his feelings.
 
   Or at least she had thought so.
 
   Could she trust him now?
 
   “Mark, we have to talk about what’s going on. You need to know something.”
 
   “What do you mean ‘what’s going on’? You tell me what’s going on.”
 
   She lifted one hand to show him some of the papers she had gripped in her fingers. “We owe everything to the bank, Mark. We’re going to lose everything you’ve built up here!”
 
   Mark nodded. “I’m glad you said everything I’ve built up here. This is my house and that’s my stables, you need to remember that.”
 
   “Mark, it’s not going to be yours or mine or anyone’s but the bank’s in a short time, maybe just a few weeks! You didn’t tell me you were going through this when you brought me here!”
 
   “Well, I wasn’t about to tell someone I didn’t even know about issues I might be having with my finances.”
 
   Margaret struggled to hold in her emotions. She had been thrilled all the way up until this morning, loving her new life with the horses and a husband. She thought was happy and content. “Oh Mark!” She turned away and quickly prayed for strength and guidance. She turned back to look at him. “Mark, you were quick enough to bring me here and marry me and take me to your bed. You have been to church with me every Sunday. You have prayed with me! How can you not tell me that you are struggling with gambling?”
 
   “I’m not struggling with it!” Mark reached down and yanked off one of his boots. He angrily pulled the other one off and moved to go past her into the kitchen. “It looks like you’re the one who’s struggling with it. If you don’t like it, well, I guess you can just go back to Virginia!”
 
   For a moment, Margaret was devastated. She had fallen in love with Mark and didn’t want to lose the family she had longed for because of this problem.
 
   “No, Mark!” She followed him into the kitchen. She could tell by the tone of his voice that he was ashamed and that he didn’t mean what he said. “I don’t believe you want me to leave. I believe that you have fallen in love with me the way I have with you.”
 
   Margaret could tell by the look he gave her that she was right. He could only glance at her and then look away, his cheeks flushing a deep red under the dark beard he had grown. His eyes looked sad.
 
   Mark dropped himself into a chair at the table after filling a mug with hot coffee she had ready for him. She pulled one of the nearby chairs closer to him and sat in it, leaning in toward him so that she could speak softly.
 
   “You must know something, Mark. I have news for you that might change your mind about your problem.”
 
   “You do?” His voice was so small. 
 
   “Yes.” She took one of his hands and placed it over her stomach. “We’re going to have a baby.”
 
   His eyes opened wide and he blinked a few times. “We are?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He stood up, pushing the chair back with his legs, looking down at her. “We are?” He repeated. His face was a mixture of emotions. She couldn’t tell if he was pleased or dismayed by the news. “I…I…”
 
   Mark couldn’t think of the right words to say. Or simply didn’t have them. 
 
   Margaret got up and went to stand in front of him, wrapping her arms around him in a tight hug. She felt relief to feel him hugging her back. He lowered his head and gave her a kiss on her soft blond hair.
 
   “I’m glad we’re having a baby, Margie.” He said softly. “I haven’t known what to do about the debts for a while now. I was afraid to come to you and tell you. It all happened so soon after you arrived.”
 
   Margaret looked up at him. “I know that you’ve been gambling for a long time but yes, it seems the worst of it happened right after I got here. You have to stop now, Mark. Do you see that?”
 
   Mark separated from her and went to the kitchen window to stare out over the land. “I can’t now. I owe so much the only way to take care of the situation is to keep it going. I’ve been trying so hard to get the money but every time I think I’m on a streak, I start losing.”
 
   “That’s what gambling is!” Margaret moved to stand next to him again, wanting to be close to him. She wanted to show him that she wasn’t judging him, that she loved him and that she wanted to work things out the right way. “You know that when you do something too much and it puts your money and family in jeopardy, it’s a bad thing. You can beat your problem if you just pray about it and work really hard to resist.”
 
   Mark was quiet for a moment, continuing to look out the window. “I still can’t.” He said to her disappointment. “We can’t get out of debt without the money that comes from it.”
 
   “We aren’t getting out of debt that way, Mark, it hasn’t happened yet, what makes you think it will?”
 
   “Things will change. I’ll start getting a lot of winners and…”
 
   Margaret violently shook her head, putting one hand gently on his arm. “No, Mark! You have to stop. I believe I can get my father to help us get out of debt with the bank. Then, we can…”
 
   “I’m not taking money from your father!” Mark said vehemently and walked back to the table to pick up his cup of coffee. He held it for a moment, looking at it and then shook his head, setting it back down. “No, I just can’t do that!”
 
   “Mark, you have to think about our baby! You have to think about me! Don’t you love me?”
 
   Mark looked at her with passionate eyes. He was obvious with his love and had let everyone he worked with know about it. He had made her feel like queen of the castle since her arrival. It was one of the reasons she couldn’t believe he had been hiding this from her.
 
   Then again, when she thought about it, she understood, as well. He had fallen in love with her and then been too ashamed to admit his problem.
 
   “Yes, I love you, Margie.”
 
   She went to him again and he pulled her into a hug this time. “I have faith that we can get through this, Mark. I have been praying and I just know that God is going to come through for us. But you have to pray, too. You have to really believe that he will help you stop what you are doing.”
 
   “How can I be a man and ask your father to bail me out of my debts? I am the one who sent for you! I promised him, even though I never told him, that I would take care of his daughter. I know how much you love and respect him. How can you love and respect me after I do something like this to your father?”
 
   “You haven’t done anything to my father. If you refuse to let him help us, then you will really be doing something to him. You’ll be putting the safety of his only daughter in jeopardy. He would be very angry at you for that.”
 
   “He would, wouldn’t he?”
 
   “Yes, he certainly would! And our baby! His grandchild. He would be very, very angry.”
 
   “But we need a substantial sum.”
 
   “It won’t matter. The only thing that will matter is that when we have paid what we owe and begin paying my father his money back, you don’t gamble it away. Do you think you can break your habit?”
 
   She rubbed his arm and looked up into his eyes. He was blinking and refusing to look at her. 
 
   “Mark, please. Please tell me you love me enough…and love our baby enough to do this for us.”
 
   “I want to, Margie. I do love you and our baby.”
 
   “We will keep praying about it. My papa will help us through this and then we will start again. From the beginning if we have to. But at least we will have our horses and our home.”
 
   “And our baby.”
 
   “Yes.” She smiled wide and he matched it.
 
   “It’s so wonderful to think that we will have a little boy or girl here next year. I hope it looks like you.”
 
   She giggled. “If it’s a boy, I don’t think he will like that.”
 
   He shook his head. “I hope that he or she is healthy. I hope that you are okay through it all and that everything works out good in the end.”
 
   “Ellie is going to help me. She will know what’s going on before I do.”
 
   They both laughed at that.
 
   “I’m glad she is wanting to help you.” Mark’s demeanor had lightened significantly from only moments before. She could see that he felt relief and renewed strength. She wondered if he would really be able to kick the habit. He was so good with money otherwise. 
 
   “Do you want me to start helping manage the finances of the track and stables, Mark?” She asked a little nervously. It had always been his job. She didn’t want him to feel that she was stepping on his toes.
 
   He paused and looked at her thoughtfully. “I think it would be wise, yes.” He agreed. He put one of his hands on her tummy and the other on the small of her back. “You won’t be up for all that physical work taking care of yourself for the next year anyway.”
 
   “Silly man, it doesn’t take that long to have a baby!”
 
   “I know.” He laughed. “But you won’t be going back to grooming and cleaning out stables for a long time, honey. You’re going to have my baby to take care of!”
 
   The thought of a happy family in her future lifted Margaret’s spirits back up into the clouds. She threw her arms around her husband and hugged him close. “I love you, Mark!”
 
   “And I love you, my sweet little Margaret!” He replied, kissing her soft lips with a passion she would never be able to resist.
 
    
 
   
  
 

A Bride’s Hope (by Mary Miller)
 
    
 
   Minnie looked down at the telegraph with great fear in her heart. It was from the army. She hadn’t heard from Tom for almost two months but had been hoping and praying everything would turn out okay for him. That he would return home to her soon and she would hear him playing with their little boy, Billy, in the yard. It was what was supposed to happen.
 
   But it wasn’t what happened. The telegraph was gripped in her hands, the paper curling up around them. She sat in one of the porch chairs and stared down at it some more. He was gone. He really was gone. They had confirmed it, found his…body. She shivered.
 
   “Damn this war!” Her father was storming up and down the porch. “How could this happen? How can he not come home to his wife and baby?”
 
   “Papa, quiet down!” Her mother was soothing her father, trying to get him to calm down some. “You’re upsetting Minnie even more. You must calm down.”
 
   “I can’t be calm!” Her father thundered, making her cringe. She knew he was nearly as upset as she was but she didn’t think she could take it today. She got up and went in the house, making her way to her room on deadened feet. She could hear her father still storming outside, his emotions overwhelming him. He had cared for her husband, too. Even his wife’s tears didn’t calm him. She expected him to burst out in his own tears at any moment. When he quieted down, she assumed that’s what had happened.
 
   Minnie dropped herself on her bed face first. She was glad Billy was asleep in the cradle near her bed. She didn’t have the resolve to do anything for him right now. She pressed her face into the bed and let her tears come. She sobbed for many minutes, her marriage and love for her husband running through her mind over and over and over. 
 
   She felt like she would never recover from this. Her dear husband, Tom, had been one of the men killed at the Battle of Averasboro, NC. He was shot by the enemy and left in the field like the rest of the men that had died there. It would be impossible to bring his body home. She didn’t know why. It’s what they told her. She didn’t think Averasboro was that far from her little town but she didn’t question their authority. They weren’t going to listen to her anyway.
 
   He’d died a hero and President Lincoln had even sent her a note expressing his dismay at his loss and that he had been a strong and courageous soldier. 
 
   It didn’t ease her pain. The president couldn’t bring him back. No one could bring him back. Not even God. He didn’t do that kind of stuff anymore.
 
   Her emotions peaked, she sobbed for nearly an hour. She didn’t know when she would ever stop. Her tears would eventually dry up and she would have no more to shed. She had never felt such intense sorrow in all her 22 years. Where would she go? Who would she rely on? Her parents?
 
   The thought made her cry harder. She was a married woman who had lived for three years with a man who showed her what love was all about. Now he was gone, ripped from her life abruptly. Her tears were intense and her bed shook as her body did.
 
   “Lord!” She cried out. “How could this happen?”
 
   Minnie heard a shuffling behind her and realized she had probably woken Billy up. She used the sheet on the bed to dry her tears and pushed herself up. She was going to be strong for her little boy. Even if it meant she could not show her sorrow in front of him. He was a year and a half old and wouldn’t understand why she was in such despair. It might harm him to see her so upset. She composed herself and went to his cradle, where he was sitting up, rubbing his eyes.
 
   “Mama!” he called out to her. “Mama!”
 
   “I’m here, sweet one,” she said, reaching into the cradle and picking him up. He was getting so heavy. “You’re already wake? Did you get enough sleep?”
 
   “Mama cry.” He was staring into her eyes and she sat on the bed, resting him on her lap. His eyes were huge and blue, gazing at her intently. She brushed his blond hair back from his eyes and kissed his forehead.
 
   “I’ll be okay, little man. I will be. You don’t have to worry.”
 
   “No cry, mama!” Billy wrapped his arms around her neck and hugged her tight. “No cry!”
 
   “I won’t, my son.” She buried her face in his small neck and shoulder. “I won’t cry anymore.”
 
   But she knew she would.
 
    
 
   Minnie hadn’t gotten any sleep at all for almost four days. Since the telegraph arrived, all she could do was wallow in her misery. Her mother was still being encouraging and supportive but her father was still upset and sullen. His mood was dark and angry. “He was a good boy!” He kept exclaiming whenever the subject was broached. “He was always a good boy! Good shot, too! Took him hunting! He was the best at it, best young boy I’d taught.”
 
   There were many other things that had impressed him about Tom. He never failed to mention them. Minnie often wondered if he would ever stop talking about her late husband. It hurt every time she mentioned him. She wanted to avoid the subject and not think about it. She would never come out of mourning if he didn’t. The fact that she was now a widow with a fatherless boy was bad enough but to have it constantly ranted on about by her father was more unbearable than she could imagine. 
 
   She dragged herself out of bed, pulling on her robe as she did every morning. Billy had a strange schedule but she was glad of it. He slept more often than other babies she’d heard of. Her mother had appeared a little envious of it. Billy slept through the night and often into the next morning, allowing her to do other things before he woke up. 
 
   She glanced in his room and then went down the stairs to the kitchen when she saw he was still sound asleep as always. Her father and brothers had left for the day’s work and her mother was still in her bed. She sat listlessly at the kitchen table, unsure whether she wanted to make a cup of coffee or hot tea. Either way, she needed something warm in her body. It was chilly this morning. She didn’t expect it to warm up.
 
   She sat there for a little while, gazing out the window as the sun rose. She didn’t want to go back up and get dressed for the day. She didn’t want to go through the process of brushing and caring for her long brown hair, fitting it into braids like she had done nearly every day of her life. She didn’t want to do anything. 
 
   She wanted to be with her husband.
 
   But she had a tiny baby to care for. She wasn’t going to leave him here on his own without his mama or papa. She wanted to keep him safe from harm and not let him understand what was going on until he was much older.
 
   She let her tears come again and wondered how she was going to continue on without Tom. She had no kind of income. She didn’t want to stay here with her parents and brothers forever. She’d had a life before, a very full life before Tom had gone to the war.She missed him every day. She missed him even when he was alive. 
 
   Her mother came through the door, surprising her.
 
   “Oh mother. You scared me.”
 
   “I’m sorry, dear.” Minnie’s mother came directly to her and put her hands on Minnie’s shoulders. “I wish I could make you feel better. I know you must be terribly hurt and upset. But it will pass. Time will heal your heart, darling.”
 
   “I am afraid it will take too long. I’m afraid I will feel this way forever.” 
 
   Her shoulders shook slightly and her mother leaned over to hug her.
 
   “I love you, Minnie. It will be okay in time.”
 
   “I love you, too, mama.” She didn’t really believe her. But she was glad to have her comforting arms around her. She lifted one hand and wrapped it around one of her mother’s arms, letting her hold her. She pulled her tears in and did her best to stop crying. It was going to take a long time. A very long time.
 
    
 
   Two months later, Minnie was sitting in the same place, feeling as lost as she ever had. She didn’t feel strong. She didn’t feel recovered. Time had not healed her heart. Her little boy was almost two now. He was smiling all the time, still saying “dada”, even though dada wasn’t around. It broke her heart every time she thought about it. Every time she heard it.
 
   She sat waiting for Liz, her best friend in town. Liz was encouraging and helpful but nothing seemed to take away her pain. She stared out the window next to the table, watching the road for Liz to be dropped off. She felt a little impatient and pushed the feeling down. She didn’t want to feel that way. She was struggling with being overwhelmed by her strong emotions. Her crying hadn’t stopped. Billy was starting to notice and it made her feel even worse. 
 
   Now, she was not only crying for the loss of her husband, she was joining the nation in mourning the loss of President Lincoln. She couldn’t figure out why good men had to die like that. It didn’t make sense to her at all.
 
   She saw a cloud of dust and realized she’d been staring out the window not even seeing that Liz was stepping down from a wagon and would be at the door in moments. 
 
   She stood up and went to let her friend in.
 
   “Good morning, Mins!” Liz threw her arms around her as soon as she opened the door, making her take a step back. She couldn’t help smiling and hugging her friend back. 
 
   “Good morning, Lizzie. How are you doing today?”
 
   Liz released her from the hug and held her at arm’s length, her hands gripping Minnie’s arms gently. “I am fine, as usual, honeypot. The question is, ‘are you feeling any better’?” 
 
   They linked arms and took a few steps to turn into the kitchen, where they usually sat to talk. 
 
   “Have you been eating?” Liz asked. “I know you were having trouble there for a long time. How are you now?”
 
   Minnie shrugged, resuming the seat she’d been in before. Liz sat across from her and leaned over to hold one of her hands. “I am eating as normal, I suppose. I don’t have much of an appetite.”
 
   Liz shook her head, lifting her fabric hand bag and placing it on the table in front of her. She put her other hand over the Minnie’s so that she was clasping it tightly. “I can’t continue to see you in this state, my dear. You have been such a good friend to me for all these years and you’ve gotten me through some pretty tough times. I have been blessed to have you as a friend to me.”
 
   Minnie felt a warm sensation slide through her chest. She smiled at Liz. “Thank you, Lizzie. That really does mean so much to me.”
 
   Liz nodded. “I would never do anything to hurt you, you know that don’t you?”
 
   Minnie nodded. “I do know that, Lizzie. I surely do.”
 
   Liz smiled warmly and squeezed her hand.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Joseph lifted the sack, attaching it neatly to the side of the saddle before pulling himself up on the tall Mustang. He patted her side and whispered in her ear, enjoying the brush of the horse’s ear on his lips when she twitched it. There were few things left for him to feel good about, so he relished in it. He lifted back up in the saddle and pressed Sally’s sides with his heels to get her moving. 
 
   They slowly made their way over several hills, crossing a field and following the stream on his property as he inspected it. There had been some wandering thieves in town recently and he needed to make sure they hadn’t been camping out anywhere on his land. He liked to keep his property secure but there was little way to do that without the biggest fence in the world and a lot of patrolling time. The land he and his father had purchased here – the land that was now his since his father died – was several hundred acres. There was no way for him to cover all the land and keep it safe. 
 
   He reckoned there wasn’t much need anyway, since people needed to get from one place to another, and if they needed to cross his property to get safely to their destination, that was all right with him. He just didn’t want anyone causing any trouble for the innocent travelers who weren’t seeking to harm anyone. 
 
   Joe peered out over the long field in front of him. It stretched out at a slant and was dotted with spots where there was no grass, where rocks and sand had taken over and then abruptly stopped as if that was where the ground held more water and could support life. He kept his eye out for any wild animals that might cross his path. Coyotes were sometimes a nuisance but he knew how to deal with them. He kept his rifle strapped across his back and was the best shot in his family. He’d been shooting and hunting since he was a boy and even competed for several years in local competitions and the traveling fairs. He had won many times as a youth. But as he got older, he was less interested in competition and more interested in hunting for food and raising horses on his ranch.
 
   His mind wandered back to the most recent time he had been in a competition and the memory pierced him like a knife. It was the last time he would ever compete. He had been at the competition when his wife, Annie, whom he adored with all his heart, was thrown from her horse and killed. Right here on the ranch. 
 
   She left him and their three year old daughter, Ruthie, behind. It was heartbreaking, a tragic event that with time, had not healed. It was going on seven months. He had tried going into town about a month previous and looking around for a woman that could fill the enormous shoes his wife had left behind. No woman would qualify. No woman was good enough. He felt strongly there would never be anyone in his heart and mind that would match the love he’d had for his late Annie.
 
   Ruthie wasn’t the same either. She had been a vibrant, happy child, always smiling and tossing the pretty blond curls that fell down past her tiny shoulders.
 
   When he thought about Ruthie, Joe was filled with a warm and overwhelming love. He adored his sweet daughter as much as he had his wife and wanted to see her smile again. But he was incapable of consoling her when he wasn’t able to console himself. And how would a three year old be able to wrestle with the incredible devastation of losing a mother without some help from an adult?
 
   So with the deepest regret, Joe had let his brother, Alexander and sister-in-law, Catherine, take Ruthie to their farm until he could get his head back on straight.
 
   This decision had left him mourning both his wife and the daughter he loved so much. It seemed they were both gone from him, even though Ruthie was still there. 
 
   His mind whirled with emotion and he stopped his horse, sliding from the saddle to land softly on the ground below. He tied the reins to a tree branch, not that he thought Sally would try to run off. She had been with him for five years and never went anywhere without him. He could walk around the land for miles and she would stay by his side or behind him, waiting for him to get on her back.
 
   He plopped on the grass below him and looked down over the field as it sloped downward. He could throw himself over one of the ravines.
 
   The thought made him shake his head. “Not a chance,” he murmured, picking up a rock and tossing it down the hill to see how far it would go. “Ruthie.” He was definitely reconsidering his decision to let Ruthie go to Alex and Catherine’s. But in order to get her back, he had to get his mind straight again. He didn’t think he wanted to listen to what Catherine would say if he asked for Ruthie back without having some kind of recovery and future in mind. And right now, all he could think of was day to day survival. Even after all these months.
 
   He sighed. “I gotta do something about this,” he said in a low voice. Sally let her head down next to him and nudged him with her nose. He patted her head and smiled at her. “I’m just talking to myself, girl. You don’t want me alone and sad forever, either, do you? Big girl. What would I do without you?”
 
   He rubbed her nose and under her chin. “I know, girl. I gotta do something. I gotta pull myself together here.”
 
   Sally snorted playfully and he felt like she understood and was agreeing. 
 
   “Yeah, yeah.”
 
   He breathed in deeply and let it out slowly. “Okay, girl. I will. I’m gonna make things better now. I’m gonna get my head on and think right. I gotta think about Ruthie. I gotta think about my horses. I gotta think about…” He got to his feet and wrapped one arm over his saddle. “I gotta think about me.”
 
   He turned her in the direction they had originally come from, toward his ranch house. He would go visit his older brother and ask for advice. Alex was working at the grain mill in town. Joe wanted to talk with him while he was at work, so that Catherine wouldn’t be around. She was highly critical of him, had always been that way. He didn’t need any more criticism. Her berating is what had caused him to let Ruthie go over there in the first place. Catherine had made him sound completely incompetent in caring for a three year old girl. But Ruthie had been there almost a month and it was time to get her back. 
 
   No matter how he felt, his daughter was more important and it had been long enough.
 
    
 
   As he approached the mill, he could see his older brother standing outside the building, holding a large cup, which he frequently took a drink from as he listened to another man speak. They were involved in what looked like a serious discussion to Joe, until Alex threw his head back and laughed heartily, slapping his friend on the arm with his free hand. They both laughed more.
 
   Joe smiled as he got closer. Alex looked up and lifted one hand.
 
   “Joe! What are you doing in town, brother? It’s good to see you.” He glanced at the man he’d been talking to. “That’s my brother, you know him, don’t you?”
 
   The man nodded. “Yeah, we’ve met many times, Alex. You know that.”
 
   They both laughed again. 
 
   Joe came to a stop in front of them and slid down from the saddle, throwing the reins over a nearby hitching post. “Matt.” He nodded at the other man. 
 
   “Joe!”
 
   They shook hands.
 
   Joe looked up at his brother, who was much larger than he was. Alex was built strong, big and tough, with muscles bulging from all over his body. Joe was happy with what he had and didn’t desire to be as muscular as his brother. In all honesty, he wasn’t sure how Alex had gone from a slender young man to a bulky muscular man in the ages between 21 and 31.
 
   “Alex, wondering if you wouldn’t mind taking a minute for me?”
 
   Alex’s smile wavered and the look in his eyes told Joe he knew the talk would be a serious one. 
 
   “Of course, brother, of course.”
 
   “I’ll let you guys discuss.” Matt backed up. “I’ll see you inside, Alex.”
 
   “If you want to stay, Matt, I could use as many wise ideas as possible.”
 
   Matt looked surprised. “Well…okay, if you really want me to stay. Let’s sit over on those benches though. Too hot to keep standing here.”
 
   They moved to the benches, which were placed so that they all faced each other in a circle. 
 
   Alex held out the big cup to Joe. “You want a gulp of water, Joe? You look hot.”
 
   “Yeah, thanks, I appreciate that.”
 
   He took the cup and did, indeed, take a large gulp of the cool water. He was impressed that it was as cool as it was. “Thanks.” He said. His brother nodded.
 
   “So I’m thinking it’s about time to pull myself together.” Alex said. “I’m not sitting well with this life I’m leading. I gotta do something to make a change. I don’t want to be miserable another day of my life and I want my little girl back. I need suggestions. What you guys think I should do?”
 
   Matt lowered his eyes and looked at the ground intently. Alex continued looking at his brother and there was a bit of uncomfortable silence as Joe wondered what they were going to say, how they would respond.
 
   Matt looked up at Alex, waiting to see what Joe’s actual brother would say before giving his own response. Alex finally spoke up, blinking at his brother.
 
   “I think you need to be with your baby girl, Joey. But how do you feel? I mean, you really lose a lot there and you were having a hard time. You been hitting the bottle much lately?”
 
   Joe shook his head. “No, I quit the drink right after you…after Ruthie went to stay with your family. I didn’t like slopping around like a pig in a mud pen. I wanna put it back together. But I really can’t reckon how I’m gonna do that.”
 
   “You’re always gonna miss Annie.” Alex said. “But you gotta move on sometime. You been eyein’ any of the women in town? You thought about askin’ somebody to dinner or a ride through that gorgeous land of yours? What are you considering?”
 
   “That’s the thing, Alex, I’m not considering. Don’t reckon there’s much to consider around here.”
 
   “You ever thought,” Matt finally spoke up. “About gettin’ yourself a bride from the East through the post?”
 
   “How am I gonna find a woman in the East? I don’t know anybody out there.”
 
   Matt shook his head. “I heard about a bunch of brothers out in Nevada that placed ads in the newspaper last year and all four of ‘em got brides that way. You just send an ad to a random newspaper somewhere on the East Coast, you know like New York and Virginia and South Carolina. You could do that. You got the money to place an ad and you got the money to send telegraphs when somebody sends you back a response.”
 
   “I don’t know, Matt.” Alex said, narrowing his eyes. “You think that’s really a good thing to do? No tellin’ what kind of woman Joey here would end up with.”
 
   “I don’t see why you shouldn’t give it a try.” Matt shrugged. “Don’t you want a mother for Ruthie and a wife?”
 
   Joe shook his head. “I gotta doubt that some woman from the East is gonna want to travel all the way over here for a horse rancher.”
 
   “You got it wrong, friend.” Matt said, shaking his head. “I hear they’re jumping at the chance. Plus, those four brothers, they even fell in love with their brides. They were good decent women.”
 
   “If you word it right, you could probably find a woman suitable, Joey.” Alex began to nod and his voice sounded positive and approving. He leaned forward and looked directly at Joe. “And when you’re settled in with her, you can get Ruthie back.”
 
   Joe pressed his lips together. It sounded as though Alex had made up his mind that it was a good idea. 
 
   And he didn’t mind the thought of sharing his bed with a woman again.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Liz pulled a letter from her bag and laid it on the table in front of them. “Now, listen to me before you say anything, okay, Minnie?”
 
   Minnie looked at the letter and then back up at her friend, narrowing her eyes. “What did you do, Liz?” Her tone was only a little scared. She was more curious than anything. What was Liz being so sly about?
 
   “I have been thinking about you and worrying about you and praying for you for a long time now, Minnie. You know I love you as my dear sister, don’t you?”
 
   Minnie nodded without answering, her stomach becoming tight as she listened to her friend. 
 
   “I wouldn’t do anything I thought wasn’t in your best interests, would I?”
 
   “No, I don’t think you would, Lizzie. You’re my very best friend.”
 
   Liz nodded slowly, her eyes dropping to the letter under her fingertips. She made to slide it to Minnie and then stopped. She looked up at her friend.
 
   “Minnie, about a month ago, I saw an ad for a woman to come to the West to be a bride for a man out there.”
 
   Minnie’s heart stopped for just a moment. She knew where this was going.
 
   “I don’t think I can…”
 
   “Yes, I know.” Liz cut her off, nodding. She patted Minnie’s hand. “That’s why…that’s why I answered it for you.”
 
   Minnie’s breath caught in her throat. Her eyes widened and she couldn’t figure out if she was angry, mortified, humiliated or happy and excited. “Liz!” She said her friend’s name breathlessly.
 
   Liz looked concerned for a moment, subconsciously pulling the letter slightly closer to herself. “I…I really think you need new scenery, Mins. You need to get out of this town where all of your memories live and surround yourself with a whole new life.”
 
   “What about Billy?”
 
   “Well, I didn’t know how this man would respond if I told him you had a baby, so I didn’t mention it right away. I thought it would be better to get a letter back from him that was more personal and would let me know if I was good in sending a response to his ad. And I got a letter and I think you should read it. I think it might make you see things a little differently. Plus, you can respond if you want and if you don’t, I will send him a letter saying I have changed my mind…as you, of course.”
 
   “Oh Liz.” Minnie found herself drawn to the letter in Liz’s fingers. She licked her lips and pressed them together, biting them softly at the same time.
 
   Hesitantly, she put her hand toward the letter and slowly pulled it over the tabletop. She pulled in a breath and held it up to look at it. “You think I should read it.” She made it sound more like a statement than a question but Liz nodded. 
 
   “I really do. You need a change. You do, honey. You do. Read it. Please.”
 
   Minnie finally pulled out the letter and unfolded it. She read a few lines and Liz smiled when she looked at her.
 
   “Well?”
 
   “Let me finish it.” Minnie mumbled. Liz was right. The man in Nevada said he was a horse rancher and that he had a lot of security to offer her. She didn’t know what Liz had told Joe Graham but she must have made her sound very sweet and lovely because the tone of Joe’s letter was extremely gracious and kind.
 
   “What did you tell him about me?”
 
   “I told him that you had dark hair, brown eyes, a slender figure and a bright mind. I told him you were intelligent and honest and trustworthy. Because you are those things.”
 
   “You must have made me sound very high on myself.” Minnie frowned a little, thinking about her quick temper and her tendency to get annoyed with there were flying bugs in her house.
 
   Liz just smiled. “Please keep reading. I didn’t make you sound high on yourself at all. Just keep reading.”
 
   The rest of the letter described the nature that surrounded the ranch in Nevada. It was a page filled with the loveliest descriptions she could imagine in her mind. Liz was pleased with the reaction her friend was having. It looked like she might be considering it.
 
   “He doesn’t mention whether Billy can come along or not.”
 
   Liz shook her head. “I told you I didn’t mention him. You will need to approach that in your letter to tell him whether you want to come or not.”
 
   “But if I mention it now, do you think he will be upset because he thought he was getting a woman with no children?”
 
   Liz shook her head again. “No. Stop being negative Nelly. Just consider it tonight and pray on it and let me know in the morning what you decide. If you don’t want to, I want to write him a response. If you do, then you need to write a response to him. You will think about it tonight, won’t you?”
 
   Minnie reached up and pulled on the lobe of her right ear, a habit she’d always had when she was thinking about something exciting. To Liz, it was another good sign and she held in a smile. Her friend’s life was about to change and she didn’t even realize how much.
 
   If she decided to go.
 
    
 
   All the way to the post office, Joe’s heart hammered in his chest. Almost three weeks after he placed the ad in the newspaper in South Carolina, he’d received a response. The woman sounded intriguing, not hesitating to mention her good traits. Her second letter was equally charming, though it sounded like it had almost been written by another woman. He shrugged it off and decided it was the best thing to happen to him in a long time. He was glad he’d given it a chance.
 
   The letter he was going to post today would have instructions on how to board the train and get over to Reno so he could pick her up. The city was just beginning to enlarge and he had no doubt it would officially be a part of the United States very soon.
 
   The only thing he’d been quiet about was Ruthie. From the start, he’d worried that any mention of a baby would keep a woman from responding. So he hadn’t mentioned his precious daughter. Whenever he thought about the fact that he’d neglected to mention her after Minnie responded, he felt a quick jolt of nervousness and shame. She sounded so perfect. Once he had sent his first letter without mentioning Ruthie, he was terrified to mention her now. What if Minnie backed out? 
 
   It was imperative that he get his daughter back from his brother and sister-in-law but he was determined to have Minnie come over from South Carolina. He needed the healing of his family.
 
   As it was, the train ticket was for three days from now. He would soon have to confront the reality of letting Minnie know. 
 
   First, he would get to know her as a woman and a bride. Then he would let her know about Ruthie. Or perhaps he should confess and hope that Minnie would want children…especially his. He was confusing himself, which he hated.
 
   “Can’t decide,” he mumbled to himself. “Can’t decide, can’t decide.”
 
   Sally snorted below him and he laughed. “You always have something to say about it, don’t you, girl?” He leaned forward and slapped her on the side, something she loved and he knew it. “You’re a good girl, aren’t you? Not gonna let anything happen to me, are ya?”
 
   Sally snorted, throwing her head up in the air as if nodding to his words.
 
   He tried not to think too much about his deception and how his new bride would handle it. Her letter made it sound like she would be very open to children, which was a good thing. 
 
   Joe hadn’t taken Ruthie back to his ranch yet. He hadn’t been feeding her the way he was supposed to to begin with, he wanted the influence of a mother figure to help his daughter become a wonderful young woman, to eat right, take care of herself and so forth. He didn’t know how to do all the things proper young women were supposed to do. He was determined for her to be raised right and that meant the influence of a good woman.
 
   He prayed that’s what Minnie was and that she wouldn’t feel pushed upon by having Ruthie come home.
 
    
 
   Joe pulled up to the post office just five minutes later, sliding down from the saddle and throwing the rope over the hitch, more to keep Sally from following him inside than keep her from straying. He ignored the two steps that led up to the post office, taking them all in a single step.
 
   His long legs carried him to the front doors of the building in only two more steps. He pushed the door open and went inside, marveling at how much cooler it was in the building. He wasn’t sure why it felt cooler, considering there were lanterns aflame all around the room.
 
   He went directly to the clerk and set some paper money on the counter. “I need to buy a ticket to be sent to the East.”
 
   The clerk looked up at him through narrow blue eyes as sharp as his long narrow nose. “You can’t buy a train ticket here, son.” Joe pressed his lips together to keep from smiling. He was fairly certain the clerk was at least ten years younger than his 35 years. 
 
   “Okay, where is the clerk that sells train tickets.”
 
   The clerk leaned out the window toward him and pointed to the left. Joe looked over and saw a window like this one on the other side of the room. “That’s the one. You gotta go over there to buy a ticket.”
 
   “And then I come back here to send it to the East?”
 
   “Yes.” The clerk nodded curtly.
 
   “Okay, Edward.” Joe leaned slightly to read the silver and gold name tag the clerk was wearing. Edward flushed as if not sued to hearing the sound of his own name.
 
   “Okay. Thank you, sir.”
 
   “I’ll see you really soon,” Joe teased and moved off to buy his train ticket at the other window.
 
   The window shade was up but the chair was empty. Joe stood there, looking into the room behind the counter, waiting for someone to come and attend to him.
 
   Moments later, the same clerk from the post office sat in the chair in front of him and stared at him. 
 
   “How can I help you, sir?”
 
   Joe blinked at him, stunned into near silence. Then he had to suppress valiantly the urge to bust out laughing. 
 
   “Aren’t you…aren’t you…” he swallowed his laughter. “I need a ticket to come here from South Carolina and I need to send it there for a woman to come here with it.”
 
   The clerk nodded. “I can give you the price and let you purchase the ticket, but you will have to send it by taking it over to the postal office and letting them deal with that.”
 
   “Won’t you…” After a moment, he stopped. It was going to be the same clerk. 
 
   He wasn’t going to laugh. He just wasn’t.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Minnie’s heart was in her throat. She gripped Billy’s hand so hard, he was starting to fuss. “Mama, you’re hurting me!” He kept whining and she would loosen her grip.
 
   “I’m sorry, baby.” She kept soothing him. She pulled him up on her lap and held him so he could see out of the window. “Look. Do you see all that passing scenery? You see that tree…oh, there’s it’s gone, isn’t it?” She smiled, wrapping her arms around his tiny body as he leaned toward the window. 
 
   “Look, mama, look!” The baby slid from her grasp to climb onto the bench next to her and stand there, his small hands gripping the short windowsill and pressing his nose against the glass. “Look, mama!”
 
   “I see it, Billy boy, I see it.” She tried to make her voice as soft as possible to counteract his loudness. She reached out and steadied him on the chair. “Don’t fall now. You don’t want to get hurt, do you?”
 
   “No, no. No no.” Billy shook his head in response but didn’t turn his head away from the window. He just pulled back a little and rested in the comfort of his mother’s secure hold. “It’s a tree!” He surged forward, almost jumping out of her grasp and she snatched him back.
 
   “Now Billy, I just told you to be careful! You’re going to fall and bump your head!” She pulled him back so he had to sit on her lap. Restless, he squirmed and tried to get back to the window, off his mother’s lap. “Billy, you must calm down!” Minnie felt her nerves beginning to frazzle. Billy was just being his normal self and he was a very active little boy. What if Joe was unable to accept a mischievous little boy like him?
 
   “He’ll have to,” she whispered. “It’s both of us, not just me.” But she felt guilty anyway because she hadn’t mentioned Billy to Joe and wasn’t in the least bit secure he would accept the child. She wished suddenly that her little boy wasn’t so active.
 
   Just as quickly, she berated herself for thinking that way. There was nothing wrong with an active two year old and, in fact, she dared to say that it was good for Billy in particular to be the way he was. He was a spark of life. He was curious and determined and stubborn. Most of the men she knew were like that and they were much older than two. Billy was usually a good little boy. And he was that day, too. He was being himself. 
 
   “Come and sit still, Billy,” she whispered frantically. “You will annoy our other passengers.”
 
   “Don’t you worry, dear.” An older woman in the front of the carriage turned to glance back at her. “Don’t you worry about that boy, sweet girl. I will help you care for this little one.”
 
   Minnie nervously looked around the car of the train at the young men that surrounded her.
 
   “And don’t you worry about these boys, Minnie. They don’t make a move without asking me first. They are wonderful singers. When I want something done, I ask my grandsons and my nephew. They won’t judge you or do anything to make you feel bad. So if your little boy needs to play, you let him go ahead and play. And these boys will listen to me, won’t you, boys?”
 
   “Yes, gramma.” They all answered in synch. Then one of the boys leaned forward directly in the path of Jon’s wandering eyes and smiled wide. His teeth were incredibly white and Minnie wondered how he managed to do that. She wished her teeth could be nearly as clean and white. 
 
   Must be natural. She thought.
 
   “I am upset because my husband was killed in the war and I am being forced to move across the country to start a new life. I’m afraid of the new life I’m going to.”
 
   “Where was he killed, my dear?” The old woman’s face fell in sorrow. It made the wrinkles in her face intensify and show her age more than before. 
 
   “He was killed in Averasboro nine weeks ago and eight months ago.” Her face crumpled when she mentioned her loving husband. She shook it off and pulled her back up straight, pulling in a quick breath. “I am going to Nevada to be with a man who is looking for a wife.”
 
   “It’s wonderful that you will have someone to care for you and your baby.” The old woman nodded. “There have been many terrible losses in this war so far. I’m not sure it will ever end.”
 
   “It feels like the end of the world,” Minnie said softly in dismay.
 
   “Aaah but it isn’t, my dear.” The old woman nodded and gave her a sympathetic look. “It isn’t. You will find happiness again, don’t you worry about that. God has a plan for you.”
 
   Minnie’s face was still downtrodden but she nodded and gave the old woman the best smile she could. “I know. I’ve been told that before.”
 
   “That’s because it’s true. You shouldn’t forget it.”
 
   “I won’t soon forget it, I promise.”
 
   The woman laughed softly and nodded, her eyes on the little boy, standing once more on the bench and smiling as he looked out the window at the fast moving landscape.
 
   “You won’t forget it at all.”
 
    
 
   Catherine was not at all pleased with Joe’s decision to bring a wife for himself from the East Coast. She ranted about the dangers of bringing a strange woman into the life of such a small little girl. No matter how much he tried to explain that the letters told him he would be dealing with a woman of generous spirit and a kind heart, Catherine didn’t believe it.
 
   He wasn’t sure if his sister-in-law was speaking from her concern for Ruthie or her desire to keep the little girl as her own. He just couldn’t tell. He’d not dealt much with the woman, except on a friendly basis where they might get together to celebrate Thanksgiving, Christmas and Easter, which they did every year.
 
   Joe was on his way to the station to pick up his new bride. He felt a bit sick to his stomach because Catherine had insisted he bring Ruthie with him. Though he’d planned to take Minnie to his brother’s house to introduce her and pick up his 3-year-old, Catherine had insisted he take her with him to the station. 
 
   “She deserves to know sooner rather than later. The fact that you’ve gone and done this without consulting the right people is bad enough…” She shot a darting glance at her husband, who looked back nonchalantly as if he had nothing to do with it. The sweet look made Catherine stop short and think more kindly. “You really shouldn’t have done it this way.” The woman continued to lecture him for at least twenty minutes to half the hour. 
 
   In the end, it was getting later and closer to the time Minnie would be arriving. Finally, Catherine outright demanded he take Ruthie, telling him that she and her husband were going out and wouldn’t have time to care for her.
 
   Before he left, his little girl in his arms, sitting up and looking at the adults as if she thought they were all insane, Joe gave Catherine a direct glare. “You’re telling me you would rather have my baby girl see an argument first thing from her new guardian and mother, between her and me?”
 
   Catherine just shook her head and closed the door behind them. “Sleep tight, Joey. We’ll see you tomorrow maybe.”
 
   The door clicked and Joe turned to walk to his wagon. The temperature was dropping, but Joe had brought along an extra blanket for his daughter’s legs and to wrap around herself to keep warm. With her in one hand and the blanket in the other, Joe managed to get up in his saddle and fit his feet in the stirrups very well. 
 
   “Let’s go see your new…mama.” It was going to take a bit to get used to that, he decided.
 
    
 
   The train pulled up into the station, and Minnie’s heart leaped into her throat. “Oh Lord, protect us from any evil and wrongdoing.” Minnie murmured quickly as she stepped down from the train onto the wooden platform outside. There were only a few people there, many less than she had seen when leaving South Carolina. She gathered her bag and her child in her arms and stepped carefully.
 
   Once she was off the train, her luggage bags brought to her by the valet, she was beginning to feel a headache that nearly leveled her. It was one of the bad ones that she just wanted to sleep with. She saw a man approaching her, a beautiful little blond girl. She wondered if he knew why she was here. He looked like he was coming straight toward her. He looked down at the baby as soon as he was within just a few feet of her. He stared at Billy.
 
   She stared at the tiny blond girl in his arms. Ruthie looked older than her Billy. She propped Billy up in her hands and whispered in his ear. “Look at that, Billy. You see those boys in the proper hats? They work here. They are here so you are protected and safe.”
 
   She distracted him with looking elsewhere, though her eyes were still on the handsome man carrying the baby.
 
   “I’m sorry for staring.” Joe said softly. “Are you in need of assistance? Is there someone there to get you?” He cleared his throat. “Are you Minnie?”
 
   She hesitated only for a second. “I…I am. And are you Joseph?”
 
   He nodded, still switching his eyes to Billy. Then he looked up at his three year old and smiled.
 
   “I think Minnie and I have some explaining to do.” He laughed softly. “Do you think we can do that? You want to go play inside with your ball?”
 
   “I can go play ball…” The little girl pulled the ball from her daddy’s hands and jumped up and down until he set her on the floor. She ran to the door and a taller man pulled it open, stepping back for her.
 
   “Here you go, tiny miss,” the man said, smiling. 
 
   “Thank you!” Ruthie darted into the building. 
 
   Minnie and Joe looked at each other.
 
   “You can say anything you want to,” Minnie murmured. “I won’t tell if you don’t want to marry be because of Billy…”
 
   “In case you didn’t notice,” Joe shook his head. “I’m not going to back out of marrying you because you…weren’t honest about your situation. I…did the same thing with Ruthie, didn’t I?”
 
   Joe hung his head in shame. 
 
   “I wasn’t exactly spelling out Billy’s name in our letters.”
 
   “I only received one. Did you send others?”
 
   Thinking back, she could only think of one. She shook her head. “I must be wrong.”
 
   “Do you want me to re-introduce myself? Shall we both start getting to know each other better without having these little precious hearts be our bait for a mate?”
 
   “You are a charming poet.” Minnie giggled. “But if we’d been using them as bait, we would have advertised about them, we never would have hid them from each other.”
 
   “Are we on a level playing field, then?”
 
   “I think we both know what’s right and what should and must be done.”
 
   Joe took one of her hands, placing the other hand on the little boy’s tousled hair. “Hello, Billy, do you want to meet my little girl and come to my house?”
 
   The boy nodded so violently, Joe couldn’t tell whether he really did or not. He laughed and noticed that Minnie’s mood had lightened. She was a beautiful woman and he could tell that physical attraction was mutual on both sides. From her letter and the fact that she’d also had a baby of her own, he decided he’d made the right decision after all.
 
   He leaned over and dared brush his lips against the top of the little boy’s head. 
 
   He whispered to Minnie. “Are we going to be all right?”
 
   She sighed softly with a smile. “I think so, Joe. I want to be.”
 
   “Then we will be. Let’s go take care of our little ones together. I...I can see we are going to have a good future.”
 
   Minnie could only look up at him. From the first moment she’d seen him, she’d hoped he was Joe, coming to get her, even if he did have a baby in his arms. That certainly didn’t bother her. He gave off the impression he would love her completely. 
 
   And she had no doubt she would give him the same in return. She expected great things.
 
   And great things were coming her way.
 
   She smiled as she let Joe lead her inside, where they would find the baby, Ruthie, and head home.
 
    
 
   
  
 

A Heart in the West (by Mary Miller)
 
   It was the late summer of 1871 when Cora Sutton left from the big city and boarded the Lil’ Miss, a prize addition to the East Missouri Rail operations. She boasted less than a week’s journey from Boston to the Western territory, and just two and a half weeks to California, notwithstanding unexpected delays in the form of weather and shady characters with sights on her cargo.
 
   It can’t very well be all that bad, Cora Sutton had thought as she boarded the train, her carpet bag nearly falling at the seams. Perhaps she should have stowed away books in a travel chest, and not in her bag. But what else was she to do with the time? Cora laughed as she bumbled down the aisle to her coach, chiding at her wandering imagination.
 
   Train bandits don’t really exist, not in real life, she said to herself. And the Western territory surely isn’t all that wild…
 
   The thought would prove a cruel stroke of irony in the days to follow.
 
   For the time being, all she had to set her sights on was taming her imagination from getting away from her. Cora admitted to herself that she was actually quite excited. A serendipitous ad in the paper. A snap decision. And the promise of a new life out West. It all sounded rather romantic for a simple hosiery girl at Freeman’s Department Store--well, former hosiery girl. One day, she was living a dull, hapless life on the bustling streets of New York City, and the next she was set for life. Or she would be, as there were some small details yet to attend to.
 
    
 
   It started about two months before the Lil’ Miss even slugged her way into Grand Central Station. Cora worked as the assistant stocker at one of the finest department stores in Manhattan. The marble ceilings rose as high as three levels, with bright crystal chandeliers glittering in the light. The sound of women, of the most well-to-do-sort, clicked their shoes and brushed their puffed dresses through the ground floor, eyeing the delights the store had to offer. For Cora, the closest she could ever come to such a life was spent in the back closets of the store, stocking the hosiery and other ladies’ garments. It was quite the accomplishment even getting that far. Before hosiery girl, she had a stay as a seamstress, but not for long as she had little to no skill in such delicate matters. Then there was a brief stint working in a factory making women’s hat boxes, which proved to be a tedious task that required too much focus for a constant daydreamer. Nanny, flower girl, a shoemaker’s store clerk...and the list went on. 
 
   Life, she had long ago decided, was unutterably dull.
 
   So it came to her surprise when she was informed she would no longer be needed at Freeman’s department store. There were always prettier, talented, more qualified girls to work the store and spruce up the general atmosphere. A new direction for a new age, she was told. And that new age did not include the likes of her. 
 
   That was what brought her to take the first step. To be exact, it was that and the upping of the next month’s rent.
 
   “But Mrs. MacDonough, I’ll get a new job soon, ma’am. If you just give me a little more time, I can pay you what I owe.”
 
   Cora’s mind drifted to an earlier conversation she had with her landlord, Mrs. MacDonough, a stout and rather stern Irish woman who rented out her building to all sorts, mostly immigrants and newcomers into the city. 
 
   “Aye, Co-ra, I can’t be bothered’ with ye all the time,” she bustled across the hallway carrying a basket of her linens, and Cora traced after her. 
 
   “Ye never bring yer rent on time,” the woman continued in her thick accent. “And on top o’ that, I hear ye been sacked from Freeman’s this mornin’.”
 
   “You already know about that?” Cora followed behind.
 
                 Mrs. MacDonough stopped and sighed as she waved her finger toward Cora’s face.
 
                 “Now lookee, Miss, I can’t be competin’ like I do with all the other landlords around. There’re plenty of others who need a place, jus’ as much as you. And they deserve it every bit, too. And they’re also in dire straits for an opportunity”
 
                 “But…”
 
                 “No buts, Cora. I’m broken hearted as much as you, but that’s jus’ life, it is.”
 
                 It was a miserable few months following. Cora moved into a dingy hostel in Brooklyn, making her way with measly compensation at a butcher’s shop. The boss didn’t much like the idea of hiring a young woman for such a job, but Cora insisted she could just as easily pick it up. It didn’t mean that the work was pleasant.
 
                 One day, she made her way out from a long shift, after having cleaned the back room, her clothes smelling like raw meat, her boots wet after hosing off the blood. She was headed down a street she headed down everyday. Took the same turns, watched the same faces walk past. Everything was quite the same. That is, until a certain leaflet from a newspaper caught her eye. It seemed positively serendipitous. A stray page, a gust of wind, and soon she was staring at an ad that seemed to be shouting directly at her.
 
    
 
   Wanted: Young woman of intelligence, refined, and possessing means. Gentleman landowner seeking a match of high pedigree. Must be willing to relocate at short notice.
 
    
 
   At first Cora laughed. The idea of being a mail-order bride certainly seemed like an odd one, like from a story in a magazine or a tale that old grandparents tell. But Cora was sure of one thing: she had no family, no ties, and no where to go but up.
 
   Besides, she reasoned, it really is quite the romantic story.
 
    
 
   Cora nestled herself onto the seat, sliding herself against the window as the locomotive wheezed, her wheels beginning to make the heaving creak out of the station. The ticket master came and punched her ticket, and her insides leapt with excitement as the view outside begin to whir past, the loud whistle sounding, the steady churn of the wheels matching to the rhythm in her own heart.
 
   This is it, she reminded herself. This is my new start.
 
   From here on out, Cora imagined life going by without a hitch. Well, perhaps there was one small fly in that ointment. There were, after all, a few...liberties...Cora had taken to grab the opportunity before it escaped.
 
   The end justifies the means, she told herself.
 
   Besides, in her eyes, Cora Sutton deserved just as much a happy ending as Mistress Cora LeBlanc, the wealthy and debonair young aristocrat aboard the Lil’ Miss, on her way to meet the man she’ll marry. 
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
    “Expecting a shipment this afternoon, Mr. Dansby?”
 
   The mustached outpost manager tipped his hat toward the tall and dark Joshua Dansby. Mr. Dansby tipped his hat toward the man, his other hand tucked neatly into his suited pocket.
 
   “Nothing big, Mr. Stanfield. Waiting for a person, actually. Not a shipment.” 
 
   Mr. Stanfield raised an eyebrow, but kept his words to himself. No sense in poking into the affairs of a man as private as Joshua Dansby, or at least as private a man could be in his position. Mr. Stanfield looked at the stopwatch in his hand, and dropped it into his front vest pocket, and made his way into the station house.
 
   Joshua Dansby leaned toward the rail, the balls of his feet bouncing on the wooden boardwalk of the outpost. It was a rather overcast day, but generally clear sights as far as one could make out. He kept looking impatiently toward the sky, as if somehow he could discern from the clouds or the breeze the distance of the oncoming train, or hear faintly the loud whistle of the Lil’ Miss making her way into the outpost. No such luck.
 
   Mr. Dansby stopped his movements and straightened his suit coat. Moving so much would make him seem nervous, and in fact it served to actually make him nervous, if not for just a moment.
 
   There’s nothing to be nervous about, he reminded himself. 
 
   It was unconventional for the both of them. He never really anticipated being one of those type of men who would place an ad out East to find a wife. But there were extraneous circumstances out of his control, and if he was going to take matters back into his own hands…
 
   He cleared his throat and walked toward the station house. He removed his hat, the coolness from being under the awning shadowing his dark brown hair.
 
   “Mr. Stanfield, correct me if I’m wrong, but wasn’t the Lil’ Miss supposed to have come in over an hour ago?”
 
   Mr. Stanfield stood upright and checked at his pocket watch, then at a chart along the wooden panel wall of the station house.
 
   “That’s correct, Mr. Dansby. It is quite odd that she’s not as on time as she usually is...but perhaps the weather hit them first and has slowed them down.”
 
   “Weather,” Joshua Dansby echoed.
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   Joshua Dansby sighed and fixed his hat once again atop his head.
 
   “Is there something I can do for you?”
 
   Mr. Dansby draped off his suit coat and handed it through the station house window toward a surprised Mr. Stanfield.
 
   “I’m sorry, Mr. Dansby, I don’t know what you mean--”
 
   “Just hold on to it for a while,” Joshua made haste down the outpost steps, calling out with a waved hand. “I’ll be back in a bit. Get ahold of the Sheriff.” And to himself, he said in a low, hushed tone, “I’ve got a bad feeling.”
 
   A stunned Mr. Stanfield merely stuttered a “Y-y-yes, sir.” before Joshua Dansby had fled from the site. 
 
   He approached the buggy he arrived in, with his horse, Kan, enjoying the overgrown yellow-green grasses nearby. Joshua untied the reins and slung himself atop his horse.
 
   Leaving the buggy behind, the broad shouldered man took off into the distance. The clouds seemed to be gathering faster, and darker, and Joshua Dansby continued headlong beside the tracks, Eastward.
 
    
 
   This is impossible, Cora thought to herself as she ducked breathlessly into her coach cabin.
 
   A scream and some shouts filled the passenger car in front of her. There weren’t many in her own car, but she could hear murmurs and worried rustling in the cabins beside her. They heard it too.
 
   She had read of stories of bandits and seen news clippings of railway robbers, but nowhere had she accounted for the possibility of it ever really happening. And especially not to her.
 
   The Lil’ Miss had come to a complete standstill about three and a half miles out from the post. A pretty daring proximity to town for a band of robbers in the Western territory.
 
   There were more shouts and rustling coming from the cabin before her. Probably looting the passengers. If they were like any of the smart bands of thieves she read about in books, no doubt some were going through the cargo hold at the tail-end of the train, mounting what they could onto their getaway buggies. The others were slowly making their way through the cabins, scaring the passengers into giving up their on-hand possessions.
 
   Cora smirked. Good thing I’ve got nothing worth stealing.
 
   It wasn’t the best thing to necessarily be proud of.
 
   The footsteps and sounds came closer. Cora had to think fast.
 
   She quickly checked that her boots were laced tightly, and with an air of rather unlady-like behavior, brought her dress into a knotted tie at her waist.
 
   I can’t very well make a getaway with this cumbersome number, she smiled to herself. She had to admit. The thrill of the adventure was quite a rush. 
 
   Much better than sewing hat boxes, she thought to herself.
 
   Baring open the cabin window, Cora peeked out, and up toward the roof.
 
   Looks like rain.
 
   A light breeze wafted its way past, lifting at some stray strands that became untucked from her braided hair. For a moment, she thought she heard the sound of horse hooves in the distance, but she brushed off the idea as her imagination once again getting carried away. In the city, there were so many sounds and sights that rarely did anything jump out in particular. Everything melded together after a while. But out in the country, with such vast expanses of quiet, each noise was something new to her, and entirely unfamiliar. 
 
   There was a slight rim siding below the window of the car. If she could scale along the rim as a step, perhaps she would be able to get down and…
 
   What then? Cora could at least hide until the bandits passed, maybe summoned for help somehow. They weren’t to be too far from their destination anyway…
 
   She could work out the details later. For now, the thrill awaited.
 
   Cora propped herself, though rather clumsily, at the sill, and over, her hands keeping at the window sill, and using her feet to prop against the outside wall of the car as she slowly felt for the rim below her. When her boot’s toe caught on, she heaved a sigh.
 
   But then the unthinkable began to happen. A loud wheezing sounded from far ahead the train, as if the brakes…
 
   “Oh no,” Cora mumbled.
 
   The train began to move. Had the robbers decided on a faster getaway? And were they taking everyone along with them?
 
   As Cora began to feel a sudden panic, the sound of horse hooves once again broke up her thoughts. It really was the sound of hooves. They were gaining closer, against the train as it began to gain speed. It was near.
 
   “Oof!” Cora felt a sudden wrench at her waist, a strong arm draping across and lurching her off the side of the train car. She soon found herself draped across a galloping horse like a sack of flour. Her sides buffeted against the saddle uncomfortably.
 
   “It’s alright, ma’am, I’ve got you.”
 
   The smooth, deep sound of a man’s voice made Cora instantly grow hot in the face. 
 
   “What do you think you’re doing?” Cora continued to shout at the unknown assailant while trying to maintain her balance. “No one just yanks on a lady like that and--and slings her over your horse like some potato sack!”
 
   The man laughed. “A lady wouldn’t be caught dead sporting that particular style, Miss. I can guarantee that.”
 
   She attempted to pull down at her dress, suddenly conscious of her underthings showing, but her current position demanded that she hold on.
 
   “Don’t look, you disgusting man!”
 
   He laughed again. 
 
   “I’m not interested in your type,” he shouted.
 
   Cora grew more furious. Was he entertained in all this?
 
   “And what--what exactly--” she hiccuped between words, and braced herself against the jostling of the saddle. “What type am I exactly?”
 
   The man pulled on the reins and gave a steadying “whoa” to his horse as they came to a stop, the train now out of site, barreling toward the station, with the intent to ride on past, no doubt.
 
   Cora welcomed the steadiness, and relaxed for a brief moment, soon interrupted by the man’s low, mocking laugh.
 
   “The type who tries to make a clean break out the side of a train during a heist,” he said. Cora’s face grew hot at the amusement in his voice. “That’s a strange kind of woman I want nothing to do with.”
 
   Cora went limp, slumping as she sighed on the horse.
 
   “Then thankfully, you don’t have to do anything with such a lady--”
 
   “No, not a lady,” he mused. “Just a woman.”
 
   “Well that’s just about all I can handle,” she exclaimed. Cora had enough. She clumsily slid off the horse, her boots hitting the ground a bit off-kilter. But with a bit of maneuvering and luck to save-face, Cora steadied herself and began to rush away from the man.
 
   “Wait!” he called out.
 
   Cora shook her dress free so that it fell once again to her feet, not daring to look back at the man who caught her. 
 
   “Who does he think he is?” she said to herself. “Some sort of chivalrous prince who thinks he can just wander along and pick up damsels in distress along the rail? These Western territory men are really something else.” 
 
   She kicked at the grass in front of her as she tried to straighten out her braid. “I would know,” she continued to rant under her breath. “I lived in New York City for crying out loud. The men can’t get any worse.”
 
   “Where do you think you’re going?” she heard a shout and the sound of a horse trotting its way towards her.
 
   Even when his shadow began to eclipse her, she refused to look.
 
   “I’m going into town. I can’t be far. I’m going to get help.”
 
   “It’s about three and a half miles into town. Are you sure you want to walk all the way?”
 
   Cora felt her fists ball, and her cheeks grow hot.
 
   “I would rather walk, than to be dragged along like some sort of produce sack.”
 
   He laughed.“Very well.”
 
   She wandered on toward town, or the general direction she seemed to be needing. Darker clouds began to gather, but Cora was of no mind to it. She walked on in silence, with the horse-man following silently beside.
 
   Cora took a moment to glance beside her. The muscular, red-brown horse rode dutifully under the man whose broad hands commanded the reigns. His white button down was a bit disheveled at the collar, and Cora found her cheeks to be growing warm, watching him sit atop his steed, his hat shadowing his dark brown hair, some tousled bangs falling before his eyes, and his rough but clean jaw making his overall appearance to seem more well-to-do than she anticipated a rugged horseman in the West.
 
   He seemed to be looking away, not noticing her glance, but then the edge of his lip widened to reveal a small dimple at his cheek, and his bright blue eyes flashed their way down toward her direction.
 
   “Are you still intent on being so stubborn?” he said.
 
   Cora looked away in an instant, embarrassed, and fuming at letting her mind wander.
 
   “Certainly not all men from this part of the country are so--so--incredibly forward and--and--quite frankly, uncouth.”
 
   “Uncouth?” he feigned sounding hurt, but she could tell that he was slightly amused. “Says the Miss who was shouting at me not too many moments ago--saying things a gentleman should never repeat.”
 
   They continued to walk on, when Cora’s dress snagged on a drying, thorned shrub. She teased frustratedly at her dress, battling against the bush.
 
   “This wilderness is impossible!” 
 
   At once, she reached back with a pull, her dress finally being released, though not without a tear, and fell back onto her bottom, hitting an open patch of moist dirt.
 
   She immediately felt her cheeks glow red.
 
   “Now will you reconsider?” The man on the horse lent his hand down for her as she steadied herself upright, attempting to brush off the mud, but only smearing it further down the backside of her dress. The clouds began to gather more darkly, and Cora took a second thought.
 
   “If I let you give me a ride, you should know…”She sighed and placed her hands on her hips.“I don’t like you,” she pointed up at him.
 
   “Blunt,” he pursed his lips. “I would say I like that in a woman, but in this case...I couldn’t care less.”
 
   “Fine,” she said.
 
   “Fine,” he said.
 
   And they rode on in silence.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
    “Joshua Dansby,” Sheriff Pickett greeted Joshua and Cora as they rode in toward the station. A closed buggy door was being closed and carted off by the Deputy policeman.
 
   “Sheriff,” Joshua tipped his hat and slung off.
 
   The two men shook hands and Joshua got a good look at the scene. The robbers were already being brought into town, and the passengers were being escorted off of the train, and onto the platform.
 
   “Glad you made it in time,” Joshua said.
 
   “Well, thankfully I wasn’t too far along from the area,” Sheriff Pickett tipped his hat toward Cora, still sitting atop the horse, silent and her face flushed.
 
   “Afternoon ma’am,” he said.
 
   Cora nodded, red-cheeked and turned forward once again, clearly embarrassed to be seen with a strange man in such a way.
 
   “Seems you tried to take matters into your own hands,” Sheriff Pickett laughed.
 
   “When I got out there, they were already making off with the train. Glad the conductor seems to have taken his engine back.”He nodded in the distance to a bruised and bloodied conductor holding a wet rag to his face, clearly having been in an altercation.
 
   “Well,” Joshua said. “It looks like there’ll be a delay.”
 
   The two men surveyed the group of confused and stunned passengers. Joshua took a glance toward the sky, the clouds now dark as ever, ready to burst at any moment.
 
   “Sheriff,” Joshua said. “Feel free to invite all the passengers to be able to stay the night at the Stanton. There are plenty of rooms open, and it will be all on me.”
 
   “That’s mighty generous of you, Mr. Dansby,” the Sheriff replied.
 
   “It’s the least I could do,” Joshua said.
 
   The two parted ways as the Sheriff continued toward the platform, making arrangements for transportation and informing everyone about Mr. Dansby’s offer. It would be at least a day or two before the Lil’ Miss would be back in commission, and so all were offered a stay at the best hotel in town, The Stanton. 
 
   Owned by Joshua Dansby’s family, as were most of the business endeavors in the town, the Stanton was a prized jewel of the Western territory. It had a rustic charm that made it so all businessmen and wayfarers were pressed to stop by when coming through these parts. It was in convenient proximity to the mainstay of the town, but overlooked the rolling, unmarked hills of the prairie, a paradise in the West.
 
   Joshua turned to the woman who still sat uponKan, who was biding his time eating the grass by his feet.
 
   “Would you like to come down?”
 
   She refused to look at him, and he laughed at her indignation. She was an annoyingly stubborn woman. He was glad he only had to deal with her just this once.
 
   “Alright,” she said. “I...I might need some help.”
 
   Her face was red, and for a moment Joshua was almost taken aback by the way her cheeks flushed, and her braid fell to the side and framed her face.
 
   “Oh, so now you want my help?” he said.
 
   He helped her down, and she swayed as her feet hit the ground.
 
   “You’ve never been on a horse before?” he mused, her large, brown eyes open wide as she attempted to figure out how to walk on the ground again.
 
   “Of course not,” she said. “And I’m perfectly fine. Just a little...tired from being tossed around by the likes of you!”
 
   She forced herself to stand up straight, but Joshua could tell by her face that her legs were not quite at ease with the transition from horse to land.
 
   “Anyway, I have to be going. There’s someone I’m supposed to meet today,” she continued, snubbly. “Someone, I’m sure, who has a lot more class than you.”
 
   Joshua smirked, his eyes glinting even beneath the shadow of his hat. “As classy as you?” He laughed and began walking toward the station platform, fully aware that the woman behind him must have been fuming.
 
   I just can’t stand the hot headed ones, he thought to himself. Thankfully, I don’t have to.
 
    
 
   Most people had already made their way in buggies toward town, and The Stanton. There weren’t a great lot of many travelers that tended to head so far east, and so only a few trips were able to bring the people to and fro. Joshua and Cora waited on opposite ends of the platform. Cora had her eyes shift through the clusters of people that remained, or those crew and men who still worked nearby.
 
   Joshua Dansby, with his coat now returned from Mr. Stanfield, fixed at his hair, combing it back with his long fingers, and placing his hat atop. He straightened his collar and cuffs, buttoning his suit. He looked once again as if a man who would much sooner be attending an event at The Stanton, than a man who had been riding across country with his horse. 
 
   By now, what little tinge of embarrassment or nervousness Joshua had felt, seemed to have dissipated and he was well-ready to present himself to the incoming bride.
 
   Perhaps it was his meeting earlier, with a woman so wild and untamed, that he felt ready to accept what came next. Anything seemed better than that. He hoped, at least, that she would be not entirely unpleasant to look at, though he had really paid no mind to age or looks. He needed a woman of good breeding if he was going to successfully convince his family…
 
   “If you don’t mind me asking, Mr. Dansby,” Mr. Stanfield came and stood beside Joshua who was lost in his future calculations. “Who exactly are you looking for?”
 
   Joshua pursed his lips, shifting his eyes to the side then back to Mr. Stanfield.
 
   “Please don’t repeat this anywhere else, or to anyone else,” he began.
 
   Mr. Stanfield nodded, assuredly. “Of course, Mr. Dansby. I wouldn’t dream of it.”
 
   Joshua coughed and made his voice low, lowering himself toward the shorter Mr. Standfield. “I’m waiting for a woman.”
 
   “A woman, Mr. Dansby?” Mr. Stanfield’s voice burled underneath his mustache.
 
   Joshua feigned clearing his throat and stood once again upright, his hands fixing at his suit.
 
   After a moment of silence, and perhaps trying to comprehend exactly what the young, brooding man meant, Stanfield’s red face soon puffed round at the sides with a smile.
 
   “Oh, Mr. Dansby! Why, congratulations!”
 
   Joshua’s face gave a hint of red, but he tipped his hat, using the shadow to hide any evidence.
 
   Mr. Stanfield surveyed the crowd of people that remained near the post, and another group of people boarded a buggy, headed toward town.
 
   “Mr. Dansby, perhaps if you described her, I can help you to locate her.”
 
   “I’m afraid you know just about as much as I do, Mr. Stanfield,” Joshua muttered.
 
   Mr. Stanfield’s eyes widened.
 
   “Oh--oh my. Well then. Perhaps…”
 
   The two of them scanned the area, and still no obvious choices.
 
   “I don’t understand,” Joshua began. “She was definitely supposed to be on this train...she--”
 
   Joshua stopped mid-sentence, an uneasy feeling now dawning on him.
 
   He turned around to meet eyes with Cora on the other end of the platform, her face telling of her own kind of realization.
 
   “You,” he shouted.
 
   “You yourself!” she shouted back.
 
   The two of them marched toward one another, livid at the notion.
 
   “You lied to me!” Joshua called as he neared.
 
   “You aren’t exactly a prize yourself,” Cora sneered.
 
   Then, only a breath away, Joshua Dansby and Cora Sutton met, for the first time to each other, and the second time that day.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
    “A deal is a deal,” Joshua Dansby paced outside, in front of the small house of the town minister.
 
   “Exactly. A word is a word,” Cora folded her arms, her foot tapping in the grass nearby.
 
   Joshua let out a snort. “And exactly how much is a word worth from a Cora LeBlanc?” 
 
   “Why does it matter? You live in the rugged wilderness,” Cora’s hands flew into the air. “Why do you need a fancy, French aristocrat in the middle of this dust heap?”
 
   Joshua wiped at his jaw, a hand on his hip, sending a darting look to Cora.
 
   “A girl like you would never understand.”
 
   “Girl?” Cora was taken aback.
 
   Joshua pointed his finger at her. “Yes, girl. You thought you’d take advantage of an opportunity, come here, get rich, live some hokey fairytale, did you?”
 
   Cora rolled her eyes. “Believe me, this is anything but a fairytale.”
 
   “You don’t understand,” Joshua sighed, and locked eyes with Cora. For the first moment since they had met, Cora thought she noticed real desperation and sadness in his eyes, and not the gleaming playfulness he first showed off before they knew. She looked away.
 
   “My name is Joshua Dansby,” he said.
 
   “I know that already,” Cora sighed.
 
   “--I know, but you don’t understand what that means.” Joshua held his hand to his chest. “I’m the Joshua Dansby. Now, I know that doesn’t mean much to you, coming from the shady streets of New York City--”
 
   Cora opened her mouth in protest, but Joshua stopped her.
 
   “Here,” he said, “that means that I’m the heir of the Dansby fortune. I’m the only son of Michael Wetherby Dansby, who’s the grandson of Jacob Thomas Dansby, who was the founder of this town. He cultivated the land, practically built the town himself. Responsible for the wellbeing of the people, of the cattle ranches, of ensuring the best for this whole region--he’s the one who brought the rail to us, and made jobs open for so many people moving out here..”
 
   For a moment, Cora felt her heart beating a little faster. Joshua Dansby began to be more animated as he spoke, and she almost forgot their earlier stint.
 
   “All of that is supposed to go to me, or at least, I thought it would. Turns out that a man named Walter Howell, my father’s cousin, has rights to the inheritance. And my stubborn, stubborn old fool of a grandfather, when he made his will to grant me the land, he had one stipulation. You know what that was? I had to be married. Married!”
 
   Joshua took of his hat and ran his hand through his hair, and Cora’s heart beat once again at the sight, though she reprimanded herself inwardly for it.
 
   “It’s the 1870s for crying out loud,” he continued. “If a man wants to make a living, he ought to be able to do it all without a wife. But the old man was just so old-fashioned.” Joshua sighed. “That’s why I needed a wife. And a well-bred one at that. There’s a board of directors I have to go up against, and Walter’s got his lawyers watching my every move. There’s no way you’d last one day in high society. New York or not, I can tell you’re just a regular miss off the street.”
 
   He turned his back away, but not without avoiding Cora who spun her way around to face him.
 
   “A regular miss off the street?” she exclaimed. “I may not have a family, or much money, or be your definition of high-class, but I’m not just some rat on the street. You’re an insufferable, vain, degrading man, and I will not continue to be insulted by you constantly.”
 
   She backed down, and folded her arms. “And I’m sorry I lied to you.” 
 
   Joshua noticed the change in her tone, and watched as she looked off, almost sadly, toward the ground. The breeze picked up as the clouds continued to gather, still holding off the rain. Strands of her brown hair flitted loose from her braid and across her face.
 
   He was taken aback. She looked almost...pretty.
 
   Her voice brought him back to the moment.
 
   “For a long time, I’ve been wanting to start over. Life has never been…” she glanced at him. “Easy for someone like me. I admit that lying about who I was...was wrong. But believe me when I say that...at the time, I felt like I had no other choice. And this sounded too good to be true…”
 
   Cora’s big brown eyes gazed up at him, glistening. Joshua nearly choked on his own words. As stubborn and immature as she seemed, apologizing must have been difficult, and her eyes said everything.
 
   “Okay,” he said, and he began walking up the steps to knock on the minister’s door.
 
   “Wait, what are you doing?” Cora called out from the grass.
 
   “What does it look like?” he gestured for her to come follow. “A deal is a deal. And, maybe, if you help me...if, when the time comes, you find yourself back on your feet and choose to leave...I won’t stop you.”
 
   And they walked toward a new life together. For the time being.
 
    
 
   The rain didn’t take long to unleash. Just moments before arriving at Joshua Dansby’s, the newlyweds, Cora and Joshua, were caught in the rain.
 
   “Richest guy in town and you can’t have a covered buggy?” Cora shouted. Joshua helped to get her off of Kan, and they made their way to the barn.
 
   “Help me dry him off.” Joshua began to gather rags and towels nearby to drape across the great horse, his own clothes drenched. He removed his suit, and the damp white button down pressed against his broad chest. 
 
   We’re married now, Cora reminded herself. But she couldn’t help but still be embarrassed and looked away.
 
    Her dress hung heavily with water as she grabbed for a towel.
 
   “We’re drying the horse when we’re the ones who are soaking wet?” she retorted.
 
   “He’s been with me through a lot,” Joshua said. “I don’t want him to get sick after all this.”
 
   Cora slogged toward the horse, but grunted with the weight of her dress.
 
   “You simply don’t understand how incredibly difficult this is,” she exclaimed. She reached for the outer layer of her dress.
 
   “What--what in the--” Joshua looked away as he continued to see to Kan. “What are you doing?”
 
   “You’ve already seen it before,” Cora muttered. “I’m just taking off the outer layer. I’m still covered, Mister.”
 
   She muttered under her breath, what Joshua could barely make out as something along the lines of “disgusting” or “pervert.”
 
   Joshua’s face glowed red. He had begun to think he hadn’t really thought this through.
 
   Oh, sure, Joshy, get a mail-order bride, he chided himself, what could possibly go wrong with that?
 
   After several minutes, the rain continued to pour outside, and Cora leaned against a post near the door, listening to the rain pounding on the roof, watching the water fall down, splattering against the muddy ground. 
 
   Even a muddy rain is more beautiful out here, she thought. And her mind began to drift to stories and imaginations once again.
 
   “Cora,” Joshua’s voice came from behind, startling her.
 
   She turned around and peered to see Joshua among the hay and stalls of the few animals harboring from the weather, but he was nowhere to be seen.
 
   “Up here,” he called, and Cora looked up.
 
   She made her way up a narrow winding of stairs that made their way to a loft in the barn.
 
   A bed, and a small seating area were settled, as if for a makeshift bedroom. The extra hay bales and milk tins added an extra flair to the scene.
 
   “This is quite lovely,” she said.
 
   Joshua gave a mock curtsy.“Anything for you, dear.”
 
   Cora rolled her eyes. “Please don’t patronize me, Dansby.”
 
   “That hurts. Not even going to call me by my name?”
 
   Cora sighed and sent him a darting look. His blue eyes glistened with playfulness, as when they first met. Ever cool and mischievous.
 
   “It’s an old trick I learned working for a butcher,” she smirked. “Never give them a name, or it makes it more complicated when you have to--”
 
   Joshua laughed.“Please,” he held up his hand. “I think I know where you’re going with that, and I hope you don’t succeed.”
 
   The two stood in the loft in silence, Cora’s eyes flitting around, taking in the atmosphere. Joshua was still very aware of her outfit, and the entirety of the situation seemed odd. They joked around, but it seemed to be, for both of them, a way to cope with the unwarranted and awkward situation they found themselves in.
 
   “It’s raining heavily out there, and it’s dark, so I don’t think we should make a run for the main house,” Joshua said. “There’s a bed--”
              Cora’s eyes grew wide. “You mean--”
 
   Joshua stopped, his hands going up in defense. “Oh, no, no, no! I wasn’t saying--” He rubbed his hand uncomfortably at the back of his neck. “I wasn’t insinuating anything--” he sighed. “I was going to say that you should make yourself as comfortable up here as you can, and I’ll just be fine on the main floor.”
 
   “Oh--oh--” Cora’s face blushed red as she realized how embarrassing of an assumption she had made. “Right, of course.”
 
   Joshua coughed.
 
   “Anyway, I should--I should--”
 
   He gestured and Cora realized that she stood between him and the way below. Flustered, she stepped out of the way and swiped at her soppy hair.
 
   “Right, sorry...I didn’t mean to…”
 
   Joshua began heading down, calling behind. “Feel free to dry yourself with some towels I have up there...and, ah...I promise I won’t look if you need to---ah…” his voice trailed off without quite finishing, and he cleared his throat.
 
   In that moment, Cora couldn’t help but laugh. This wasn’t at all how she ever pictured the first night of her married life to start. But then, anything she ever read in stories was proving to be completely unuseful in her current situation.
 
   This is real, Cora told herself. This is my life.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The sun peeked in through the barn early that morning. A loud cock-a-doodle-doo sounded from the barn, and Cora woke up with a start.
 
   Didn’t that only happen in books?
 
   For a brief moment, Cora had almost forgotten where she was. The bed, though certainly just a barn extra for field hands, was far more comfortable than the lumpy wretch that Cora had grown accustomed to at the hostel, and even better than what Mrs. MacDonough had to offer. 
 
   After she was sure that Joshua had settled in, and there was no chance of mischief, she had strung out the outer layers of her clothes to hang over the loft railing to dry in the night. Carefully working enough layers on to be somewhat decent, and after tightening the laces of her boots, Cora made her way down to the main floor.
 
   “Hello?” she called. A few moments passed and nothing. Cora wandered out the big open doors of the barn, and looked around. The land looked different in the light, and without the cover of heavy rain and mist. The ground was still wet, but water droplets and dew illuminated the green all around. She followed the fenced area, where some pigs were sloppily rolling in the mud, eating at a basin with fresh feed.
 
   Past the small farming area, with the animals, and a small plot of vegetables, the sandy road mark began to wind its way under and through great trees sprinkled in rows for as far as Cora could see. The sun bounced through the branches, and kaleidoscopes with the leaves sporting rain drops. Little red orbs also glistened in contrasting pockets against the green-leaf backdrop.
 
   “Joshua?” she called out again.
 
   As she continued to walk, she caught glimpse of a white farmhouse, smoke tufting out from the red brick chimney in the distance.
 
                 
 
   “Joshua?”Cora wandered from the wide wrap-around porch and into the house, where she immediately felt the smell of food coming from the room beside the entranceway.
 
   “You’re finally up,” Joshua let down a plate of food on the table. Potato hash, eggs, and some meat--Cora’s eyes widened.
 
   “Did you do all this?” she said.
 
   “It’s more lukewarm now,” he said. “But I figured I’d go ahead and have you eat something at least.”
 
   “How long have you been up?” Cora sat down on the wooden chair at the table.
 
   It smelled good.
 
   Joshua laughed. “A lot longer than you have,” he said. “A lot.”
 
   He pulled up the suspenders that were limp at the side of his trousers through his arms and snapped them to his shoulder. Cora couldn’t help but still blush.
 
   “I’m sure by now you noticed the cherry trees on your way in,” he said. 
 
   “They were beautiful,” Cora said. 
 
   The two of them were having a real conversation, and Cora smiled inwardly at that. Perhaps the end of a rain really did breathe in new life.
 
   “One of our best exports,” he said. “This town grew up around, well, the river, of course, but also just as much the prize cherry orchard that my grandfather started.”
 
   He pushed his feet into heavy work boots.
 
   Cora smirked. “For a high society man, you’re really keen on being a farm boy.”
 
   Joshua Dansby laughed, and Cora’s heart beat at the dimple that flashed in his cheek, his smile spreading across his face.
 
   “Out here, it’s not so cut and dry as the East, I’m sure. Everyone’s got a little bit of farm boy in ‘em here. You have to be or you won’t make it.”
 
   Joshua coughed into his sleeve.
 
   “Are you alright?” Cora stood up.
 
   He waved his hand at her.“I’m fine. Just a morning cough, is all.”
 
   “You should be careful,” she said. “It’s real easy to catch a bad cold after a rain. You should take it easy, Joshua.”
 
   Joshua stood up and made his way to the door, swinging his hat onto his head.
 
   “I’m fine,” he said. “I’ve got to stake out for harvesting soon, so I don’t have much time to hang around. If you need me, I’ll be out in the trees.”
 
   His piercing blue eyes glinted her way. “And, Cora?”
 
   “Yes?” 
 
   He tipped his hat toward her.“Thank you for using my name.”
 
   Cora pursed her lips and looked away, not wanting to give him the satisfaction of having warmed up to him.
 
   In the least, she thought, he’s not repulsive.
 
   And her heart beat as she thought of his smile, and those deep, blue eyes…
 
   There wasn’t much to do around a great big house all alone. Cora amused herself by perusing the small library that Joshua built up in his study, of which there were many books she had never even heard of. It was enough to keep her occupied for a good part of the morning. She sat in a large armchair, under the portrait of a stout, old man with the same mischievous, cold stare that Joshua Dansby held. No doubt an old relative of years past.
 
   She found herself entirely consumed by a fascinating article in a magazine, a fictitious story about a man and a stranger’s journey racing to the highest of heights in a magnificent air balloon. 
 
   It all was so curious and fascinating to Cora, she had almost forgotten the time.
 
   As noon approached, Joshua still hadn’t been back to the house and, though she told herself she didn’t really care about him, Cora did have a sinking feeling in her gut.
 
   She was just stepping outside, and onto the great porch, when a covered buggy came riding down the driveway. It slowed to a halt in front of her, and a man in a suit, with a walking stick and hat was escorted out by the tall, lean, and expressionless coach driver.
 
   “The Mrs. Dansby, I presume?” The man who stepped out was plump, with a clean shaven face and wrinkled forehead. It seemed an unusually ordinate sight on the humble orchard estate of Joshua Dansby.
 
   Cora did not reply, and the man stayed below the steps, and tipped his hat.
 
   “Perhaps Joshua Dansby hasn’t spoken of me? I’m Walter Howell. His father was my cousin, and dear Joshua is a beloved nephew of mine.”
 
   “I may have heard of you.”
 
   His eyes squinted, as if not being able to peer under the bright sunlight. He looked Cora up and down, and she felt uncomfortable.
 
   “If you’re looking for Joshua,” she said. “He’s not here right now. I can tell him you stopped by.”
 
   “Oh, yes, of course. Well, we are all family now,” his arms swept open to illustrate. “Do tell Joshua that I’m looking forward to the hearing in a few weeks. Oh, and perhaps I should also mention that there have been a few new discoveries…” he toyed at his walking stick, and raised an eyebrow. “Regarding the will of his grandfather’s estate…”
 
   “You can let him know yourself,” Cora’s brow furrowed, and she felt uneasy. “He shouldn’t be long.”
 
   She dealt with many a rat in her day, literal and not, on the streets of New York City, and he gave her the same feeling: a complete and utter distaste.
 
   “It does involve you too, mind you,” he smiled slyly, “So you should benefit from the news as well. It turns out, in the fine print, that Joshua Dansby mustn’t only be married, but he must be married for at least five years before the estate is turned over from the board to him. In such time as he is not in a consensual and lawful union, the estate will be turned over to the next closest heir. Which is indeed myself, madam.” Walter brought his hands to straighten as his suit collar.
 
   “But that shouldn’t be a problem…” he smirked. “Especially as in love as you two obviously are. Why, practically beaming. There’s no possibility for it to be a sham or contractual obligation….bribery that would invalidate...oh, me. I seem to be getting carried away now. Let young Joshy know I stopped by.”
 
   Cora’s eyes grew wide, and her fists balled at her side.
 
   He knows, she said.
 
   Walter got into his carriage and strode away, leaving an even deeper pit in Cora’s stomach.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
    “Joshua!” She called into the orchard, lifting her dress from draping along the muddy and wet grass. The shade of the trees was cool and moist, but she had begun to grow increasingly worried. Where was Joshua? Meeting his despicable uncle was no help to the growing anxiety she felt pierce her within. She hadn’t known Joshua long...but she knew him long enough to see how much he cared for this land. From the way he treated his horse, to how passionately he reasoned to save his inheritance…
 
   Whatever Walter Howell wanted, could only amount to no good.
 
   “Joshua!” 
 
   Nothing.
 
   She continued to trace along, when out of the corner of her eye, she noticed a shadow in the distance, lying among the grass in the shade of a tree.
 
   Her heart began to beat fast.
 
   “Joshua!”
 
    
 
   “Come on, stay with me,” Cora placed the cool wet cloth on Joshua’s forehead. Her dress was ripped and muddied, her sleeves scrunched up, her braid letting out unkempt wisps of brown hair.
 
   Joshua laid on the couch in the library and study, his face red and body covered in sweat. 
 
   Cora was completely exhausted from having found him passed out in the orchard shade. She knew there was something wrong that morning, and she chided herself for not following her instinct sooner. It was a struggle getting Joshua back to the house, but thankfully he hadn’t been too far off. He must have been on his way in for lunch when the fit began. She didn’t bother trying to get to the second floor bedrooms, and opted for the flat couch-chair in the study.
 
   Being a butcher’s assistant came in handy, Cora laughed to herself, attempting to lighten her own dark thoughts.
 
   “You’re burning up,” Cora felt at his forehead, as he writhed, breathing heavily.
 
   Cora had already removed his hat and shoes, and had been trying to cool him down with water.
 
   She eyed at his chest, and for a moment, grew red.
 
   “No,” she corrected herself. “I’m sorry,” she reached for his shirt. “I have to do this.”
 
   Cora managed to sit Joshua up enough to pull the shirt off, undoing his suspenders. She blushed when her hands felt the ripples of his bare body, and she quickly laid him back down, bringing a cool rag to continue to pat him down.
 
   “I can’t believe I’m doing this,” she murmured. He seemed to still be unconscious as she continued to tend to him.
 
   For the next several hours, Cora continued to monitor him, washing him and doing what she could to whet down the fever.
 
   He finally became conscious toward the late afternoon, waking up in a daze, swinging his feet over the chair, but not to get up before Cora came in and scolded him.
 
   “You’re not fine,” she said, grabbing his arms and guiding him back down. He was still in a daze and consented. 
 
   “Just rest,” she said.
 
   By evening, he was conscious, and while still afflicted, could manage a bit on his own. She offered him some chicken soup for dinner and he sat up groggily to spoon the soup from the bowl toward his lips.
 
   “You can cook?” he muttered.
 
   “Don’t act so surprised,” she teased. “I may not be very lady-like, but I can cook like a lady.”
 
   “Where did you get the chicken?” he asked.
 
   Cora pursed her lips.
 
   “About that...well, I hope you don’t mind being down one less chicken…”
 
   Joshua laughed, but soon began a coughing fit, and so Cora hushed him back to rest and cleaned up after them.
 
   “You know, I was actually nervous.”
 
   Joshua spoke low and softly, the fire flickering in the distance, glittering in his blue eyes. Cora stretched in her spot from leaning into the large armchair, and was taken aback by his tone.
 
   “Nervous?” she asked.
 
   “When I was waiting the other morning...I was actually nervous. I know I said that it was all purely business, and that I was doing it for the inheritance--” he pursed his lips. “But that morning, I was actually nervous. I was so scared that I was going to be a disappointment. I was afraid that this woman--whoever it was--was going to absolutely hate me.”
 
   Cora leaned her cheek into the palm of her hand and laughed.
 
   “I don’t hate you,” she smiled. “Not absolutely.”
 
   Joshua chuckled.
 
   “My grandfather always thought I spent too much time being serious. He always said I didn’t know the important things in life. I guess...this was his way to make sure I didn’t stay that way. From the grave.”
 
   The two of them sat on in silence.
 
   Cora cleared her throat.
 
   “I never knew any of my family,” she said. “You’re really blessed to have had that. The idea of having my own family...of one day being able to call another person mine. That was my only dream growing up.”
 
   Joshua could hear the longing in her voice. “What happened?”
 
   “I grew up,” Cora sighed. “I learned that fairytales are meant for books. And families are meant for other lucky girls.”
 
   Joshua watched as Cora leaned her face toward the window, the moonlight and fire, both swirling in her big brown eyes, mixing together in a wonderful medley. 
 
   Perhaps it’s just the fever, he thought, but in that moment, the two seemed to have finally been knit, and as he gazed at her, her tousled dress, her sad eyes, and the untamed hairs that strayed from her braid, she looked the most beautiful thing he had seen in a lifetime.
 
    
 
   The days after seemed to move like the clouds across the midwest: quick and dissipating into the blue sky. Adjusting to each other’s presence was a chore for both Joshua and Cora, as headstrong as both were. Teaching Cora to be a lady was not as difficult as Joshua had intended.
 
   “I read a lot of books,” she reasoned. “I can put on any face you like.”
 
   So in a little over a month’s time, when Joshua finally introduced Cora to his family at a night gathering at the Stanton, everyone seemed utterly delighted to have met her. 
 
   “She’s marvelous,” his mother cooed across the table, the glasses sparkling underneath the light. “Why ever had we not been able to meet her until now?”
 
   The other guests around the table laughed.
 
   Joshua shifted in his seat, and Cora smiled, though sending a darting glance with her eyes. “We’re very private people,” he answered. “We thought it was best to keep our courtship...out of the public view.”
 
   “New York City, eh?” A voice bellowed across the table toward Cora, an older male relative of Joshua’s. “What a grand city!”
 
   “Yes’sir,” Cora smiled. “The grandest.”
 
   The dinner continued joyously, with close family and friends present. Joshua and Cora appeared, to everyone, a wonderful match.
 
   “Ahem,” a glass tinkered in the room, and it hushed as Walter Howell stood up.
 
   “To my dear nephew,” he raised a glass, in toast.
 
   Cora leaned toward Joshua. “And why did he have to be hear?”
 
   Joshua sighed under his breath.
 
   “He’s family, Cora. Can’t change that,” he said. “Not even if I wanted to.”
 
   Walter continued in his accolade.
 
   “Congratulations on the start of a new chapter in life. With all of this merriment, we still have yet to hear the story of how the two of you came to know on another…”
 
   Joshua and Cora exchanged a wary glance.
 
   “Oh, it’s not really exciting,” Joshua cleared his throat.
 
   “But Joshy, we’re all dying to know,” Walter’s eyes glinted, the crows feet around them crinkling with glee. “Or perhaps your lovely bride can share with us.”
 
   Joshua’s mother clapped her hands together happily.
 
   “Please, Cora, you must tell. I bet it’s a fabulous story…”
 
   “Like Joshua said,” Cora smiled, her heart beating. Where was Walter going with this? “It’s not terribly interesting…”
 
   Walter’s laugh bellowed. “Dear Cora, please enlighten us. How could it not be interesting. Tell me just this one thing--what went through your mind when you first saw an ad in the local paper for a mail-order bride?”
 
   Confused murmurs hushed through the room. Cora’s eyes grew wide and Joshua stood up.
 
   “Mail-order what? Joshua, what is Walter talking about?”
 
   “Enough of this,” Joshua said firmly.
 
   Walter’s brow furrowed as he peered at Cora. 
 
   “It must have been quite the opportunity for a poor, orphan hosiery girl,”
 
   “Stop this at once!” Joshua’s fist pounded at the table, and gasps of surprise rippled throughout the room.
 
   Cora’s eyes began swelling, and her chest tightened up, as if she were unable to breath.
 
   I didn’t want any of this, Cora thought.
 
   She looked up at Joshua who was shouting at Walter to get out, to leave her alone, to leave his family alone.
 
   Cora didn’t want to cause so much trouble.
 
   “The board of trustees will hear about this,” Walter said on his way out. “Say goodbye to your precious orchard, Joshua. A mill is what’s going to bring business. A mill to get rid of all that darned wasted-space and pointless cherry trees of yours. Your father was a sap, and so was your grandfather. But I--”
 
   Joshua walked toward Walter, and a few other guests stepped in front to hold Joshua back as Walter slunk out.
 
   His heart was pounding. His mother, confused, kept demanding questions from him, and all he could think to do was protect Cora. It was over. All of it. He lost everything.
 
   Joshua turned around toward his table, only to stop in his tracks. He looked amongst the room, which was now in chaos of people muttering, not knowing what to make of the scene.
 
   “Cora?” he called. She was gone.
 
    
 
   The Lil’ Miss was making her way back east, and stopping once again for Cora. This time, though, she seemed less a fantastical vision of adventure and freedom, and more like the old hunk of metal that she was.
 
   “Just one ticket,” Cora received the stub through the window at the station.
 
   Mr. Stanfield’s brow furrowed upon seeing the face at the booth, his gray eyes glinting underneath his spectacles.
 
   “Miss Cora…”
 
   “I’m sorry, Mr. Stanfield,” Cora’s eyes glistened, but she held back tears. “It didn’t work out…”
 
   Mr. Stanfield sighed.
 
   “I’m awfully sad to hear that, Miss Cora. I thought for sure that you were the one.”
 
   “The one?” Cora perked up curiously.
 
   “Oh, yes’m,” Mr. Stanfield said. “I’ve known Joshua Dansby for a long time, since he was a wiry young boy. Knew his grandfather very well, God rest his soul.”
 
   He sighed and came out from the door of the station house to meet face to face with Cora.
 
   “Joshua was always driven. Probably the sense of responsibility he took when his father passed, and he was left to tend to everything. But you know, as good lookin’ as he was, there was never a gal that could love him.”
 
   Cora laughed amidst the emotions swelling.
 
   “He’s really difficult.”
 
   Mr. Stanfield let out a chuckle.
 
   “He is. But I think it’s more than that. Part of it is, I think, he never knew how to love himself. He always had a higher expectation for himself that he never placed on anyone else...and it drove him to loneliness.”
 
   He sighed and looked at his feet.
 
   “I saw how he looked at you that first day, when he realized you were the one he was supposed to meet…”
 
   “With disappointment?” Cora pursed her lips.
 
   “With hope.”
 
   “I just made things more complicated,” she looked away.
 
   The train’s engine began to whir.
 
   Mr. Stanfield tipped his hat.
 
   “It’s time.”
 
   Cora nodded, and gestured to the side of the platform.
 
   “Make sure that Kan gets back to Joshua. And--and tell him--”She pursed her lips. “Tell him I said goodbye.”
 
   Mr. Stanfield nodded and turned toward the train, shouting “All aboard the Lil’ Miss, leaving the station in five minutes!”
 
    
 
   Cora let out a deep breath as she turned around, once again facing the great, steam locomotive. The black body glinted in the sun, though an Autumn chill rippled through. Sounds of people boarding and clicking their feet, pulling their luggage across the wooden boardwalk rang in her ears.
 
   “Isn’t this where I began?” Cora said to herself.
 
   “But it doesn’t have to end like this.”
 
   Cora turned at the voice.“Joshua!”
 
   He breathed heavily, and removed his hat, his dark hair tousled, some strands lifting in the breeze. His blue eyes were deep and hallowed, and Cora’s chest swelled with emotion.
 
   She didn’t need this. Not at her getaway.
 
   “You’ve lost everything,” she said. “Walter Howell’s exposed our secret, your family knows I’m a penniless orphan girl, and you have absolutely nothing left.”
 
   Joshua brought his hand to Cora’s cheek, and she closed her eyes, her heart feeling as if it needed to burst, feeling the warmth of him near her.
 
   “I still have one thing left…” he brought his forehead to rest on hers. 
 
   “Please, don’t…” Cora muttered through tears. “You’re making it more difficult than it has to be.”
 
   “I’ve had plenty of practice with a difficult woman,” he laughed.
 
    
 
   Joshua brought his hand to the chin of the brown-eyed woman in front of him, leaning her face to look at his. He nearly missed her. He was out of breathe. He was out of words. And yet, in this moment, all he could think about was how much he wanted her.
 
   “You are impossible, stubborn, obnoxious, and in fact one of the most annoying women I have ever met,” Joshua laughed. “But,” he wiped his thumb across her cheek, swiping away a tear. “You’re imaginative, and resourceful, you’re smarter than you think you are, and braver than anyone I know. And my goodness,” he cupped her face with both of his strong hands. “You are the most beautiful creature I’ve ever seen.”
 
   He brought her into an embrace, enveloping himself around her small frame, breathing in the sweet smell of her hair, feeling her heartbeat against his.
 
   “I don’t care about the land, or the inheritance. I don’t care what people think, Cora.” He squeezed her tight. “I want you. I want you and all of you--even the annoying, impossible parts. I love you, Cora Sutton. I love you.”
 
   Cora’s heart swelled with emotion. She felt weak, as if she could just fall to the ground right then and there, but around her, Joshua Dansby held on. And he held on tight, his strong arms wrapped around her, as if she could forever be safe. And it wasn’t a fairytale. It was her life.
 
   “I love you, too” she spoke into his broad chest. “But,” she pushed away and looked up at him, his blue eyes glistening. “I’m not Cora Sutton,” she said. “I’m Cora Dansby.”
 
   He smiled, and leading her chin close to his, their lips met, and in a moment, both were suspended in time, as if nothing moved around them. When it ended, for a brief moment, his heart danced at the way the loose strands of her hair flitted in the breeze. He brushed his hand against her cheek once more, and smiled.
 
   “Mrs. Cora Dansby,” he said. “Be my wife.”
 
   And she was.
 
    
 
   
  
 

An Italian in the West  (by Mary Miller)
 
   Cosa faròora?
 
   Angelica’s mind was whirling. Her thoughts were dark and heavy as she repeated the Italian phrase over and over in her mind. Cosa faròora? Cosa faròora? What do I do now?
 
                 Her father’s death had caused a complete upheaval in her life. He was all she had in this world, especially in this foreign land that she wasn’t used to and didn’t understand all of the time. She was only now learning to speak the language. 
 
   How could this tragic event have occurred so soon after their arrival in America? And now what would she do? She buried her face in her hands, soaking her gloves with her tears. They arrived originally in New York but had only stayed there for a short time. Her father had not like the climate there, so they migrated south to the rolling hills of Virginia. It had only been a few months since then. She had just started learning English these last few weeks and had been training almost daily with Lilly, her only friend in this small town. Lilly was a fiery, red-headed girl from Ireland with a quick wit and a sharp brain. She’d had no trouble learning to speak like Americans do and seemed to fit right in. Lilly had taken a quick liking to Angelica, and they were always together as a result. 
 
   Angelica wasn’t having an easy time of it, though. Her Italian accent was strong, and she moved from speaking English to Italian in the same sentence, disrupting her speech pattern and only allowing half of her sentence to be understood. 
 
   To make matters worse, Lilly had never stopped informing Angelica of her outstanding beauty. She never failed to mention when a young man was eyeing Angelica, not realizing that her friend didn’t want the attention. Lilly was jealous that Angelica got the kind of attention she did, but she refrained from being rude about it. She was playful when she mentioned the looks her Italian friend always got. 
 
   “I wish I was as beautiful as you are, Angel.” Lilly was fond of saying. “I would already be happily married with children.”
 
   “You are abambina, too young for such,” Angelica replied. 
 
   “You’re never too young for the attention of men. And I wouldn’t say that twenty is too young. In fact, far from it.” Lilly would sigh and pat her wavy red hair, fluttering her eyelashes at the same time. Her green eyes always flashed with energy and she had a ready smile on her face. Angelica thought she was the beautiful one and would tell her so. Lilly just laughed at that.
 
   “Truly, you are bellissimo, Lilly, amicamia.” She would say.
 
   “English,” Lilly would respond. “You need to speak in English!” Then she would laugh and retrain Angelica how to say “my friend” instead of amicamia. Lilly didn’t really mind that Angelica mixed her words up. She was relieved to be able to use some of the knowledge her grandmother’s husband had bestowed on her, bless his soul. She crossed herself in remembrance of him every time she thought of him, a habit she’d picked up from her Irish-Catholic mother.
 
   When Angelica felt small hands wrap around her shoulders, she knew it was Lilly. She instinctively pushed herself against her friend, her tears nonstop. “Cosa faròora? Mio padre è morto. Sonosola. Sonosola…”
 
   “Ssshhh.” Lilly consoled her hugging her tightly. “You aren’t alone. I’m here. I will help you. We will figure out what to do. I’m so sorry, Angelica.I’m so sorry.Shh.” 
 
   Angelica moaned loudly, lowering herself further, her head nearly on the back of the pew in front of her. Lilly put her hand on her friend’s head and pulled her over so that she was holding her against her chest. She began to rock forward and back, gripping her friend as warmly as she could. 
 
   Angelica was comforted when Lilly began to sing softly to her a sweet tune she had never heard before but sounded like the brush of angel’s wings on her hurting soul.
 
   “Now come is my departing time,
 
   And here I may no longer stay,
 
   There is no kind comrade of mine
 
   But will desire I were away.
 
   But if that time will me permit,
 
   Which from your Company doth call,
 
   And meinforceth for to flit,
 
   Good Night, and God be with you all.”(Neighbours farewell to his friends)
 
    
 
   Later that night, Angelica was sleeping fitfully in Lilly’s bed, and she watched her friend tossing and turning with worried eyes. Angelica was right to be concerned. She really did not have anyone other than her father, and they had not owned any property. Mr. DiAntonio had just been getting his business started, dealing with the businessmen in town, discussing whatever their business was. He had no trouble integrating himself into society. He had learned English before he migrated to the country. He hadn’t expected to bring Angelica along, which was why she was so lost with the language. He had essentially been forced to bring her after the death of both his wife and his other three daughters in a fire that destroyed their home and much of their property. 
 
   The loss of her mother and sisters had taken Angelica to new depths of pain. Lilly met her, and Mr. DiAntonio is New York and traveled south with them because she enjoyed their company and teaching Angelica about American life. 
 
   Now, with the death of her dear father in yet another tragic accident, Angelica was left in a foreign land, alone and terribly frightened.
 
   It was a good thing Lilly had traveled with them. She glanced through the window at the bright moon outside and prayed her thanks. You must have sent me down here with them, Lord. She thought. Because I don’t know where she would be now. She already felt alone. Now she really is.
 
   But she knew that Angelica wasn’t really alone. She was there for her. And she had God on her side. Lilly would just have to ensure that Angelica’s life was not wasted.
 
   Lord, give me strength. She prayed silently. I don’t know what You want to do with this child of yours, but I’ll try to do it Your way.
 
   Lilly stayed with her that night and made sure both she and Angelica made it to the hotel, where they both worked in housekeeping. She still hadn’t come up with a solution to the problem. She had to think about her own future, too, and it didn’t include being a companion for the rest of her life. Not to a woman, anyway. She was anxious to find a man and get married. She wanted a family and children. 
 
   But she wasn’t about to abandon Angelica.  
 
   They worked in a hotel that was more like a boarding house and it was owned by a tiny little old woman named Bess. She ran the place with a tiny iron fist, and no one made trouble for her. She demanded the best character from her tenants and her staff. She was also very compassionate when it came to young women alone in the world. 
 
   When Bess heard that Angelica had lost her father, she went to find her. 
 
   “Lilly, Angelica, what are you doing here?” She said as soon as she entered the room they were cleaning. She had come to expect them to work together because Lilly was often an interpreter for Angelica as she learned English. 
 
   “Ms. Bessie, we are here to work,” Lilly answered.
 
   Bess shook her head vehemently, approaching Angelica and looking up at her with a frown. “You just lost your father, and you are here working. No. You must go home and take some time to yourself to mourn!”
 
   “Ms. Bess, I can’t…”
 
   “We need to work, Ms. Bessie, we need the money,” Lilly said for Angelica.
 
   Bess didn’t look at Lilly, just continued to gaze up at Angelica, who was at least 6 inches taller at 5’5. Her face melted incompassion, and she tilted her head. When she spoke, the tone of her voice had softened considerably.
 
   “Angelica, go home. Take Lilly with you. I will give you a week of pay, and you just stay home and do what you need to do.”
 
   “Oh, miss!” Angelica understood the words and could barely process them in her grief. Lilly was at her side immediately, thanking Bess over and over.
 
   Bess said nothing more, just nodded, shooing them out the door. Angelica was crying softly, with Lilly guiding her by the shoulders. 
 
   Instead of going home, Lilly and Angelica walked to a small park on the corner of the street they worked on. They sat on a bench and held hands.
 
   “We will figure out something to do with ourselves, Angelica. There must be something we can do with our lives. We can’t be housekeepers forever. We need husbands and families.”
 
   Angelica just nodded, still quietly crying, her tears streaming down her face uncontrolled.
 
   “Mio padre. Mio padre.” She kept shaking her head.
 
   Lilly didn’t scold her for her grief. She let her friend cry and moan for her father. She stared out at the park around her, watching two mothers with very small babies settle a blanket on the ground for a picnic under a tree. She could hear them giggling and talking about their husbands and other children.
 
   It made Lilly’s heart grow jealous. She looked at Angelica, whose beauty showed bright even in her grief. Her features were like the perfect doll’s, her dark brown hair braided down her back with ringlets surrounding her face, her eyes a deep blueish brown. She was so beautiful.
 
   She herself was not bad to look at. But where were the men in their lives to give them to fulfillment these ladies had? They seemed so happy, on top of the world. There was probably nothing wrong in their lives at all. They had everything they wanted.
 
   Lilly frowned. She didn’t want to be jealous of what other people had. It was a sin. It was one of the Ten Commandments not to covet what other people had. 
 
   But she did anyway. She couldn’t help it. She wanted to be married and have a family. 
 
   We could travel. She thought suddenly and wondered if it would be a possibility. There were no immediate chances of either of them getting married in the near future, not that she could see. There were no men in their lives at this time. 
 
   However, if they were to travel, there would be less chance to establish some kind of relationship with a man and settle down. 
 
   Her confusion made her even angrier. She didn’t realize she was gripping Angelica’s hand so tightly until her friend began to pull them away.
 
   “Lilly, you’re hurting me,” Angelica mumbled.
 
   Lilly released her hands, apologizing. “I’m so sorry, dear. I was just thinking.”
 
   “Si, I could tell.”
 
   Lilly’s ears were drawn to the conversation the women were having, and she pretended she was straightening her skirt while she listened.
 
   “She went all the way to Nevada. And Joe says there’s another one in the newspaper today.”
 
   “What would make a woman want to do that?” 
 
   “Joe says there are a lot more women here than there are there. So the chances of finding a husband here are a lot less.”
 
   “I’m glad I’ve got Mark. I wouldn’t want to travel all the way across the country just to find a husband.”
 
   “I think we got lucky. The way Joe says it, there’s so many people migrating from the other countries and just placing themselves here and in North Carolina and New York, there’s just too many of them.”
 
   “I don’t mind that. My parents came from Britain. I think it’s beautiful here. I’m glad people are coming here for a new life.”
 
   “I know. I don’t really mind either. But Joe says that’s why people need to go across the country so that there will be a good mix everywhere. Right now, it’s as if everyone is living here in the East and only men are in the West.”
 
   “Only men? That’s not possible.” 
 
   “I don’t mean it quite like that. Not literally. There’s just many more of them than women there.”
 
   “So men advertise for them to come to the West and marry them?” The woman shook her head. “I don’t think I could do it.”
 
   “There are plenty who will.”
 
   There certainly is. Lilly thought.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Adam sat in the pew listening to Reverend Stoop. The sermon was about salvation and the sacrifice of Jesus Christ on the cross. Adam had heard a very similar sermon recently, here in this same church, from the same pastor. 
 
   But he didn’t mind and neither apparently did any of the other members of the small church. They knew that the Reverend often recycled his sermon topics and would forget that he had just used one very recently. He had been here preaching for the last thirty years.
 
   Adam had known the Reverend since he first stepped foot in the church 17 years ago. He was like a second father to Adam, whose own father was living back in the East in the upper parts of New York with his mother and younger sister. 
 
   From the start, Adam had not liked the cold weather of New York. He had decided at a young age that he would travel to the West to see what he could make of himself on his own. At the tender age of 17, he’d done just that. It had taken him almost a year to get to his destination but once there, he began working at a farm and eventually took over the farm when his boss died, leaving it to him.
 
   He enjoyed working the farm though the hours were long and things constantly needed to be done. There were tasks from the break of day to sunset and beyond. He hired a farmhand to help him with it, giving him room and board but the work seemed to be overloading him more every day. He was becoming lonely and wanted a change. 
 
   In fact, he was itching to make a change. He’d heard from a friend at the saloon that some of the men in farms nearby had been advertising for brides in newspapers in the East. He’d been praying on that and rolling it around in his mind for some time now. 
 
   When the service was over, he approached Reverend Stoop with the intention of getting the man’s advice. The Reverend had been married to the same woman for about thirty years, so he had to know something about it. Adam was nervous about the prospect of bringing a woman into his life when he had been a bachelor for so long. What if they weren’t compatible? What if she was not a Christian and they were unequally yoked? 
 
   These questions weighed heavily on him.
 
   “If I could talk to you for a moment, pastor.”
 
   The pastor looked at him and smiled. “Adam! Good to see you today.” He stepped down from the small platform to shake Adam’s hand.
 
   “That was a good sermon today, John.”
 
   “Thank you very much. I used the same topic about a month ago, according to the wife, but it was on my heart, so I used it again.”
 
   “We can always use more words about the sacrifice of our Lord.” Adam nodded. “But I have something else I wanted to talk to you about if you have a moment.”
 
   “I do. Let’s go for a walk.” He gestured with one hand, and Adam led the way down the aisle and through the front doors. He put his hat on once they were outdoors and they strolled over the grass around the side of the building. There was a cemetery very close by, and they walked along the side of it. 
 
   “I have been feeling very lonely lately. I am thinking about bringing a woman from the East to marry.”
 
   The Reverend nodded. “I have heard of others doing that. Have placed a few ads myself. Not for me. For others in the congregation.”
 
   Adam looked at him, surprised. “You have? I had not heard of that.”
 
   John shook his head. “You wouldn’t have. It’s not something that is advertised here. And the men typically feel as you do, they are nervous and unsure of the future. Most of them request that the arrangement be kept private. Only those closest to them know what’s happening.”
 
   “It seems to be my only option at this point. No women are traveling here just because they feel like it.”
 
   “No, it seems there are only a few females here, other than very small children.”
 
   “Do you know the success rate of other men sending for women from the East? Have they had successful marriages?”
 
   “As far as I have seen, yes, they have. But I have not kept close track of their lives.”
 
   “Do you think it would be a good idea for me?”
 
   John stopped and turned to him. “Adam, that is a decision you have to make for yourself, but I will say this. I have watched you grow from a young man into a strong Christian adult. You have come far in your life, relying on yourself and the strength God has given you. If you have prayed about this and you have come to me about it, which I commend you for, I think you know what direction is right for you. It sounds like you have already made up your mind.”
 
   “I believe I have. I will do it.”
 
   John nodded and clapped a hand on his shoulder. “I pray for you, my brother. God will provide and protect.”
 
   Adam nodded.
 
    
 
   An hour later, he was sitting on the comfortable couch he’d purchased just the year before. He held his Bible in one hand, staring down at the table in front of him, where a blank piece of paper sat waiting for him to write. 
 
   What would he say? He began to list the traits and characteristics he desired in a woman in his mind. Beauty, intelligence, compassion, a strong love for God.
 
   How would he put those things in an advertisement? Should he even mention beauty, as it was not good to judge by someone’s looks? He would feel bad if he ended up with someone he was not attracted to, however. 
 
   He picked up the charcoal pencil he always used to write and pressed it to the paper. So far he had successfully made a black dot on the paper.
 
   He chuckled and began to write. The ad didn’t need to be long. But if it was too short, would it get the attention he wanted? 
 
   “What are you doing, Adam?” 
 
   He jumped when he heard the voice of his farmhand, Cody. He looked up at the young man as he came through the room and sat in a chair nearby, leaning forward to rest his elbows on his knees and clasp his hands in front of him. 
 
   “Nothing. What are you doing?”
 
   “Just finished putting that fence back together where that ol’ bull broke it. It should be good for a while now. We gotta do something about him, Adam. He’s gettin’ worse every day.”
 
   “I know.” Adam nodded, looking back down at the paper in front of him. He’d managed two sentences. He wondered if he needed more. Satisfied, he folded the paper and tucked it in his shirt pocket. 
 
   “What’s that? You signin’ the farm over to me? I can’t handle all this work by myself.” Cody’s voice was teasing. He grinned wide.
 
   “No, I’m gettin’ a woman sent from the East to marry.”
 
   Cody’s eyebrows shot up. “What’s that, boss? What are you gonna do?”
 
   “You heard right. I need the companionship of a woman. You’re a good farmhand, but youain’t got the right parts.”
 
   Cody laughed. “I’m glad to hear you say that, but I’m pretty surprised by this. You didn’t mention you’d been thinkin’ about somethin’ like that.”
 
   Adam shook his head. When he stood, so did Cody. They both walked to the kitchen, where Adam poured himself a cup of coffee. He offered it to Cody, who shook his head.
 
   “Stuff gives me the jitters,” he said. “Can’t concentrate.”
 
   Adam stood with one hand wrapped around the coffee cup and the other in his jeans pocket. “I’ve been lonely a long time, Cody, since before you got here.”
 
   “That is a long time, boss. I’ve been here going on three years now. Come to think of it, I’ve never seen you in the companionship of a woman.”
 
   “I always thought the bachelor life was what I wanted. But now I’m reconsidering.”
 
   “You need a woman, boss.” Cody agreed, nodding. “You deserve to have a family if that’s what you want. You thinkin’ maybe I should find a loft or another place to live?”
 
   Adam shook his head, running one hand through his dark hair as he took a drink of coffee. “No, you can stay on here. There’s plenty of room.”
 
   “Ain’t you gonna want some privacy?” Cody asked, tipping his hat back on his head. 
 
   “If you want to stay somewhere else, I won’t stop you,” Adam replied.
 
   Cody shook his head. “I’d rather not leave, boss. I was jus’ sayin’ if you want privacy, I can.”
 
   “No need for you to leave. We’ll build you a cottage of your own on the property if we have trouble with the privacy topic. But Lord willing, I’ll get a good woman who will makea fine wife and…”
 
   Cody smiled. “You want some kids runnin’ around, do ya?” He laughed. “I like kids. I got four little nieces and nephews, as you know.”
 
   Adam nodded, smiling with him. “Yes, they are very rambunctious, aren’t they? Perhaps I will not have that many children.”
 
   “Is that even up to you?” 
 
   They both laughed.
 
   “I’m about to go send this ad to Virginia. Do you want to ride along? I wanted to talk to you about the eggs.”
 
   “The eggs?” Cody looked at him confused. 
 
   “Yes, come along with me and I’ll explain.”
 
    
 
   When they got to the post building, Adam was disappointed to see that it was not open. He thought it was always open. Cody slid from his horse and approached the door to read a piece of paper someone had stuck there. He came back to the horses, looking up at Adam.
 
   “Sister died,” he said simply. 
 
   “Well, is there only one person who works at this place?” He frowned. He wanted to send the ad immediately. 
 
   “Sorry, boss. Looks like you’ll have to wait until tomorrow to put in your ad. You look like you’re getting’ pretty anxious about it. You really want to do this, don’t you?”
 
   “I feel that this is what God’s put on my heart, yes.”
 
   “I reckon you talked to Reverend John about it.”
 
   “I sure did. Just today.”
 
   Cody nodded. “That’s why you’re so anxious. You got confirmation from someone you trust.”
 
   Adam gave his farmhand a narrow look. “You’re pretty smart when you wanna be, Cody.”
 
   Cody laughed. “Jus’ cause my words are lazy doesn’t mean my brain is.”
 
   Adam laughed with him. It was a good point.
 
   “I guess we gotta go back and take care of the eggs then.” Adam sighed with resignation. He turned his horse around and headed home.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Lilly was more nervous than she had ever been in her life. She was hurrying back from the post office with a letter for Angelica that she knew her friend was not going to expect. And Lilly was terribly afraid she would reject it completely and be angry at Lilly for what she’d done behind her back.
 
   The letter was from Adam Burrows in Elko, Nevada. Lilly had found his ad in the newspaper and responded, signing Angelica’s name instead of her own. It was the only way she knew of to ensure that Angelica would be taken care of first. She would travel with her, with her own money that she had been saving, and hope for the best.
 
   But Lilly hadn’t mentioned a few things about Angelica when she’d responded. She’d used perfect English – or as near it as she could come – and hadn’t mentioned the death of Angelica’s father. Nor had she said how stunningly beautiful Angelica was. 
 
   Her heart beat hardest at the thought of the final blow in her deception. She had signed the letter as “Angela Davenport” rather than Angelica DiAntonio. The last name in itself would give the whole thing up.
 
   Lilly’s sense of guilt washed over her as she berated herself for the entire scam. How would Angelica react? Would she even go through with it? It had been three weeks since the death of her father. She was back to working but was only doing that – living, existing. She had no vibrancy left, other than her outer beauty. It never reflected her inner sorrow, except when she was crying.
 
   She had stopped crying about a week ago and was now just moving around, doing her work, eating, sleeping and the like.
 
   Lilly wanted it to stop. She’d answered the ad the day after Mr. DiAntonio’s death. The letter of response had just arrived. She opened it immediately and was thrilled to read he was interested and had even sent a ticket for “Angela” to take, dated five days hence.
 
   She stopped at the door of their boarding house and looked up at the windows that belonged to Angelica’s rooms. Her friend was not in the window and could not be seen from where Lilly was standing. 
 
   Lilly’s heart pounded. Regret washed over and then a sense of determination filled her. Her mixed up feelings continued to battle each other as she pushed open the door and went through. By the time she reached the second floor and was standing in front of Angelica’s door, she was out of breath. Her anxiety was making her feel faint. She knocked on the door and then opened it, putting her head through. 
 
   “Angel? Where are you?” 
 
   “In here. Come on in, Lilly.” 
 
   Lilly closed the door behind her and hurried into her friend’s bedroom, where it appeared Angelica was going through her clothes to see what she wanted and what she didn’t. She’d been given all of her sisters clothes that had not burned in the fire but where kept in a separate building. These were all clothes meant for the wintertime, and they were of very fine quality.
 
   “These are beautiful!” Lilly said. “What do you plan to do with them?”
 
   “I am giving them to some of the women in town who have very little.”
 
   “But you should sell them. You don’t have to give them away. You need money.”
 
   “I do not want to sell them, amicamia. I want the women to have them. I do not want the money they have.”
 
   Lilly understood. These were women who made their money with the men in town, and they never seemed to have enough money. Angelica didn’t want to take what little they had, nor did she want the money they made that way. 
 
   “I want to talk to you, Angelica.” Lilly dropped herself on the bed and reached out for Angelica’s hand. Angelica took it, pulled herself from her sitting position on the floor and joined Lilly sitting on the bed.
 
   “What is it?” 
 
   “I think…I know we need to make a change in our lives. Do you agree with that?”
 
   “Si.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I have done something, and I want to tell you what I’ve done, but I don’t want you to be angry with me for it.”
 
   Angelica immediately felt a sense of anxiety flow through her. She swallowed and looked at her friend closely. “What have you done?”
 
   “I answered an ad from a man in the West requesting a bride.”
 
   Angelica’s eyes opened wide, and she found herself short of breath. “What? You are leaving me? What will I do? Where…”
 
   “No, no.” Lilly cut her off, patting her hand. “I answered it…for you…as you. Do you understand?”
 
   Angelica looked terribly confused. “No.”
 
   Lilly pulled in a deep breath and wrestled with her anxiety. “I…answered it from you, like I was you. I signed it with your name, but I gave you a more American last name so…you’d have more chance of being chosen if others responded to it.”
 
   “What….what did you say? I am confusa.”
 
   “Confused. I am sorry, Angelica. I know you will understand if I just have the right words to help you. We need to make a change. I wanted to make sure that you would be able to travel with me if the ad was answered. I didn’t want to leave you behind. So I answered the ad to make sure you would be chosen, and I will pay for my own way to wherever you go. I will go with you, and when you get there, I’ll be nearby, and I will make my own way.”
 
    Angelica understood what Lilly had done and felt amazed, excited and worried all at the same time. “You…will make your own way?”
 
   “I’ll be nearby. I can get a job housekeeping like I always do. And I have some money saved, more than I’ll need for the ticket, so I should be able to get by for a little while.”
 
   “I am worried for you.”
 
   “Don’t be. We’ll make it, you and me.”
 
   “May I read the letter?”
 
   “Oh!” Lilly felt silly for forgetting the letter. She pulled it from her skirt pocket and gave it to Angelica. “Do you think you’ll understand it?”
 
   Angelica smiled wide. “I have been working hard on my English. I am better able to read than speak.”
 
   “You are doing really well, Angel. You really are.”
 
   Lilly already felt a sense of relief. Perhaps it was truly what God wanted. She prayed that she had made the right choice for both of them.
 
   They were packed and ready when the carriage arrived to take them to the station. They were grateful to Miss Bess, who had provided her private driver and carriage for the girls to get to the station. They were nervously holding hands the entire way to the station. Both were tense and quiet, thinking about the fact that they were traveling to an unknown place to meet strangers who may or may not accept them the way they were.
 
   Lilly was praying hard, sometimes with Angelica, that the man they would meet would understand their situation and not judge them harshly. Lilly had sent a telegraph that Angela would be arriving but made no mention of herself. 
 
   That fact weighed heavily on them both as they boarded the train and settled themselves in one of the cabins. What if they were both sent back? Or simply sent away? What if the man was not accommodating and wouldn’t accept them at the train station? 
 
   Fear and anxiety gave them both headaches. They sat silently as the train made its way across the country. They went to get food once and did so without a word. Other passengers watched them curiously. Lilly wondered if they made such a strange pair that people would feel the need to stare at them in such a way.
 
   When they were back in their seats, Angelica whispered, “Lilly, let me see the letter again, please.”
 
   Lilly handed it to her without a word. She’d kept it tucked in her pocket and often would touch it to make sure it was there. She wanted to have it to prove Angelica was the one he had sent for. She had already decided to let Angelica go to him alone and that she would go immediately into the building to retrieve a newspaper. She would need to find a boarding house right away.
 
   She watched Angelica read through the letter again, her eyes focusing on the name at the beginning, “Angela.” It was only a different version of her own name and she felt she would be able to get used to it. She had worked hard on her English, harder than she ever had before, just in the last four days. She wanted to make a good impression.
 
   Please, God, help me be what he wants. She prayed, folding the letter and clutching it tightly in her hand. “I will give him the letter, Lilly,” she said. 
 
   Lilly pulled in a deep breath and pressed her lips together. She felt shaky and faint. Every mile took her closer to being more alone than ever before. She did not regret letting Angelica take the place of the bride for the man. But she hadn’t really thought about how alone it would leave her. Alone 4000 miles from anywhere she’d ever known.
 
   A sense of dread covered her.
 
    
 
   They were 20 minutes from the train station and gathering their things together. They no longer needed the coats they had started out wearing and had stripped off the gloves and bonnets, as well. It was cool but not nearly enough for the extra clothing. The sun was dropping behind the horizon when they stepped off the train.
 
   They were not given time to separate. 
 
   They were the only ones departing the train at that station, and a man was standing there waiting for Angela. He was the only one there and watched them both get off the train, talking in low tones. 
 
   They stopped and stared at him.
 
   He blinked and then approached, removing the cowboy hat from his head.
 
   “Angela?”
 
   He looked from one to the other.
 
   “Uh…” Lilly looked at Angelica. “This is Angela,” she said instinctively.
 
   Angelica nodded. “Hello, yes, I am Angela.”
 
   Lilly just realized how thick her Italian accent was. They both stared at Adam, and he stared back at them, his eyes moving from one to the other. The first thing he noticed was that they were both beautiful women. The second was that there were two of them and the one saying she was Angela was definitely not an American. 
 
   “I’m sorry. I don’t understand what’s going on,” Adamstated in a low voice.
 
   Lilly looked at Angelica with worried eyes. She didn’t want to speak up when it was Angelica who was supposed to be the one here for him. She tried to send telepathic messages to her friend by thinking very hard, talk to him, talk to him!
 
   “I…” Angelica started. She reached down and picked up her two bags, which surprised both Lilly and Adam. Adam took a step back, and Angelica took a step forward. “I am ready. I do say sorry for confusing you. I travel with Lilly very often. She is my friend and companion. I do hope you do not mind.”
 
   Adam wasn’t sure. He didn’t exactly mind one way or the other. But he’d been expecting one woman, not two. He couldn’t possibly marry two women. He looked at Lilly. Which one of these women was he supposed to be with? It was obvious Lilly had written the response letter for Angela.
 
   “I sent for one woman to marry. What is your intention here?”
 
   Lilly followed Angelica’s lead and picked up her bags. “As Angeli… Angela says, I have been her traveling companion for some time. I would like to stay nearby, perhaps in a boarding house and continue my friendship with her. Also, I have been helping her learn English. As you can see, she is still working on it.”
 
   Adam shook his head. “I have rooms at my farm. You may use one of them. But I am unhappy that I was not told of this from the beginning.”
 
   Lilly felt regret wash through her. “I am sorry, sir. It was not my intention to anger you. I was just trying to do something for my friend.”
 
   “By deceiving others. This is not what God has in mind.”
 
   “I am sorry.” Lilly’s face dropped at his mention of God. She didn’t want to anger God, either. “I did pray about this and it just…I just thought I should…”
 
   “Come with me,” Adam said abruptly, cutting her off. “We will go back to the farm and discuss this.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The uncomfortable silence on the ride to Adam’s farm made Angelica feel a little sick to her stomach. She had been working hard to learn the language and act like an American. She was naturally shy and didn’t try to draw attention to herself. Her first impression of the man they had met was a good one. She liked his dark eyes and dark wavy hair. He was built strong and solid and had nice hands.
 
   She could see that he was unhappy and perhaps a little angry at the deception. She didn’t hold Lilly at fault, though. Her friend had been looking out for her since they met in New York, where they had met at a boarding house they were both working for. Lilly had never been dishonest with her and had never tried to hurt her.
 
   She felt as though God was making something good from the deception. He must have a plan, or they wouldn’t be there, riding in the wagon going toward a new home and a new life.
 
   Angelica took Lilly’s hand and squeezed it. Lilly looked worried and afraid. It seemed strange that she was feeling so confident when Lilly was usually the one in that position. Lilly looked at her. A feeling of peace filled her when she looked in her friend’s eyes.
 
   Perhaps things would be all right once they reached the farm.
 
   Adam was staring straight forward, stewing in his mind. He hadn’t asked for an additional burden. What was God doing? He instinctively shook his head at his own thoughts. Two foreign women had deceived him and now he felt obligated and responsible for them. He didn’t see how this could turn out well. He didn’t like the feeling of uncertainty he had. 
 
    
 
   By the time they reached the farm, it was dark. The lanterns on the outside of the house were lit, and the flames brightened the steps so they could see as they went up. Adam tied the reins to a hitch and followed the women up to the door.
 
   It opened, and Cody stood there, staring at the three of them.
 
   The women stopped and stared back at him.
 
   His curious eyes settled on Adam. “Adam?” he asked and didn’t finish the question.
 
   Adam nodded. “Ladies, this is Cody. Cody, this is Angela and Lilly.” He gestured to each of them when he said their names. They nodded at Cody. 
 
   “Hello,” Cody said, his voice and face still filled with confusion. 
 
   “Let’s go inside, shall we?” Adam said in a gruff tone. Cody stepped aside hurriedly and let them in. “Follow me.” Adam led them into the sitting room, directing them to set their bags down in the hallway to take to their rooms later. “Please sit. We will need to talk.”
 
   The ladies both sat next to each other on the couch, and the men took seats nearby. Adam sat forward, his face stern. “I feel I have been deceived. I don’t want to scold you ladies, as you are not children. But this is not a good way to start a relationship. I had set values I wanted in the woman I brought here, and I am unsure that those values can be found in you seeing as how this was done.”
 
   “Please don’t hold it against us, sir…” Lilly began. 
 
   He cut her off, lifting his hand and shaking his head. “Please call me Adam. I am not your master, and you are not my servant. Go ahead, you were saying?”
 
   Lilly swallowed her anxiety. “As I said at the station, I have been traveling with Angel and her father for some time. Her father passed away about a month ago, and she was left with no one to care for her. I did not want to see her left behind if I should go. And I knew that I could pay my own way if I bought my own ticket and she was able to come.”
 
   “But you lied in your letter.”
 
   “I didn’t lie,” Lilly said in a pleading tone. “She is who I said she is. She’s beautiful and smart and all the things you asked for.”
 
   “What about believing in the Lord?” Adam asked. “That is very important to me.”
 
   “I know my deception may not make it seem like it, and I do hope that you forgive me for it. But we are both firm believers in God, and that is not a lie.”
 
   Adam looked at Angelica. “You are also a believer?” He thought she was brave to stand up to him when she first arrived. He couldn’t tell if she was truly all the things he was looking for or if her beauty was only skin deep. It was true that she had a stunningly beautiful countenance. If he were simply looking for a trophy to ride on his arm and make him look good, Angelica would be it. But he was looking for more than that. His experience with them so far had not shown him that those qualities were there. 
 
   “I am.” Angelica nodded emphatically.
 
   Adam pressed his lips together and looked at Cody. “I value your opinion, Cody. You have heard what has happened. What are your thoughts?”
 
   “I’m sure not gonna make a decision for you, boss,” Cody answered, turning his eyes to the women. “But I don’t see why you can’t give them a chance to show you they are good women.”
 
   “I didn’t ask for two,” Adam grumbled.
 
   Cody’s response was laughter. “You’d be the first man not to want two beautiful women in your house.”
 
   Adam kept himself from smiling though he was amused by Cody’s statement. He glanced back at the women and noticed that Lilly was watching Cody, an interesting look in her green eyes. Cody caught the look and smiled at Lilly, who blushed furiously and dropped her eyes.
 
   It was as if a light turned on in the darkness of Adam’s mind. He hadn’t even thought about it. Cody was also a God-fearing man. 
 
   Perhaps He sent the two women, one for him and one for Cody. 
 
   A double answered prayer? The thought amused Adam. 
 
   They would have to see.
 
    
 
   Over the next week, Lilly and Angelica proved they were, at least, able to keep a house clean. There was often dusting to be done, and the women spent much time going through the garden, cooking and cleaning for both men. Adam spoke to John about the arrangement, asking if the Lord was frowning on their cohabitation, even though he had set up the women in separate bedrooms on the other side of the house while he decided if he would go through with the marriage.
 
   “I don’t think you should back out now,” John said firmly. “It sounds like you do have good women there and you are correct, you are not obligated to the second one, but you are showing acts of kindness and compassion by taking her in. You need to remember that God judges the heart. He knows your intentions.”
 
   “He works in strange ways.”
 
   “He does. I think it’s a good plan to see if Cody is interested in this other young lady. It sounds like they get along well.”
 
   “She does spend a good deal of time with him.”
 
   “Tell me something. Have you had the opportunity to speak to Angela alone?”
 
   “I have.”
 
   “What is your impression of her?”
 
   “She is intelligent and friendly. Very soft-spoken.”
 
   “Can you see yourself loving her?”
 
   Adam thought about it. Her beauty was a big factor, because it was difficult not to be attracted to her for that and that alone. But he wanted to do right in the eyes of the Lord. “Yes. She is a good woman, I do believe.”
 
   “Then why are you questioning it? You have prayed about it for so long. Don’t reject the blessings God gave you. It’s true that it wasn’t the best first impression to make, but I do feel they did it with the best intentions. Lilly was trying to protect Angela and Angela did not want to leave Lilly behind. She would probably never have answered the ad on her own.”
 
   Adam agreed.
 
   “Go home and make your intentions known to her, Adam. She is probably still as fearful as you are confused.”
 
    
 
   As he rode up to the farm, he saw Lilly and Cody standing by the barn talking. Angelica was nowhere to be seen. They seemed to be having a serious conversation. He didn’t stop at the house but continued on to where they were. They saw him approaching, waved and continued talking. He could hear their conversation as he got closer.
 
   “It’s the worrying. That’s what’s done it to her.” Lilly said, shaking her head. “I don’t know what will make her feel better, but it’s nothing I can do.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Adam didn’t get down from his horse. He sat in the saddle looking down at them with a worried look.
 
   “Angel is not feeling well. She’s running a temperature and is lying in her bed refusing to get up.”
 
   “You think she is worried about being sent away?” Adam asked bluntly.
 
   Lilly hesitated before answering, looking up at Cody for reassurance. He nodded at her.
 
   “Yes,” she finally answered. “She has tried to be very confident, but she grows more nervous as the days pass and it’s causing her to lose weight and not eat. Have you not noticed?” Lilly’s question was spoken softly and sadly.
 
   Adam realized that Lilly was right. He hadn’t seen Angela eating much of late though he was used to noticing such things. There had never been a woman around to worry about.
 
   Suddenly his heart went out to the woman. He pictured her in his mind and without speaking another word, he turned his horse back around and galloped to the house. He tossed the reins over the hitch and took the steps up on to the porch two at a time.
 
   He went directly to Angelica’s room and pushed open the door. She was, indeed, lying in the bed, her face red, her forehead sweaty.
 
   He walked to her bed and sat on the edge, looking down at her. As ill as she looked, her beauty still shone through.
 
   “You aren’t feeling well.” He didn’t ask it as a question. She nodded at him, her brown eyes reflecting deep sadness. “Do you know why?”
 
   She didn’t answer. She just shook her head and looked away from him.
 
   “Would it make you feel better if I told you that I have decided to keep you on here as my wife?”
 
   Angelica looked at him. He pulled in a deep breath and let it out slowly.
 
   “You do not love me,” she said.
 
   He touched her cheek with his fingers, brushing them softly over her lips and through a ringlet of brown hair that had gone astray. “I would like to love you. I would like to have the opportunity to love you. But can you love me? Can you love an old bachelor with no sense of compassion or romance?”
 
   “You have compassion, Adam,” Angelica murmured. She pushed herself up on her elbows and gazed at him. “You would not have taken in two strange women if you didn’t have compassion. I know I can love you. I…” She had closely watched him in the last week. He was kind and gentle to every living thing. She wanted to know him much better. If he married her, she certainly would.
 
   He looked at her for another brief moment before taking her in his arms and holding her to him. Relief flooded through her.
 
   “I think…” he hesitated to confirm it in his mind and heart and pray quickly. “I think I already love you, Angela. I just didn’t know it. God sent you and your friend here. He did.”
 
   Angelica pulled back from him and gave him a loving look, the first of many. “I am sure He did, Adam. I’m sure he did.”
 
   Adam pulled her back into a tight hug and whispered in her ear, “Will you marry me?”
 
   She smiled and whispered back, “Yes. Yes, I will.”
 
   
  
 

A Sheriff’s Heart (by Mary Miller)
 
   The napkin in Hettie’s hands was nearly ripped to shreds before she noticed she was pulling it apart. She stopped, felt her cheeks flush and looked around to see if anyone had noticed. She licked her lips and looked back out the window at the passing scenery. She was leaving everything behind, her father, brother and uncle, her best friend and her dream of being the schoolteacher for the town she grew up in.
 
   She was nervous but knew what needed to be done. The man she was going to meet and marry had given her father enough money to get the store out of the red and into the black. She needed to be strong and accept that things had to change.
 
   At 24, she had never expected to leave her home and travel across the country to marry a stranger. But it was apparently her lot in life. God must have decided this for her or she wouldn’t have felt as compelled to go when her father mentioned it. He’d shown her the ad and asked if she would be willing to make that kind of change. The war had put an economic strain on their small town, and the store was beginning to fail. Although her family were all supporters of President Lincoln, it didn’t put money in their accounts. 
 
   James Banks had placed the ad. He was Sheriff of the town of Elko, in Nevada, and was looking for a bride. He was willing to help them financially if she would agree to travel there and marry him. She had accepted.
 
   It was four weeks ago that the prospect of this adventure was placed before Hettie. Her mother had died when she was only twelve; she barely remembered her. She had grown up in the loving, firm care of her father and uncle, her mother’s brother. Her older brother of two years had also vowed to protect her throughout her life and had held true to that statement, keeping her safe from harm whenever it approached. And it had.
 
   Hettie was fully aware of the methods of men. She had sometimes been accused of being too rough, though she was a small, fit young lady, with long blond hair that waved around her petite face. Her eyes sparkled an aquamarine blue and were framed by long dark blond eyelashes. She had small red lips and high cheekbones. She certainly didn’t look rough on the outside.
 
   She wondered what James was like. A Sheriff. She guessed he might have a lot of rough characters he had to deal with regularly. She hoped he wasn’t a big, tough man. She didn’t want to be fighting for the rest of her life. That sounded miserable.
 
   She was working herself into a frenzy. She pulled in a deep breath and relaxed her muscles. She would have a headache by the time she got there if she wasn’t careful. That was the last thing she needed. 
 
   “Are you all right, dear?” the elderly woman sitting next to her leaned forward and looked up into her eyes. Hettie gave the woman a smile and nodded.
 
   “I am, thank you.”
 
   “You look very nervous. Is this your first time on the train?”
 
   “I did a little traveling with my father when I was younger,” Hettie confessed. “But this time, I am traveling alone. I’m not a little girl anymore. But I feel like one inside.”
 
   The woman nodded emphatically. “I can understand that, sweetie. You are off on your own adventure then?” 
 
   “Yes, I’m going to the West to start a new life.”
 
   “Oh, my. Leaving all you knew behind, are you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   The woman nodded, put a hand forward and rested it on Hettie’s “I’m Ester Canaberry. What’s your name?”
 
   “Hettie Longfield.”
 
   “Well, it’s good to meet you, Hettie. Do you know where you will be living when you get to the West?”
 
   “Elko. I’ll be wed to the Sheriff there.”
 
   “How interesting.” Ester nodded, taking her hand back and resting it in the other small wrinkled one on her lap. The knitting needles she had been using clinked when she set her hands down. “Do you know how to knit?” She asked, glancing down.
 
   “I do.” Hettie nodded.
 
   “Would you like to do some with me while we travel?”
 
   Hettie had to smile again. She nodded without a word and lifted her hands to receive the work Ester had been working on. She inspected it. “Is it a bonnet?”
 
   “It is. It’s for my great grand baby girl, Mona. I am also traveling to Nevada, but not Elko. That’s where my daughter lives now. She went there in the same fashion as you.”
 
   Hettie’s eyes opened wide. “Isn’t that a coincidence?” 
 
   Ester tilted her head. “Yes, it does seem so.”
 
    
 
   Ester’s stop was before Hettie’s, so she spent the last hour riding by herself. She had finished the bonnet for Ester, who praised the work vehemently, making Hettie blush furiously. She was relieved to hear that her stop was next and gathered her bag in her lap, retrieving her coat from where she had set it next to her. She certainly didn’t need it. The air was very warm and dry.
 
   She patiently waited until she was given permission to depart. She looked out through the window at the platform outside. It was deserted. She pulled in a deep breath, stood up and walked out of the cabin.
 
   She was the only one leaving the train, but there were several people getting on. She watched them when she stepped off as they said goodbye to their friends or family. It made her miss her brother and father. 
 
   A couple was coming toward her with attentive looks. She straightened her spine and made sure a pleasant look was on her face. They didn’t look very happy, but they also didn’t look unfriendly. She was confused by their presence and prepared herself for whatever might be coming her way.
 
   “Hello!” The woman was the first one to greet her. She was tall, slender and dressed in a single layer dress, tall boots that reached halfway up her calves and was carrying a parasol with bright colors on it. Hettie had to assume it was to keep the sun from bursting down too much on the woman’s head because there was not a single chance of rain. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky.
 
   “Hello,” Hettie responded, smiling at the woman and reaching out to take her hand.
 
   “You are Hettie?”
 
   “I am.”
 
   The woman nodded and looked back at the man she was with. He was tall, muscled and looked like he wanted to turn around and run right then and there. Hettie was somewhat amused, wondering if he was the man she was to marry. He certainly didn’t have the countenance of a Sheriff. She suddenly envisioned herself taking over as Sheriff of the town in his place. She lifted her hand to hide a giggle.
 
   “This is John, my husband. I am ElizabethBannerman, but you can call me Liz. We are here to pick you up. Are you prepared? Do you have your bags?”
 
   “This is what I have here.” She gestured to the two luggage bags sitting next to her.
 
   Liz looked up at John and nodded. He gave her a distinct look, leaned down and picked up the bags. Without saying a word, he turned and went back toward the edge of the platform, where six steps would take them down to the parking area. Hettie saw a pretty yellow carriage waiting there, with two horses leading it that looked tall and majestic. 
 
   “Very nice carriage,” Hettie said, admiringly. 
 
   “Why, thank you, Hettie.”
 
   Once they were in the carriage, Hettie tried not to mention the tension between the husband and wife. It was so thick; Hettie thought she would be able to cut it with a knife. She looked from one to the other. He was looking out the window, his jaw set. She was smiling at Hettie with a nervous look.
 
   “May I ask why James did not come to get me?” Hettie asked in a small voice. She was a strong woman, but the pressure in the room was palpable. 
 
   John made a strange, grunting sound in his throat and Liz cast him a look before dropping her eyes. 
 
   “You need to tell her before we get there, Liz. You can’t leave her in the dark.”
 
   “I’m sorry?” Suddenly Hettie was afraid she had made a bad decision answering the ad. She peered at both of them, settling her eyes on Liz’s friendly eyes to calm herself.
 
   Liz sighed deeply and leaned forward. She put her hands on Hettie’s knees and looked at her pleadingly.
 
   “John is upset because I…you…well, you see, John and I decided to play matchmaker.”
 
   “This is you, Liz.” John shook his head. “I was skeptical.”
 
   “You didn’t have any problems with it before, John.”
 
   “I changed my mind.”
 
   “It’s too late for that, and you know it.”
 
   “Please tell me what’s going on.” Hettie pleaded, taking Liz’s hands and squeezing them gently. 
 
   Liz pressed her lips together in an attempt to give Hettie a reassuring look. “I placed the ad and sent for you, dear. James is my brother, and I feel he has been alone long enough.”
 
   “How long has he been alone?” Hettieasked, the tightness in her chest loosening just a little with the secure sound of Liz’s voice. 
 
   “A little over three years. And you have never been married?”
 
   “No. In his…your letter, you didn’t mention how old James is.”
 
   “He’s 29.” 
 
   Hettie was relieved he wasn’t too much older than she was. “Has he any children?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Did you tell her anything at all about James in your letter, Liz?” John sounded annoyed but looked less stressed than he had a few minutes before.
 
   Liz looked at him. “Of course I did, John! I just…didn’t mention those things.”
 
   “So you just described him and said he’s the Sheriff?”
 
   Liz ignored him and looked at Hettie again. “He’s got a good heart, Hettie, you don’t need to be afraid of him. He won’t hurt you, and he’s not in the saloons or bars much, so you don’t have to worry about that. He doesn’t spend any time with the women in town either. He has a lot of…” She stopped, and her face flushed a little as her emotions got a hold of her. “He has a lot of memories that it’s difficult for him to get rid of. I think a fresh start with a new woman will do him some good.”
 
   Hettie rolled that statement around in her mind. She agreed that a fresh start was always a good idea, especially when things got tough. But she’d been deceived and wasn’t sure how she felt about it. If James wasn’t the man who had paid her family and it had been Liz instead, that meant her preconceived perception of him was flawed. In fact, she had never communicated with him at all. She had no clue what he would be like. 
 
   Plus, Liz was fond of saying the word “I.”She had made all the decisions here. What kind of person was her brother?
 
   Hettie moved her eyes to John, who was looking out the window again. He glanced at her just when she looked at him, and she dropped her eyes. He didn’t look nearly as upset now. He kept his eyes on her for a few more moments, considering her. Then he looked back out the window with a thoughtful gaze. She couldn’t help wondering what he was thinking.
 
   Liz leaned forward again, getting her attention. “Don’t you worry, Hettie. I like the way you look. You are sweet and kind; I can tell. James will love you. You’ll see!”
 
   Hettie just smiled at her. 
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   By the time the carriage pulled up in front of a two-story house, Hettie had worked herself up again. She was worried that with this turn of events, James might be displeased with her and she would end up in a miserable and unhappy marriage. She was so hoping for love. The thought of it sounded distant to her at that point.
 
   “Okay, here we are.” Liz sounded a little apprehensive herself. John stepped down from the carriage and rounded it to open the door for the women. He helped Liz out first, then Hettie. He went to the back of the carriage to unstrap the two bags while the women went up the few steps to the porch and crossed to the front door. 
 
   Liz opened the first door and knocked on the second.
 
   They waited in silence, Liz giving Hettie a nod and a smile, squeezing her arm in the process.
 
   They heard the sound of footsteps on the other side and the door was thrown open by a tall man dressed in jeans and a flannel shirt.
 
   “Liz! What are you doing here?” He didn’t sound unfriendly, but he didn’t smile at his sister. His eyes settled on Hettie, and he blinked, giving her the once-over. “And who might this be? New member of the community? Hello, I’m James, the local Sheriff. I have to say you don’t look like the type to make trouble for my little town.”
 
   Hettie smiled shyly and giggled quietly. She didn’t feel very tough around James. He was intimidating and amazingly handsome. In fact, it made her heart do a little flip, and her stomach did the same. She took his extended hand, and he bowed to her. “I’m Hettie,” she responded. “It’s good to meet you, James.”
 
   “There’s actually something interesting about her arrival that you should know, James,” Liz said. She smiled her biggest smile and tried to look as positive as possible.
 
   James stared at her during the brief pause, his smile freezing on his face. “What is it, Elizabeth?”
 
   His use of her formal name made Hettie lose her smile and catch her breath.
 
   “I…well, I brought Hettie here from the East. To…to be a companion for you. A bride. A new wife.”
 
   How many ways was she going to say it? Hettie suddenly felt like a piece of meat being bargained upon. The look on James’ face had changed. He didn’t look so friendly now.
 
   “Elizabeth.” His voice had dropped several octaves. “Elizabeth, what have you done?” 
 
   Hettie felt Liz’s hand on her arm squeeze tighter than before. Oh no, she thought. James took a step toward them and Liz instinctively backed up, pulling Hettie with her. 
 
   “You need someone to bring you out of your mourning, James. You’ve been in pain for too long.”
 
   “So you reckoned you’d put yourself in the middle of my life and make decisions for me? You decided for my life, what I need and who I need in it? Do you realize that you are my younger sister? I am not a little child to be coddled and manipulated!” James’ voice was rising. Hettie lowered her head and glanced behind them to see John had put her bags back on the carriage and was leaning against it, his head down and his hands tucked in the pockets of his jeans. He had a sorrowful look on his face and didn’t make a move to come up on the porch to defend them.
 
   She moved her eyes back to the front and waited to see what Liz would say or do now.
 
   “James! You can’t possibly take this attitude right now, right here in front of this woman. She’s traveled a long way and is probably tired and hungry.”
 
   James leaned forward and looked directly at his sister. “And who was it that made her that way? You brought her here. You take care of her!” He stepped back into his house and slammed the door shut.
 
   “Oh!” Liz gasped and put one hand up against her throat. When she looked at Hettie, she had tears in her eyes. Hettie was taller than Liz and looked down at her with gentle eyes, putting one hand on Liz’s. “Oh, Hettie! I am stunned. I am so sorry. I couldn’t have known he would react like this.”
 
   “Liz,” Hettie whispered. “What do I do now? Must I go home? Will you want your money back?”
 
   “No.” It wasn’t Liz who answered. Liz was becoming a bundle of tears, and they both turned when it was John who answered. He was coming toward them now, holding one hand out, not to his wife, but to Hettie. “You will come stay with us, at least for tonight and we will sort this out. We aren’t about to abandon you here when this is all our fault.”
 
   “Oh, John.” Liz went toward her husband, and he gathered her in his arms. He nodded at Hettie and took Hettie’s hand. He led her back to the carriage, never taking his arm from his wife’s shoulders. 
 
   Liz cried the entire way to their house, which was about ten minutes away down a dirt road lined with trees and houses set far back from the road. Hettie felt bad for her. She was wrestling with her own emotions but did not feel like crying. She was aghast at the behavior of the Sheriff. Perhaps Liz did interfere with her brother’s life a little too much, and perhaps he was getting weary of it. But to treat a complete stranger in such a way. What could his excuse possibly be?
 
    
 
   James stomped furiously back to his sitting room and threw himself in the big cushioned chair he liked to sit in. He could not believe the nerve of his sister. He put together a string of curse words in his mind and then shook them off. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Lord!” He groaned, sitting forward and placing his hands clasped in front of his forehead. “I just don’t see how she could do something like this! It’s not her place! I don’t need another wife! I don’t need more pain and fear! Lord, why would she do this to me?” 
 
   His mind filled with his first wife, the memory of her face, her smile, her laughter. She had been gone over three years, and he couldn’t shake the misery. He didn’t believe it had changed his behavior in the other aspects of his life. He still kept law and order in this town, kept out the riff-raff and the scoundrels, the thieves and any hostile Indians that might stray onto their property. There were very few problems with the local Indians. This town had been fortunate enough to escape the anger and frustration some towns were plagued with. 
 
   Saloon fights and issues with unruly men with the women in town were the main problems he dealt with. It wasn’t stressful in Elko on a typical day. James counted that as a blessing. The more problems he dealt with, the more his anger came out. As a Sheriff, he couldn’t exactly avoid the problems. So his anger had only grown over the years. 
 
   He had killed the man who killed his wife. But it hadn’t stopped the pain. She had been killed for only one reason. She was the Sheriff’s wife. After a long time behind prison bars in Ireland, a migrant had crossed the ocean simply to begin killing people in America, specifically law enforcement and their families. One of his victims was Annie, John’s dear wife. She had only been 24 years old. He was 25 when the tragedy happened. Almost four years later, he could still see her beautiful face, hear her sweet voice and regretted his inability to keep her safe from harm. 
 
   He wasn’t going to go through that again. He didn’t care what his sister thought. He didn’t need someone else to care for or to care for him. He was just fine on his own. 
 
   He lowered his head to his hands again and fought back tears of sorrow. Liz had opened up that wound all over again. He couldn’t even see the woman he’d met in his mind, couldn’t remember her face. He was blown away by what Liz had done.
 
   “How could she?” He moaned, allowing a few tears to come out before frowning and wiping them angrily away. For the first time in several years, he wanted to go visit the saloon until the early hours of the morning.
 
   But he’d made a vow to himself and to the town, though they didn’t know it, that he would not turn into a raging drunk, stumbling around town pretending to keep the peace while creating the chaos. He was stronger than that. 
 
   And he didn’t need a woman on his arm to prove it.
 
    
 
   Hettie found herself fairly on her own when they got to Liz and John’s house, at least for a few moments. The Bannerman home was nicely put together, a solid ranch house with two bedrooms, a kitchen, sitting room, dining room and den. She was impressed as soon as she went in. It was obvious that Liz did everything she could to keep the place dust free. It couldn’t have been easy. The air was so dry and dusty. Hettie had the idea dusting was a constant chore.
 
   John helped Liz up into the house and into the sitting room, where Liz dropped herself on a couch, grabbed a large pillow cushion and squeeze it in front of her. Now she was not crying as much as raging against her brother and his behavior. She pounded on the pillow, calling him selfish, a fool, unbelievable.
 
   Liz stood in the foyer waiting for John to tell her where to go. She watched him kneel next to his wife, looking up at her. “You must not come down on yourself too much, dear wife. You were only trying to help him get out of the bad mood he’s been in for years.”
 
   “Years, John. Years!” She repeated back to him as if he had said “weeks” or “months.” He just nodded at her. 
 
   “I know. I know.” He lifted one hand and put it against her cheek. “But you know how James is. You know he always reacts quickly to things and then when he takes a step back and looks at things, he calms down. You know he is that way.”
 
   Liz pulled in a breath and swallowed hard. She was looking down at John with tender eyes. “But how could he behave that way in front of Hettie? How can he not know how much that would hurt her?”
 
   “The only reason James acts that way is because he doesn’t want anyone else to get hurt. Liz, we discussed this. It’s not like you and I didn’t take this possibility into account. We will go with the second plan of action. All right?”
 
   Hettie took a step forward, holding her bag in front of her. “Excuse me?” She said. The couple looked up at her. John got to his feet and came toward her with his hands extended which she took.
 
   “Come in here and sit down. How terribly rude after what you’ve just been put through.” He said. He led her to a near chair, and she sat in it. 
 
   “You have another plan?” Hettie asked, settling into the comfortable chair after the long train ride and abrupt carriage rides. John nodded and moved back to sit next to Liz on the couch. He leaned forward, lacing his fingers through his wife’s.
 
   “Yes. Liz and I are going to have a child. We will need someone to care for it. If you are willing to stay on, we will let you live here, and you can help out Liz.”
 
   Hettie pressed her lips together. It was not what she had planned, but it was definitely a good alternative to the only other option, which would be leaving and going back to Virginia. Or going into town and working with those women.
 
   She shuddered. That was not an option. And if she stayed…perhaps she could win over the heart of the handsome Sheriff.
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   Hettie unfolded the handkerchief and looked at it admiringly. “This is beautiful work, Liz! Did you do this?” The cloth was embroidered with a brightly colored peacock and had the initials EAB woven into the bird’s feathers. 
 
   Liz wiped her hands on her apron and came over to look at the handkerchief. She smiled softly and took it from Hettie. “No, my gramma did. She made it for me when I was a child. I think it’s funny that my initials didn’t change.” She looked up at Hettie, her memories alive on her face. “My grandmother was very much involved in our lives until we lost her some years ago.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   Liz shook her head and placed the cloth back on the shelf hanging over the window. “She lived a long and fruitful life. She was a wonderful and happy woman, always doing things to help others. She was the reason we all have faith in the Lord to guide our steps.” She shook her head, going back to the counter to continue shaving the skins from them with a sharp knife. “It’s one of the reasons I have such a hard time accepting James’ behavior. Not just last night but for the past three years. He has been so sad. He just won’t come out of mourning. He’s angry and bitter all the time. It’s like he’s not praying, not trying, not trusting the Lord at all.”
 
   “Did he before he lost his wife?” Hettie asked, moving to the large bowl of water she was using to clean the vegetables she and Liz had pulled from the garden early that morning. They were preparing a birthday celebration for John. Many of the people in town would be there, including James. It made her nervous. She wondered if he was even going to show up after what had happened those nights before.
 
   “Yes. He has not since then.”
 
   “May I ask you a question?” Hettie looked up from the carrots she had lined up on the cutting table. Liz looked back at her, holding her knife in one hand and a potato in the other.
 
   “Of course, Hettie.”
 
   “If you knew that he was still angry and bitter about the loss, why would you bring someone else here to meet him? Such a long way? I don’t want to sound rude; I have enjoyed the last two days getting to know you both. But if you knew about his feelings, why did you surprise him in such a way?”
 
   Liz looked back down at the potatoes before answering. She set down the knife and potato she held and went to sit next to Hettie at the table. She looked into Hettie’s eyes and licked her small lips. “It seems that I’ve manipulated this situation in a way I should not have. I am sorry for that. I was only trying to do what I thought would be good for my brother. I really didn’t expect him to react that way. I thought he was, at least, give you time to get to know him and him to know you.” She sighed. “I reckon, I also hoped it would be enough of a shock to bring him out of this mood he’s been in, show him that there are other beautiful women in the world for him to love.”
 
   “Beauty is only seen on the surface,” Hettie said, sadly. “He has not seen what is underneath. He may be afraid to see who I am. He may be afraid of his feelings. Did she die in a brutal way?”
 
   Liz nodded, her eyes dropping to the vegetables as if they were the most fascinating things she had ever seen. “He watched it happen. And then he shot the man who killed her.”
 
   It was Hettie’s turn to sigh. “I see.”
 
   A shock was probably not what James had needed. Perhaps gently easing someone new into his life would have been better than bringing her and dropping her on his front doorstep like an abandoned animal.
 
   She shook off her feelings of resentment. She understood that Liz was just a meddling sister who cared too much for her brother, stewing in his misery and pain. She understood that James was still mourning and having a terrible time pulling out of it.
 
   What she didn’t understand was how she was supposed to react to it. Her life had been turned upside down to travel across the country, and now her future was very much in question. She had prepared herself to be married. Was she supposed to start looking for someone else? 
 
   “I have been praying for someone to get through to James for so long now. I can’t bear to see him like that anymore.”
 
   “What would you like for me to do, Liz?” Hettie asked. “Do you want me to try to do something to get through to him? Because I really don’t know how I’m going to do that.”
 
   Liz shook her head and put one hand on Hettie’s arm. “I don’t think there’s anything you can do, Hettie. I just want you to be yourself. He will be around. I believe John was right when he said that James would calm down. He will give you a chance…if you still want one.”
 
   Hettie thought about James. He was tall, handsome, strong, everything she admired in a man. Everything she could see, anyway. But she didn’t know his mind or his personality. All she had seen was anger and rage.
 
   “When I was young,” Hettie said. “I watched my mother die.”
 
   Liz sat back, her dark eyes wide open. She pushed one hand through some of the dark hair that had escaped the bun. “Oh my! I did not know that, Hettie!” 
 
   Hettie nodded. “I have not mentioned it before. It was…very bad. I was upset about it for a long time. So was my father. I was twelve years old; my brother was almost fifteen. My mother’s brother moved in with us after her death and helped my father care for us children. Mother was a wonderful and bright light in our lives. And my father mourned her for many years, too.”
 
   Liz pressed her lips together, tears filling her eyes. “Did he ever find love again?”
 
   Hettie shook her head. “He wasn’t looking.”
 
   “Oh, my.” Liz looked devastated. The implication that James may never have intended to find another woman was becoming more of a reality for her.
 
   Hettie understood what Liz was thinking by the distraught look on her face. She took the opportunity to put her own hand on Liz’s arm, squeezing gently. “But I have something else to say that might make you feel better.” Liz blinked and looked at her through thick tears. “With my father, I could see that he didn’t feel destined to be with another woman. I still hope that someday he will find another love. But he didn’t want to, and he didn’t stay in a deep depressive state for a long time. He chose not to find another woman himself, but he remained who he was. You say that James has changed.”
 
   Liz nodded.
 
   “I believe that our Lord does guide our steps, just like you do. And since we are only humans, we often react in typical human ways, wouldn’t you say?”
 
   “Yes.” Liz’s voice was soft.
 
   “I don’t think God brought me here to just be a caretaker for you and your little baby.” Hettie smiled at her new friend. “I have faith that He knows what He’s doing. If it was meant that I should be with James, I will be.”
 
   “How do you plan to act toward him now? You’ve only seen his bad side and oh, Hettie, he can be such a charming man, so fun and laughing and happy.”
 
   Hettie nodded, picturing the handsome Sheriff in her mind. “I’m sure he can be. He’s just in that place right now. Perhaps we will give him a little time to come around? I will speak to him whenever he is here.”
 
   “You will turn his head, Hettie. I just know you can change his mind. I’ve grown to like you quite a lot in the last two days and so has John. We believe you will be a respectful and good houseguest while you are here and if it is God’s will, a good wife for my brother.”
 
   Hettie pulled in a deep breath. “I would certainly like to see what happens.”
 
   “I will pray that things work out as they should.” Liz used her apron to wipe her tears away and clear her eyes. She pulled in a deep breath and released it slowly. “I still feel so bad for overstepping the boundaries.”
 
   “It’s too late for all that now,” Hettie said. “We must look to the future and trust that God knows what He wants, and He will make it happen.”
 
   “You are very strong in your faith. I didn’t know that about you, either.”
 
   Hettie chuckled softly. “It’s another one of those things I didn’t mention in my letter.”
 
   Liz smiled, her eyes lighting up from relief instead of tears.
 
    
 
   For two days, James had avoided going to his sister’s or seeing her at all. He barely recalled the woman Liz had brought to town for him and was trying to avoid thinking about the fact that the woman would inevitably be at John’s birthday party that night. He felt like the lowest man on earth, remembering his actions in front of the strange woman. He hadn’t been able to help it. The shock was too much for him.
 
   He’d always felt that if he let himself look at another woman, he would be betraying his late wife. He missed Annie still, thinking of her not on a daily basis anymore, thank God, but often. Little things around the house and around town still reminded him of her. 
 
   If he was not betraying Annie, he was putting yet another innocent woman in harm’s way. How could he justify doing that for his own selfish purposes? How could he go on with the thought that he may someday see another woman killed in front of his eyes and have his heart ripped out of his chest all over again?
 
   The thought truly made him sick to his stomach. 
 
   He looked in the mirror hanging next to his front door and ran his hands through his dark hair. His brown eyes still looked sad. They always looked sad to him. He brushed his hands over his trim beard and sighed. He was going to do it anyway. He tried recalling the woman’s face in his mind but couldn’t. All he could see was Annie.
 
   Perhaps Liz was right. Could it be time to put his heart on the line again? Was it worth it?
 
   She’d been telling him for almost a year that he needed to brighten his life, find something new to be interested in, if not a woman, something else. But his job took precedence over everything. What woman was going to accept that?
 
   Was that why Liz brought someone from afar to be his companion? He gnawed at his upper lip, staring at himself. He wasn’t a bad man. He tried very hard to be a good man.
 
   “Lord, what do I do?” He asked aloud. “I don’t want to get another woman killed, especially one that I love.” He was quiet for a moment, hoping God would speak to him through the mirror. He pulled in a deep breath. It wasn’t going to happen. “I’ll see her tonight.”
 
   His chest became tight with anxiety for a moment before it released and he felt peace fill him.
 
   Maybe everything would turn out all right if he just kept his cool and talked to her to see what kind of woman she was. 
 
   And prayed.
 
    
 
   ******
 
    
 
   There were more people at the party than Hettie expected. She sat in a garden chair, watching them all. They talked and laughed, milling around the garden, admiring Liz’s fine work in such an arid atmosphere. The grass under their feet was green. Bushes and trees had been planted. Liz and John had placed stone tablets along the garden area and around the yard, so visitors didn’t need to step onto the grass or disrupt the vegetation.
 
   “Aren’t you hungry, Hettie?” John asked, stepping over to where she was sitting. “You spent a lot of time preparing this food for everyone. You must have some, too.”
 
   Hettie nodded. “I will. Don’t worry.” She smiled, reached over to the small white table next to her and picked up a thinly sliced carrot stick. She took a quick bite and chewed, still smiling at him. He nodded and laughed.
 
   “Good for you.” 
 
   “John! Who is this lovely young lady?” An older man had approached and was leaning toward Hettie to take her hand. Hettie lifted it, and the man kissed it gently. “You are a refreshing breeze here in this dusty town, young lady.”
 
   Hettie blushed. “Thank you, sir.”
 
   “You must call me Charles!” The man announced. “And what might your name be?”
 
   “This is Hettie, Charlie,” John answered, giving Hettie a look over the older man’s shoulder that made Hettie drop her eyes to keep from giggling.
 
   “Hettie! It’s good to meet you!”
 
   “Charlie runs the Little Boar Inn,” John explained, stepping a little closer so that the older man needed to edge away from Hettie. “Hettie is here to meet with James.”
 
   Charlie raised his thick eyebrows and stood up straight, looking up at John. “Oh, I see!” He paused. “I take it this was an idea that came from Liz?”
 
   John nodded.
 
   Charlie looked back down at Hettie. “Well, young lady, let me tell you a few things about our Sheriff.” His voice had changed but not in an unfriendly way. “He is a good man. He’s taken good care of this little town, even after Annie was…killed, poor girl. It was a terrible tragedy and it hurt James greatly. But if he lets you in, you have a good chance of being with a good husband.” Charlie leaned back down and said in a low voice, “I do believe you are beautiful enough to catch his eye, I must say. If he doesn’t give you the chance, you will not have trouble finding a husband, should you want one.”
 
   “All right there, Charlie.” John laughed. “Let’s go talk to Mary and Liz. You can quiz them about the social next month to see what plans they have made so far.”
 
   The two men made off into the small crowd. Hettie watched them. Charlie seemed an amusing old man. As he and John walked off, he began talking excitedly about the social next month. Apparently, social gatherings were something this little town enjoyed frequently. With so few people populating the area, most knew each other. She had been greeted by each person at the party with open arms though she was a stranger and an outsider. She had the sneaking suspicion Liz had warned them all ahead of time that she would be there and had bolstered their opinion of her with her own opinion before they even met her. 
 
   She wondered if they had been told why she was here. John didn’t seem to have any trouble mentioning it. She had to assume they all knew what her purpose was. They were still kind and hospitable to her. She took that as a sign that they all cared about their sheriff as much as Charlie had implied.
 
   She was brought out of her thoughts when she saw James come around the corner of the house. He was dressed in blue jeans, a well-fitting flannel shirt and had brushed his hair, from the looks of it. She pulled in a breath and held it for a moment. He was certainly a good-looking man. He stopped for a moment when he saw her. Before he could continue walking, Liz caught sight of him.
 
   “James!” She called out. Everyone turned to look at him as he approached. 
 
   They all began to greet him. Hettie was amused to see the crowd gravitate toward James, wishing him well, almost hiding him from her sight. She caught his eyes straying to her while he responded to the people, smiling at them, removing his hat, shaking hands.
 
   Hettie didn’t get up. 
 
   After a short time, the crowd dispersed somewhat, going back to what they had been doing. Liz and James stood to the side, talking in low voices for a few moments. Hettie tried not to watch them but was curious about their conversation. Neither seemed upset. Liz appeared to be apologizing, and James responded by nodding and pulling his sister into a hug. When they pulled away from each other, they smiled, and Liz moved off to find John, leaving James to gaze at Hettie.
 
   She saw him looking and smiled at him, finally getting up.
 
   “Hello,” Hettie said, approaching him. “I would have come over sooner, but you would think it was your birthday the way everyone gathered around you.”
 
   At first, he didn’t say anything to her. Then he looked down at his hands, where he was clutching his hat firmly. “I must apologize for my behavior the other day, Hettie.”
 
   “You must not worry about that.” Hettie shook her head. “I realize you were very surprised to see me. I hope that you aren’t upset with Liz about it. I am a grown woman and can take care of myself.”
 
   “I am not upset with her.” James shook his head. “I am more upset with myself. I don’t generally treat strange, beautiful women that way.”
 
   Hettie smiled at the compliment and looked down. “Thank you, James.”
 
   “Shall we sit and talk?” He asked, holding out his hand to the chair she had been sitting in. She returned to it, and he pulled a similar chair nearby to sit close to her.
 
   “How are you enjoying it here so far?” James asked, picking up a few of the same carrot sticks she had been eating from and taking a few bites.
 
   “Actually, I find the atmosphere very refreshing. I know it is much warmer than my home in Virginia, but I like it. I would rather be warm than cold, wouldn’t you?”
 
   He laughed. “I better. I live here.”
 
   She laughed with him. “Yes, I suppose so. And now I do, so I better learn to like it if I don’t.”
 
   “But you do?”
 
   She nodded. “I do.”
 
   He looked around at the crowd and then back at her. “Would you like to go for a walk?”
 
   Hettie looked up at the darkening sky. “Do you think we will be caught in the dark?”
 
   James glanced around them. “There’s a lantern. We’ll take it just in case.”
 
   “I would like to go for a walk then. But you carry the lantern.”
 
   His wide smile made him, even more, appealing to Hettie. She tried not to let any kind of reaction come across her face. She couldn’t help smiling back, though. 
 
   They stood up, and she followed him to fetch the lantern and then down the garden path. “We’ll just walk around the house and land here, Hettie,” James said. “We won’t stray far from the path, I promise.”
 
   “Good,” she responded. “I do like to stay on the proper path.” The one ordained by God, she thought but didn’t say.
 
   He gave her a look that made her wonder if he’d known just what she was talking about. 
 
   “I want you to know that I’m not some big brute who likes to go around yelling at strangers…women or men.” His voice was low and gentle. Hettie found that she enjoyed listening to the sound of it when he talked. “I have been through a lot in my life, and it’s hard for me to…get by sometimes. I do hope you can understand what I mean by this.”
 
   I do. Hettie didn’t speak the words aloud. She just looked at him with encouraging eyes. She nodded to let him know he should continue. 
 
   “When…when my wife was killed, it took a lot out of me. It took away the life in me for a long time. I only focused on the job. I keep the peace. It’s what I have to do to make sure the people here are safe. Safer than I…I had to work a lot harder to keep everyone safe. To make sure.” He stopped.
 
   Hettie looked at him. “James, is it all right if we sit on the steps of the house to talk? I’m a little weary from being on my feet most of the day.”
 
   “Oh, of course!” James nodded and they turned in the direction of the front of the house. He didn’t continue talking, and when they sat, it was Hettie who talked instead.
 
   “James, Liz told me what happened with your wife and I’m so sorry to hear it. I’m sorry that you were so broken from it. I know how depressed you have been, and I understand it. I lost my mother in a tragic way, as well. She was killed when I was twelve. It took my father a long time to stop mourning. There’s just something you need to remember. When someone dies, you don’t want to let go. But eventually, you have to. You have to let God have it. It’s the only way to save your soul. I don’t know why your wife had to die or why my mother had to die. But God knows. And we have to trust Him.” She stopped and tilted her head, putting one of her small hands into one of his. 
 
   He looked closely at her. “Liz told me that you lost your mother,” he confessed. “She said that it should make me think about how we have something like that in common. She thinks we would be good for each other.”
 
   Hettie felt a twitch in her chest, and she swallowed, smiling. “Do you think we would be good for each other?”
 
   “I didn’t think so.” James wrapped his fingers around hers so that she couldn’t pull away. “I have thought about it and prayed about it for two days. I haven’t been able to see past the loss…the mourning. The anger I still feel…it eats away at me.”
 
   She nodded. “Those kinds of emotions only hurt the one who feels them. There’s simply nothing we can do about the circumstances. We must rise above.”
 
   They were quiet for a moment, sitting on the steps with their hands together. 
 
   “For years, I have been taking two steps forward and another back,” James said. “I feel like I’m not making any progress.”
 
   “If you are taking a step forward then you are making progress. As long as it isn’t two steps back.”
 
   James smiled.
 
   “If you want to, James, I will stay here with Liz and John, and we can have a few more talks.”
 
   “You want to see if you really want to stay with me?” James asked.
 
   She giggled. “No, I was thinking the opposite way around. I was brought here for you. This must be your decision. I had already made mine.”
 
   “Do you think you could love a man like me?”
 
   “From what I’ve heard, you are a wonderful man whose heart has been kept in a prison of his own making for some time now.” She reached up and placed one hand on his cheek. He closed his eyes for a moment and then opened them to look into hers. “Don’t you think it’s time to let it out now so that it can heal?”
 
   “You will stay and help it heal?”
 
   “I surely will, James.”
 
   James leaned forward so that he was inches away from her. “I don’t think it will take very long.”
 
   Just before Hettie leaned in for the first of many soft kisses, she replied, “I will wait as long as it takes.”
 
   
  
 

The Mountain Bride (by Mary Miller)
 
   Ella rinsed out the cooking pot and hung it on the nail to dry. She was almost done with the morning chores and was looking forward to the hour or so she would have to sit down at the kitchen table and read for a while. She was almost finished with her new book, Alice’sAdventures in Wonderland. She had no idea what she would be reading after that. 
 
   The newspaper was folded up on the table from where her brothers had left it this morning. They were out on the farm repairing a broken fence or something like that. She wasn’t certain. She’d been caring for them and their father since the death of her mother 16 years ago. Their blessing had been her youngest brother, Alfred. Their loss was their mother. At ten years of age, Ella had been given the task of raising her brothers. Their father was not a hands-on parent. He was rarely there, and when he was, he was unpleasant, loud and demanding. He had long ago decided that the first half of Ella’s name should have been “Cinder,” giving her a long list of chores to do every day. 
 
   She ran a cloth over the counter to clean it and looked around to see if she had missed anything. It looked clean to her. She hoped it looked clean to her father.
 
   She sat down and unfolded the newspaper to run her eyes over the words without really reading them. There was almost always some kind of news about possible impending war, how President Lincoln was handling it and local good and bad news. 
 
   She was ready to set the paper down and go to her room for her book. She gazed out the window first, folding her arms over her chest and hugging herself. It was her dream to travel to the West and start a new life, but she couldn’t see how that would be possible in her current circumstances. Her father had never let her try to get any employment in town. She had the skills, she’d been cleaning, sewing her brother’s clothes and been their nursemaid for 16 years, starting from the newborn stage with Alfred, but he wanted her there at the house, keeping everything clean and in order.
 
   For the last few years, Ella felt secluded, isolated from the world. The worlds in her books gave her a clear idea of where she wanted to be. She’d read a lot about the growing towns and cities in the west. That was all the way across the country. It was far away from here. 
 
   It was far away from her brothers.
 
   The thought made her a little sad. It was useless to even think about it anyway. She wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon. You don’t go anywhere unless you have the money to do it. And she had no valuable property to her name.
 
   She heard the sound of her brothers stumbling through the outside door and loudly taking their boots off in the mudroom. They were joking around about something and tumbled into the kitchen, wrestling with each other. She stood up and moved to the cabinet to get out a few glasses for water. They were sure to be thirsty after working hard all morning. They were certainly dusty enough for it. 
 
   “You’re such a bum!” Oscar and Dave appeared to be directing their teasing toward Alfred, the youngest. Oscar gave Alfred a shove and the three of them laughed, pulling their hats from their heads.
 
   “Hello, sis!” Dave came over to where Ella was pouring water into the three cups from the cool pitcher. He took one of the cups from the counter and gave Ella a kiss on the cheek. “How’s your day been? Another long one of cooking and cleaning for ungrateful brats?”
 
   Ella giggled, giving him a narrow look. Her green eyes were sparkling. “I certainly have. How did you know?’
 
   He shrugged. “It’s what you usually do.”
 
   He went back to the table and sat in one of the chairs. “That’s too true, my brother,” Oscar said. 
 
   “Don’t you think it’s about time you got yourself a life, sister?” Alfred said. 
 
   “What would you know about having a life, Al?” Dave said. “I’m older than you, and I know you don’t know anything about getting a life.”
 
   “She needs a life outside this farm, outside this house.”
 
   Dave nodded, moving his eyes back to his sister, who was setting the cups down in front of her other two brothers. She went back for her own drink. “I agree with you, Al. She is in need of controlling her own life.”
 
   “You know Papa isn’t going to let me go anywhere. I’ll be taking care of him until long after you three are gone.”
 
   “I’m planning on getting married next year,” Dave said. “You know that. It could be anytime that these guys leave this place. You can’t stay here. You can’t let Papa force you to stay here.”
 
   “I am not sure I have much of a choice.”
 
   The three boys didn’t look at her, and there was a quiet pause in the conversation. “Well, before we start feeling blue,” Dave said. “How are you doing with your new book, Alice’s Wonderland, is it?”
 
   “Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland.” Ella corrected with a nod, sitting next to Oscar. “I’m about done with it.”
 
   “Are you enjoying it?” 
 
   “Yes, very much.”
 
   “What have you got for when you’re done?” Oscar asked, giving her a narrow look she didn’t understand. 
 
   “I…I don’t have another book to read right now. I reckon I will be reduced to reading the newspaper.”
 
   Dave gave her a big smile. “I think we can remedy that situation for you, sis.” He nodded at Alfred, who jumped up with a delighted look on his face. “We’ve got something for you.”
 
   Ella felt a bit of excitement. It was rare that she felt that way. She smiled wide and assumed she wouldn’t be reading the newspaper when she was done with Alice. 
 
   After a few moments, Alfred returned with a book wrapped in brown paper and a string. When he offered it to her, she took it and held it in front of her as if it were made of fragile crystal. “Oh, boys!” She said.
 
   “Go ahead and unwrap it, sis!” Oscar said in such an excited voice; it was almost like it was his present she was receiving. She smiled at him.
 
   “It’s not my birthday, boys, what is this for?”
 
   “You are stuck in this house too much, Ella,” Oscar said. “You cook and clean up after us and do everything. We don’t want you to feel unappreciated.
 
   “How could I possibly? It’s my job.”
 
   “That’s just it, Ella,” Dave said, leaning forward. “It isn’t your job. It was mama’s job and papa’s job. Mama can’t do it, but papa shouldn’t have made you do it. He’s never going to get married again; that’s obvious. He will never get over mama. But he has made you into a housekeeper. You aren’t a housekeeper, and we want you to know we love you, and we’re grateful for you.”
 
   Ella pulled in a deep breath of emotion. “Oh, thank you,” She whispered.
 
   “Now will you please open that up so we can all see your face?”
 
   She smiled so big; her cheeks were hurting from it. She felt tears come to her eyes but blinked them away so she could examine the book they had gotten her. She gently peeled back the paper, looking up every now and then at each of her brothers. They were watching her face.
 
   When she had the paper off, she turned the book over to read the title. Her eyes widened, and she ran her fingers over the leather-bound cover. “Oh, boys! Oh, thank you!” It was a dark brown book, and the title was written in gold embossed letters. “A Study in Scarlet.” She read aloud. “By Arthur Conan Doyle. Oh, my. This is so beautiful!”
 
   She got up and wrapped her arms around each of her brother’s shoulders. Each of them gave her a kiss on the cheek in return. “I can’t believe it. Such a nice looking book!” She sat back down in her chair and scanned the cover again, turning the book over one more time before opening it and flipping through the pages. She loved the scent of a newly printed book. She never cared if there was a tear or a mistake in the book. She was just glad to have it, as long as she could read it. “Thank you,” she said again.
 
   “I’ve been thinking, Ella, about your situation here,” Dave spoke up. She looked at him. “You really want to leave, don’t you?” 
 
   She lowered her eyes. “It’s not that I don’t want to take care of you…”
 
   “No more of that.” Dave lifted one hand and slapped it on the table, getting her attention. “We’ve already established that the three of us are no longer in need of your servantry.”
 
   She pressed her lips together, trying not to tell him that servantry wasn’t a word. She understood his meaning.
 
   “She’s not a servant!” Alfred said, resentfully, glaring at his brother.
 
   Dave nodded. “Exactly my point, brother.” He looked back to Ella. “You aren’t a servant here. You need to go live in the West like you want to.”
 
   “I just don’t see how that’s possible,” Ella replied.
 
   “I think I know how you can do it.” Dave leaned further out over the table and pulled the folded up newspaper to himself. “I saw something in here that I want to point out to you.”
 
   He snapped the paper open and folded it so that the small section of ads was displayed. He got up and strolled to Ella’s chair, leaning in between her and Oscar to lay the paper down on the table in front of her. She looked down at it and followed his finger when he pointed. She leaned forward to read it.
 
   “A man in Nevada is looking for someone to come and help him raise his four sons,” she said, summarizing the ad. “You think I should…” She looked back up at him with wide eyes. “I…I don’t think I could do that! That’s so far away!”
 
   “That’s what you want!” Dave said, encouragingly. “That’s your dream! Follow your dream!”
 
   Ella looked back down and picked the paper up to look at the ad again as Dave went back to his seat.
 
   “That’s an insane idea!” Oscar said, leaning over to read over Ella’s shoulder. “She can’t just up and leave like that. She doesn’t even know this guy. What if he’s some weird character or he’s violent or something?”
 
   Dave nodded. “Those are all options, but if you want to get anywhere in this life, you have to take risks. If you want to live your dreams, you definitely have to take risks. Well, she wants to be free of this house and Papa and live in the West. That advertisement is probably her only chance to make that happen.”
 
   Oscar frowned, crossing his arms over his chest and sitting back in his chair. “I don’t like the idea. I don’t think she should be so far away with only a stranger for company. And she’ll be doing the same thing! Watching and raising more boys!”
 
   “I…” Ella spoke up, interrupting Oscar. “I think I want to do this, Dave. I think I should answer this ad.” She could suddenly see a bright future stretching out in front of her. She hadn’t felt that excited in some time.
 
   They heard the sound of their father coming in the front door. She was suddenly a bit fearful and went through her chores in her mind to make sure she had gotten to them all. She got up quickly to take the ham and cheese biscuits from the warming cabinet and pulled out a cup to give her father his noontime coffee.
 
   “I’ll go see to him,” Dave said, scooting out the door quickly. They could hear him greet their father in the hallway. “Papa! How was your day?”
 
   They couldn’t hear their father’s reply. 
 
   Oscar got up and moved to stand next to Ella. She looked up at him. 
 
   “I will be the one who is blue when you leave, sister.” Oscar leaned to give her a kiss on the cheek. She felt a warm wash of love for him and put her arms around him for a hug.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The train rumbled along at a fearful speed. Ella had never been on a train or in anything that moved faster than the horses she rode. She watched the scenery moving past with amazement, unable to focus on anything for very long before it was gone. Except for the mountains in the distance. She tried counting them at first but because tired and anxious from that so she stopped. 
 
   She was not alone in the car. There was a family across from her, three children and their mother. The grandmother and grandfather were apparently the older couple that had chosen the seats next to her on the red velvet-cushioned bench. The children were rowdy and talkative. Ella had already found out that their father was in the military, and they were going to meet him where he was stationed in Arizona. They were anxious to be there and bothered their mother fairly consistently about how long it would be until they got there. 
 
   Their mother was beginning to look a little haggard, although Ella thought she was doing a wonderful job with so many children under the age of ten. When the train moved into a tunnel that would go through a very long mountain, the children became anxious.
 
   “Mama, how long is it going to be dark out there?”
 
   “Are we in a mountain, mama? Is the mountain going to come down and trap us in here?”
 
   “The mountain is going to collapse! We’re going to be trapped!”
 
   “Now see, Robert, you’ve gone and frightened your little sister. No, Penny, the mountain isn’t going to collapse. We’re going to be fine. Everything will be fine. This isa strong tunnel. Don’t you worry now.”
 
   “Excuse me.” Ella sat forward and said quietly. “I see your children are anxious. I would love to read to them to calm them down if you don’t object.”
 
   “If you would like to, I would be very appreciative.” Their mother sounded extremely relieved. “I’m Rachel. These are my children, Joseph, Robert, and Penelope. They are, as you can see, very tired at the moment. A good story would do them some good. What do you have to read to them?”
 
   Ella reached into her sewing bag, where she had tucked both of her newer books. She decided that Alice’s Adventures would be more appropriate for the small children than the Sherlock Holmes story. It was full of imagination and colorful characters. She had enjoyed it so much, she wanted to share it with them. 
 
   “Have you seen this book before?” The children had settled down and were watching what she was doing, curiously. All three shook their heads.
 
   “What’s it about?” Robert asked. She grinned at him.
 
   “It’s about a little girl who follows a white rabbit into the woods and then falls down a hole, and when she wakes up, she’s in a brand new place with talking animals and everything!”
 
   “I want to hear it!” The little boy demanded.
 
   She nodded. “And so you shall.”
 
   She opened the book and read to them until they had to get off at their stop in Arizona. They stayed still and quiet the whole time, intrigued by the story. Their mother was even able to shut her eyes for a few minutes. Ella marveled at the way she seemed to sleep sitting up without her children even noticing. 
 
   She received three small hugs before the family departed and the mother and grandparents looked at her with grateful eyes, thanking her for keeping them entertained almost the entire way to their new home. She was left with a satisfying feeling of accomplishment. 
 
   She continued reading once she had the car to herself. It didn’t matter if she’d only finished the book a few weeks ago. She still enjoyed it. 
 
   Ella was distracted from the book with wandering thoughts of what this man and his four small sons would be like. According to the one and only letter she had received in response to her own initial correspondence answering the ad, his name was Andrew Robinson. He worked in a carpentry shop in town. She couldn’t tell whether he owned the business or was an employee there. He said that his ranch was big enough for all of them to live in comfortably and that he’d been having some trouble finding someone who was willing to take care of so many small boys. His request was for her to be kind to them, understanding and compassionate to their troubles. 
 
   He sounded nice and reasonably intelligent. She only noticed a few errors in his grammar and spelling. She hoped that the boys she would be raising were well-educated or on their way to being so. If they weren’t, she would be glad to help out. A good education, as far as she was concerned, was one of the cornerstones to growing up to be a successful adult. It was what she had taught her younger brothers, and they seemed to be much the better for it.
 
   She caught herself staring at the pages on her book instead of actually reading the words. She smiled. It was going to be a brand new life for her. A brand new life.
 
    
 
   When the train pulled into the station, Ella was ready to get off. She had been sitting there for hours, only getting up once to go to the dining car and get a few pieces of fruit. She was craving an orange, but they didn’t have one. 
 
   She picked up her sewing bag once the train was at a complete stop and the attendant opened the door.
 
   “This is Elko?” she confirmed with the attendant, who just nodded and smiled at her. She could see the appreciative look on his face and felt a bit flattered. She didn’t feel young and pretty. She felt like an old mother.
 
   She stepped down onto the wooden platform and looked both ways. There were quite a few people around her, more than she expected. Families were seeing other family members off on whatever trip they were making to their wherever destinations. She felt like her bag was heavy all of a sudden and felt a little overheated. 
 
   She took out her hand fan and flipped it open, fanning herself with hot air. She laughed a little and continued to fan even though the breeze it created was not very cool. When she didn’t see a man with four boys around him coming her way, she strolled over to a white painted wooden bench and sat down to wait. She was sure she wouldn’t miss him when he finally arrived. She had no idea what time it was, and there were no clocks anywhere around. A train station attendant approached her after a moment and inquired as to whether or not she was okay.
 
   “You look a bit flushed, Miss. Are you all right?” he asked. He was an older gentleman with a thin face and a ready smile.
 
   “I am.” She looked up at him. “I am just waiting for the man I came here to be with to come and fetch me. I’m sure he’ll be along any time now.”
 
   “Yes, Miss.” The attendant nodded. Ella caught a glimpse of his shiny nametag, which said “Alfred.”
 
   “Alfred is my younger brother’s name,” She said in surprise. He grinned.
 
   “Well, he must be wonderful then!”
 
   They both laughed, and the old man wandered off.
 
   She looked back down the platform when she heard the sound of little running feet. It was a familiar sound, and she knew what it was immediately. She stood up when she saw the family approaching. She greeted them with a smile, looking up at her soon-to-be husband, admiringly. He was a handsome man with dark hair cut short, a trim beard and mustache and a big, broad chest. He smiled at her, and she was happy to see a row of healthy looking teeth. They were so healthy; she wondered how he did it.
 
   He held out his hand, which she took. “You are Ella Barrett from Virginia?”
 
   “I am. You are Andrew Robinson?”
 
   “I am. We’re glad to have you here. Boys, say ‘hi’ to Miss Ella. She will be taking care of you from now on. Papa’s going to marry her and make her his wife. Do you understand?”
 
   The older boys nodded, but Ella could tell that Carl, the youngest, had no clue what his father was saying and only nodded after he saw his brother’s doing so.
 
   What an agreeable, adorable little boy! She thought.
 
   Andrew pushed each of his sons out in front of him as he introduced them. He caught Carl first and held him so that he would be still in front of Ella.
 
   “Say Hello to Miss Ella, Carl. Carl is six.” Andrew said gently. 
 
   Carl dropped his eyes to the ground and barely whispered out, “Hello.”
 
   “Well, hello Carl!” Ella said in an excited voice. “How are you today?”
 
   “Tell her you’re doing fine, Carl.” Andrew prompted him. He gave Ella a glance. “He’s a little touchy with strangers right now.”
 
   Ella nodded. “I can understand that. Well, I’m going to help Papa take good care of you, dear. I promise.”
 
   Carl chuckled and began to circle his father and brothers in an all-out running face against himself around and around his father and brothers.
 
   “This is Peter. He’s seven.”
 
   “Hello, Peter.” 
 
   Peter didn’t respond even with a “hello” until his father pressed down firmly on his shoulders. Then he whined out a hello and moved to the side as if he was done speaking for the day, thank you.
 
   “This is Freddie. He’s 9.” 
 
   Freddie held out his hand to Ella, which she half-expected from the look on his bright little face. He was an outgoing child, probably always getting into mischief. His smile was wide for her and very genuine. “I’ve been telling papa for ages that I’m not Freddie anymore,” he said. “My name is Fred. That’s what I want to be called.”
 
   She took his hand and shook it, giving him a sober look. “Yes, sir. I can do that.”
 
   He grinned wide. “Thank you, Miss Ella!”
 
   “You are welcome.”
 
   “This is Raymond. He’s twelve.” Andrew put a hand on Raymond’s shoulder and barely pushed him forward. He was a larger boy, looked to be built like his father. He was going to be a big, strong man in his adulthood. He stood rigid and his smile was almost nonexistent. 
 
   “Hello, Miss Ella.” He did as he was told.
 
   “Hello, Raymond.”
 
   “Okay, the wagon is back this way.” Andrew turned around, and they began to walk down the platform in the direction of the steps that led down to the dirt lot surrounding the building.
 
   “I am glad you don’t have an objection to helping me raise my sons,” Andrew said, looking down at her. She shook her head and pushed a strand of blond hair back up into her bonnet. “I want you to know that you don’t have to keep those layers on here. Our climate won’t do you well with all those clothes.”
 
   She nodded up at him. “I am happy to hear that.”
 
   “Your bonnet isn’t necessary, and you probably won’t need those gloves.”
 
   She grinned and stripped them off her hands, proceeding to her bonnet, which she happily took off and sighed.
 
   Andrew laughed. As they walked, the boys had begun an action-packed game of tag where they ran around and around their father and Ella. She was delighted to see them having fun together. Like her brothers, they seemed to get along very well. That was an indication to her that their father had treated them well. She didn’t ask what happened to their mother. She assumed that would come out in due time.
 
   Carl was running in the smallest circles, narrowly darting around his brothers when they came to “tag” him. As he ran around Ella, he reached out and brushed his hands on her skirts lightly. She noticed and smiled wide. The third time he came around that way, she hung her hand down so that would brush it when he went past. He did so and spun around to stare at her.
 
   When she laughed, he laughed too and continued running. 
 
   Adorable! She thought.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   The house was large and roomy. There were only a few pieces of furniture in each room and several colorful rugs on the floor, but it did seem there hadn’t been a woman living there for some time. She wondered how long it had been when she went in through the front door and saw the layers of dust on the furniture and window sills. It wasn’t untidy. In fact, everything was in its place. But it was dusty and looked depressing. She wanted to immediately throw open the curtains and let in the light but feared it would only show the dust in the air. 
 
   It was fairly late, but Andrew had kept a pot of beef stew on the fire, waiting for her to get there to feed them all. 
 
   “I hope you like beef stew.”
 
   She nodded. “I do.” 
 
   It would be the first time she had eaten a meal she had not prepared herself. She found it to be one of the tastiest meals she’d ever eaten. It made her wonder if she was not the good cook she thought she was. That brought a secret smile to her face.
 
   She was catching looks of approval from Andrew and was glad of that. She was slender, had been told she was pretty and had a strong sense of self-esteem that probably had come naturally from her father. Though strict, her father had always been fair. 
 
   Andrew wasn’t strict with his boys. In fact, she noticed quickly that he let them have their way more often than not. She was shocked that they were well-behaved at all, considering he treated them like they were not responsible for anything. She had arrived on a Saturday night and was expecting church in the morning. When no one seemed to be up early enough, she asked Andrew whether they were going.
 
   He seemed surprised but proceeded to get his sons ready to go. Their loud protests let her know going to church was not a common occurrence. 
 
   Once again, she was shocked by their behavior in public, not that they were rowdy but that they were not. They stayed quiet and still all through the service, with the exception of Carl, who had taken to leaning over and whispering loudly in her ear anything that came to his mind. She had a quick, strong affection for Carl, who seemed to be the sweetest little boy she’d ever met. 
 
   After the service, Andrew introduced her to everyone he knew in a proud tone that made her feel special. Carl held on to her hand or her skirt the whole time, forgoing his tag game with his brothers for the first time. 
 
   Before they reached the wagon, Ella felt a hand on her arm and turned to see Myrtle Leamon, Andrew’s sister, giving her a wide smile. “Hello, Ella,” She said, warmly, pulling the young woman into an abrupt hug. “I’m so glad you are here to help Andrew with his boys. He needs help, as I’m sure you’ve seen.”
 
   “Myrtle, don’t you start now,” Andrew said, good-naturedly, lifting Carl up into the wagon. He smiled at her, and she returned it with one of her own. She looked back at Ella.
 
   “That’s my brother. He’s such a card.”
 
   “Which one?” Andrew asked.
 
   “Oh you.” Myrtle shook her head. “Now, Ella, I’m going to come by in the morning and help you settle in. Is that all right with you?”
 
   Ella nodded. “I would love that, Myrtle, thank you!”
 
   “It’s my pleasure, believe me. Andrew needs someone, as I said. And you look absolutely lovely, honey.”
 
   “Thank you again.” Ella’s cheeks flushed, making her look even prettier. 
 
   “If you need anything, such as cleaning supplies or groceries, we will gather them from the garden or come to town to the market. Does that sound good?”
 
   “It sounds very good, Myrtle. Thank you.”
 
   Myrtle just laughed and nodded. “I’ll see you in the morning about seven.”
 
   “All right, see you then!”
 
    
 
   The next morning, Ella woke up just as Andrew was leaving for work. She heard him in the kitchen moving around. The boys were all still asleep in their beds upstairs. They each had their own room, which they were very proud of. Carl had made a point to show her every inch of his room, all of his wooden horse figurines and soldiers. Peter had also allowed her to look in his room, which he kept immaculate. Neither Freddie nor Raymond invited her to their rooms, and she didn’t push.
 
   She wondered what time they usually got up. Before she could talk to him to ask, Andrew was gone. 
 
   She smelled the scent of rich coffee floating down the hallway to her and smiled. At least, he had done that for her. He had been quiet during dinner, letting the boys chatter with each other. She hadn’t spoken much, just listened to what they had to say. They had stories to tell, and she felt like most of them were wild tales of adventure that these four boys had never experienced. She refused to think of them as “lies” because the boys were so young and it was fruitful to encourage their imagination. If the stories had been about damaging another person’s property or well-being, she would have stepped in or talked to Andrew about it. But they were tales of boyhood dreams and competition between the four of them in racing, playing ball, racing their safety bikes around the farm. If they had as many of the adventures as they claimed, Ella was sure they had been left on their own for quite some time.
 
   She made herself a cup of coffee and sat at the table to think for a moment. The house, though dusty, was easy to clean. With the children asleep and the sun just coming over the mountains in the distance, Ella felt comfortable and quiet for the very first time in a long time. She sighed and breathed in the scent of the coffee and enjoyed the steam rising from it on her cool face.
 
   She thought about her brothers and was just beginning to miss them when she heard a knock at the door and someone coming through it. She assumed it was Myrtle and called out, “I’m in the kitchen, Myrtle.”
 
   It was her sister-in-law who came through into the kitchen, smiling at her. “Good morning, Ella. You look very relaxed!”
 
   Ella smiled. “I am. The boys are still asleep. Don’t they go to the schoolhouse?”
 
   Myrtle snorted in a very unladylike fashion, making Ella chuckle. “No. Andrew doesn’t believe in that.” Her tone was very sarcastic, and she rolled her eyes. She set her umbrella down by the door and came to the table, stripping light gloves from her hands. She untied and pulled off her bonnet, as well. “One of the first things you will need to do, my girl,” she said. “Is get yourself some lighter clothing. You’ve got all that Eastern cloth going on, and you are going to overheat quickly. By noon, it will be much too warm to be wearing any kind of layers.”
 
   “That’s what Andrew said, too,” Ella replied. “But I’m not sure how to buy them. I have no money.”
 
   Myrtle fixed herself a cup of water and sat at the table so that she was catty-cornered to Ella. She shook her head. “You don’t worry about that. I will take you to the dressmaker in town, and you can put it on credit. Andrew and I have always had a line of credit there. He will go back and pay it at the end of the week. I’m certain he would not want you wandering around in all those clothes, but you can’t run around in your petticoat! So we will get you better boots and some dresses that will let your body air out and not overheat.”
 
   Ella nodded. “Thank you. That sounds wonderful. You know you can have some coffee, don’t you?”
 
   Myrtle scrunched up her nose and shook her head. “Can’t stand the stuff. I prefer tea all day long.”
 
   “I can make you some tea.” She stood up, but Myrtle held up her hand and placed it on Ella’s arm. 
 
   “Now don’t you bother with that, dear. I don’t want you thinking you have to be my host. I want to help you get used to being here and helping these boys because…” She pulled in a sigh and looked at her sympathetically. “…my brother hasn’t been able to find anyone who would stay to help with them. He’s had several women come from town to be housekeepers…not his wife, mind you, and he didn’t take any of them to his bed…but they wouldn’t stay. I think it’s because…well, the boys can be unruly. And I felt you should be warned.”
 
   Ella felt a little uncomfortable with the thought that she needed to be warned. She wondered anxiously what was in store for her. “Surely they can’t be that bad.”
 
   “You just need to watch and be careful. They won’t hurt you, but they will probably pull a few pranks on you that will have you wondering if you made the wrong decision coming here. I don’t want you to think that. I want you to stay. I already like you.” She gave Ella a warm smile.
 
   “I have three younger brothers that I’ve been raising since I was ten years old.”
 
   Myrtles dark eyebrows shot up, and she shook her head, making her black curls shake like dark leaves on a tree. “What? That’s something else. Did you lose your mother at that age?”
 
   “Yes, she died in childbirth. I raised my brothers from that point on. Dave is 21,he’s five years younger than me. Oscar is 19 and Al, he’s the baby. He is 16. My mother died giving birth to him. She had a bleeding problem.”
 
   “I am so sorry to hear that, Ella.” Myrtle placed a hand on hers and gave her a sympathetic look. Ella just shook her head.
 
   “It’s been a very long time now, Myrtle. I feel very little pain at the loss now. I took this position and decided to be Andrew’s bride because I have a lot of experience with boys.”
 
   “Did your brothers ever put frogs in your bed or spike your coffee with lemon?”
 
   Ella laughed softly. “No, they didn’t. But I’m not afraid of frogs and a bit of lemon might pucker my lips but won’t kill me. I’m sure I will be fine.”
 
   Myrtle’s smile made her brown eyes sparkle. “You don’t know how happy I am to hear you say that, my dear. I have been praying for a long time that someone would come along to help my brother out. He has been very stressed since Liz passed away five years ago. He hasn’t been doing well on his own at all. He took Raymie and Freddie out of school, which I objected to but he wouldn’t listen to me. And he never sent them back. I don’t know why because all they do is run around her like wildmen.”
 
   “I will see that they return to school,” Ella said. “An education is very important. Those boys need it to succeed in life.”
 
   “Try convincing my brother of that. I would like to see it.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Myrtle had been correct when she told Ella that the boys were unruly. She was actually a little surprised by how little discipline Andrew had given them in the last five years. She was somewhat surprised they didn’t all have hair down to their waists and no bathtime each week. She had quickly discovered during the first week that bathing and rubbing their teeth clean were two things Andrew insisted on. He regularly emptied the chamber pots and kept the house as aired out as possible. He was a stickler for trying to make things as clean as possible, which pleased her. But the dust had always gotten away from him. Opening the windows invited in more dust from the air and their clothes and shoes did the rest.
 
   She didn’t mind the constant dusting. It became part of her routine when she wasn’t trying to keep the boys under control. The lemon in her coffee and frogs in her bed that Myrtle mentioned were pranks that the boys had apparently used before so she was expecting them. She scolded the boys but was never harsh, leaving them thinking of more things to do to her. She wasn’t sure how to put a stop to it.
 
   On her third Monday morning as their new mother, she woke to the usual morning scent of coffee. Andrew never woke her before he left and he was not talkative when he came home. He had not told her about any of his days or the creations he was working on in his business though it was something she would have been interested in hearing. 
 
   Andrew never discouraged Ella from reading her books. In fact, Myrtle had even bought her a new one when she finished Sherlock Holmes A Study inScarlet. It was a fantastic book and had become one of Ella’s all-time favorites. She was looking forward to reading more about the British detective at 221B Baker Street. So far, she had only had a chance to read to Carl. The other boys refused to sit long enough to listen.
 
   This morning, she heard a crash downstairs and immediately jumped up from her bed. She pulled on her robe and slid her small feet into a pair of slippers Myrtle had also purchased for her. She hurried down the hallways to the den and pushed the door open.
 
   “Raymie? Peter? Fred? Carl?” She said each of their names, even though there was no one in the room. She glanced around for hiding places and scanned the curtains and furniture for little feet or tufts of hair so she could see where they were. In the corner of the room, a large vase had fallen to the floor, shattering it into a million pieces. She was instantly afraid, thinking of what her father would have done if something like that had happened in his house.
 
   But she wasn’t caring for her father’s house anymore. She was caring for her husband’s, a man she barely knew, even two and a half weeks in.
 
   “Oh dear,” she said loudly so that small listening ears would hear. “Oh, my! Andrew will be so unhappy about this. I can’t imagine who could have done it!” She silently picked up a small hard ball that was still rocking in place under a table near the smashed vase. She slipped the ball into her pocket. “Oh dear.” She shook her head. “Could this have been a ghost? Oh, how will I tell Andrew there is a ghost in this house!”
 
   She heard the sound of a small gasp from the other side of the open door into the foyer. It was followed by several muffled sounds of “shhh”.
 
   “What will I do? A ghost!” She said again, directing her words toward the doorway. 
 
   “Oh! Oh, oh, is there really a ghost? Is there, Miss Ella?” Carl came running into the room and threw himself into Ella’s skirt, balling it up and pressing his face into it. She put one hand on his back and patted him.
 
   “Shut your bazoo, Carl!” Raymie said in an irritating voice, also coming into the room. “You know it wasn’t a ghost! She’s just trying to scare you.”
 
   Ella shook her head. “I wasn’t trying to scare him, Raymie. I was just trying to draw you, four boys, out. You did this, didn’t you? With this?” She pulled the ball out of her pocket and held it out for them to see. The other two boys were poking their heads around to see what she was doing. They came in the room, looking distraught and threw themselves on the couch. Peter hung his head, his small cheeks red. Freddie pressed his lips together to keep from laughing. Raymie was the one who appeared most upset, crossing his arms over his chest and plopping down on a big high-backed chair sitting next to the couch.
 
   “I get bored around here!” He said angrily.
 
   “I’m sure you do. You should be in school.”
 
   “We don’t need to go to school!” He said abruptly. “We won’t need that when we’re working here on this farm.”
 
   “Surely your papa will let you go to the schoolhouse if you want to.”
 
   “I don’t want to!” Raymie exclaimed, giving her a furious look.
 
   “You don’t?”
 
   “He does, too!” Peter said, quietly. Raymie glared at him. “Well, you do, Raymie. I heard you telling Freddie even just a couple of days ago. You said you wanted to learn to read, and you were mad because you don’t know how.”
 
   “I do know how to read!” 
 
   “No, you don’t.” Peter shook his head.
 
   “You don’t know how to read, Raymie?” Ella was surprised and disappointed. She would have thought that at least the oldest one would have learned that by now. “It’s very important that you know how to read. Especially since you want to work on the farm.”
 
   “I don’t want to work on the farm!” Suddenly Raymie stood up; his small fists clenched and his eyes filled with tears. Ella’s heart broke looking up at him. She took a step closer and reached out to him, but he pulled away. “I want to work in a bank! It’s not fair!” He bolted out of the room and up the stairs. A few moments later, the door to his room was slammed shut.
 
   Ella was left in shock. He was so embarrassed. She hadn’t meant to embarrass him. Freddie gave her a smile and walked out without a word. Shortly afterward, Peter followed, never taking his eyes off the floor. Both boys went up the steps.
 
   Ella looked down at Carl, who was staring up at her. “He’s mad,” Carl said.
 
   Ella nodded and looked at the stairs. “Yes, I think he is mad.”
 
   She leaned down and picked the little boy up, resting him on her hip. He was too big to carry like a baby, but he held on to her as if he was one. She carried him up the stairs and opened Raymie’s door without knocking. She set Carl down and surveyed the scene. Peter and Freddie were simply sitting on Raymie’s bed while the young boy pressed his face into his pillow. Carl immediately went to the bed, climbed up on it and covered his oldest brother with a hug, resting his cheek on Raymie’s back and wrapping his small arms around his brother as much as he could.
 
   Raymiedidn’t move, accepting his little brother’s love without a word. Again, Ella felt her heart melt for the boys and their obvious love for each other. She went to the bed and sat in an open area, placing one hand on Raymie’s shoulder. 
 
   “I am so sorry I embarrassed you, Raymie. Please don’t be upset anymore. I tell you, you can be happy about one thing.”
 
   “What’s that?” Raymie’s voice was muffled but sounded hopeful. 
 
   “You can learn to read any time in your life. I have three younger brothers at home, and I taught them all to read. My papa thought that reading and having an education was very important, even for a girl! So he taught me and I taught them. I can teach you, too, if you want.”
 
   Raymie sat up but didn’t look at her. Carl transferred himself to Ella, draping himself over her back and wrapping his arms around her neck. She lifted one hand and patted his arms instinctively, feeling a great deal of affection for the little tyke.
 
   “I can learn to read?”
 
   “Of course, you have just as much…” Something behind Raymie on the wall caught her attention, and she focused on it. All four boys looked up at her face when she suddenly stopped talking. “What is this?” She mumbled to herself. She stood up, taking Carl with her as he wrapped his legs around her waist so she could piggy-back him. She carried him to the wall and bent down. There was a bit of wallpaper torn away. She lifted her fingers, grabbed it and pulled it so that it ripped some more. She heard a gasp behind her and Freddie spoke up.
 
   “That’s wallpaper Papa put up just for Raymie. It’s his favorite color. He’s gonna be mad.”
 
   Ella continued to rip the wallpaper off, feeling a bit of nervous excitement flow through her. She lowered Carl to the floor and ripped even more down. Behind the green wallpaper, there were pages and pages of newspaper. The section that had caught her eye read in big bold letters Jim Smiley and his Jumping Frog. Someone had covered the wall with an old New York Saturday Press from 1865. She was shocked that it was still readable after all the years that had passed. 
 
   “We can start now if you like.” She looked back to smile at the four boys. Their eyes had widened, and they looked at the wall curiously. “I can read this story to you. It’s a very interesting story about a man and his jumping frog. Would you like for me to read it to you?”
 
   “Yes, yes, Miss Ella!” Freddie was the first one to respond, and his brothers followed suit quickly. Even Raymie had regained his composure and came over to look at the words on the wall.
 
    
 
   An hour later, Andrew came through the front door and stood still for a moment. The house was quiet. It was never quiet. He looked around suspiciously, noticing the broken vase that had been partially cleaned up. He glanced down the hallway and then up the stairs nervously.
 
   “Boys?” he called out and took the stairs up two at a time. The first door to the right was Raymie’s so he swung it open.
 
   He didn’t expect to see his four sons sitting on the floor surrounding Ella. Carl was once again on her back. She appeared to be reading from papers they had ripped down from the wall. 
 
   “What is going on?”
 
   Freddie was the first one on his feet to run toward his father. 
 
   “Papa!” he called out excitedly. “Mama Ella is teaching us to read! She says we don’t have to go to the schoolhouse if we don’t want to and that she’ll teach us right here. But I want to go to the schoolhouse, papa, that’s where other kids are! AndRaymie wants to be a banker, papa! He does!”
 
   With that, the other three boys approached their father and started talking all at once.
 
   “Whoa, my sons!” Andrew laughed. He gestured for Ella to come to him, as well. She got to her feet and approached slowly. He noticed she looked nervous and shook his head, reaching out to touch her cheek and brush a loose strand of hair away from her face, gently pushing it behind her ear.
 
   “Is this true? You would like to teach my sons? You don’t mind being here with them all the time?”
 
   She shook her head. “Not at all, Andrew. I would be proud to teach them. They are lovely boys, you know.”
 
   He raised his eyebrows. “You are the first to say that, my dear. I am glad. I am very glad.” He pulled her into a hug that she didn’t expect. She put her arms around him and pressed her cheek against his chest with a sigh. Tingles covered her when he whispered in her ear. “Do you think you can take a grouchy old man and fall in love with him, too?”
 
   She looked up at his deep green eyes and had to admit it. “Yes,” she said. “I think I already have.”
 
   “I have been distant,” he said in a low voice.
 
   “I have been watching. You are a good father and a good man with plenty to be concerned about. You work hard for these boys. They know it and so do I. I am proud to be here. I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   “I’m so happy to hear that, Ella. I really am.”
 
   He lowered his head and gave her a kiss, which she returned. It was the warmest, best kiss she had ever had. And it was only the beginning.
 
    
 
   Enjoy what you read? Please keep flipping to the end of the book to leave a review on Amazon. Thanks!
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