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      November 17, 1870—New York City

      

      Just outside the library of the great house where she worked, Victoria Coleman stood trying to stop the dizziness that had plagued her for the last few days. She’d even fainted twice but luckily she was in her bedroom so no one knew. Now she was in the hall next to the door to the library, her arm braced on the wall and breathed deeply.

      Her knees gave way.

      When she opened her eyes, she saw the Mosaic ceiling in the library.

      “Victoria.” Mr. Thomas, his kind brown eyes filled with worry, knelt next to her and patted her cheek. “Victoria, are you all right?”

      “Wh…what? Oh!” She sat up quickly and immediately wished she hadn’t, falling back to the rich green brocade of the couch. “I’m so sorry, Mr. Thomas. You must think me the worst ninny for fainting.”

      “Not at all. I think something must be terribly wrong. Tell me, so I can help. Has my wife been working you too hard?” His brown hair was sprinkled with gray, even though he was just thirty-five-years old. Probably from being married to Mildred. She was a horrible person and in some ways frightened Victoria.

      Victoria shook her head and began to cry. “I’m…I’m with child, sir. I…I was violated several months ago by my friend Adele’s husband. She left to get something from the grocer and he attacked me. I haven’t been back and I know she wonders why, but I won’t hurt her by telling her. Nothing can be done about it and the knowledge will only make her life miserable, as she can’t leave him. She has no place to go. I didn’t want to tell anyone because I was afraid I’d be sacked and I have nowhere to go either.”

      He patted her hand, and then released her, letting her hand fall back to the rich green brocade of the sofa. He sat next to her on the sofa. “You’re safe here for as long as you want. Are you all right now?”

      “Yes, thank you for your kindness.”

      He frowned. “I can’t very well throw you out into the street. What kind of man would that make me?”

      “A typical man.” She slapped a hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry. That was terrible of me when you’ve been so nice.”

      Mr. Thomas chuckled. “Given what you’ve seen of men, I don’t wonder at your opinion of us.”

      Victoria released a breath and gave him a small smile, still unsure of what he might want for his kindness.

      He stepped away and put his arms behind his back. “Well, if you’re feeling better, I’m sure Margie is missing her favorite person.”

      She shook her head. “Oh, no, sir. I’m sure you are her favorite person.”

      He laughed. “Not my wife, huh?”

      “Oh, no, sir.” She slapped her hand over her mouth again. “I’m sorry. I meant nothing untoward about your wife.”

      He waved his hand in front of her. “No offense taken. I know what a shrew I married. Maybe that’s why I find your niceness so refreshing.”

      She dipped her head and her cheeks heated. “Thank you, sir. You are too kind, but I must return to Margie. She’ll come looking for me and only get in trouble for being out of the nursery.”

      He held out his hand.

      She took it, and he helped her to her feet.

      “I suggest next time, you sit first.”

      Bowing her head, she said, “Yes, sir, I will.”

      She hurried out of the library, past Mrs. Thomas, who lifted an eyebrow and sneered. Though she looked just like Margie, with her blonde hair and blue eyes. She may have been beautiful on the outside, but she was ugly inside.

      Victoria had passed the foyer and was just about to start up the wide staircase when she heard the library door slam. Even with the door shut she heard Mrs. Thomas’s screechy voice yell at her husband.

      “You’ve gotten that girl pregnant, haven’t you?”

      Mr. Thomas held his own and hollered back.

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about, Mildred.”

      Victoria realized they were arguing about her. Not wanting to hear anymore, she lifted her skirt and walked up the stairs to the nursery. She was slower than normal, her legs still a little weak.
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      Victoria found Margie right where she’d left her. The little blonde, blue-eyed girl was having tea with her dollies and a stuffed bear.

      Victoria sat on one of the small wooden chairs. She remembered the first time she’d sat on one after she’d seen Mr. Thomas sitting on one having tea with Margie. She’d laughed at the sight, but knew the chair would hold her if it held him.

      He’d looked up and smiled. “Victoria would you like to join us for tea? One seat is available. Mr. Bear has the other.”

      She placed fingers over her mouth to hide her smile and nodded. If he could do it, so could she.

      Today she gazed around the nursery knowing she’d have to leave soon. They wouldn’t let her stay and have her baby here. So, looking around, she saw all she would miss. The nursery was a huge room. Margie’s bed was there. On one end of the room, along with the little table, and a toy box, was a bookshelf for books and her dolls. A desk and blackboard were on the other end with her bed in the middle.

      The room was painted a pale, robin’s egg blue, and the heavy, dark blue curtains had stars and moons on them. Her bed had a spread that matched the curtains.

      Victoria loved this room, and she loved Margie. Victoria had been with the Thomases since Margie was born and had raised her for the last three years. Though she hated to say goodbye, Victoria knew she’d have to.

      For now, though, she’d have tea with her favorite little girl and not think about what tomorrow might bring.
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      The next morning, Mrs. Thomas burst into the kitchen where Victoria and Margie were eating their breakfast.

      “Ah, Victoria, I knew I could find you lollygagging with my daughter.”

      Victoria stood. At five feet eight she was about four inches taller than Mrs. Thomas and the woman now had to look up to her. “We are not lollygagging, madam. We are having breakfast and I’ll be glad to do whatever you need me to after the meal is complete.”

      “Yes, whatever.” She waved her arm dismissively. When you’re done, you will escort Margery to the nursery and then you will report to the kitchen. I fired the scullery maid, and you’ll now be doing her chores.”

      Even though she was shocked at this turn of events, Victoria kept her voice neutral. “Madam, how am I to take care of Margie if I’m here in the kitchen?”

      “I’ll handle Margery until I can get in another governess to care for her.”

      “You’re making me a scullery maid permanently?” Victoria’s voice rose to a high pitch. The work was harder and might not be good for her baby, but then that is probably what Mrs. Thomas is hoping for.

      Mrs. Thomas smiled.

      It was the evilest smile Victoria had ever seen.

      “Yes. If you wish to work here, that is your new position.”

      Needing the job, Victoria frowned but answered, “Yes, ma’am.”

      She escorted Margie to the nursery.

      When Victoria tried to leave, the child cried and was distraught.

      “I must go, sweetheart. Your mama has given me orders to change my position here and I have no choice. I’ll see you when you come for meals. Don’t worry.”

      “No. I don’t want you to go,” she said between sniffles.

      “I have to.” She hugged the little girl. “Now you go play with your dollies. Your mama or Daddy will be up soon.”

      Mr. Thomas walked into the nursery. “Sooner than you expected. Victoria may I see you in the hall, please?”

      “Certainly.” She led the way out.

      He shut the door behind them. “I’ve talked to my wife and made clear that you are the governess for as long as you’re here, but Victoria, she will get worse. She thinks your baby is mine and wants you to lose it. Mildred doesn’t want anyone to interfere with Margery’s inheritance. You really must leave to be safe. I don’t trust her as far as you are concerned.” He handed her one-hundred and fifty dollars. “This will give you a decent start. You’ll need new clothes as you increase and a new pair of boots as well. Try to get what you need here. I’ve heard the prices out West are atrocious. But you must leave as soon as possible. I’ve written an introduction letter to Mrs. Emily Johnson, owner of Brides for the West. She runs a boarding house and also matches her ladies to men in the West who need wives. I believe you should do this.”

      She shook her head. I can’t go into the wild. What do I know of shooting animals and cooking over a fire or living in a tent? I’ve seen those dime novels about Jim Bridger and Kit Carson. “Out West? In the wild? A bride to some strange man? I don’t think I could.”

      “You will if you want this baby to have a good chance to survive. You can’t make a living as a governess with a child of your own. You know that as well as I do. Most families want a governess who will devote herself totally to the family, not to her own child. If I could I’d hire you at one of the banks I own, but you know that women do not work in banks.” He took her by the shoulders. “Do this for the baby and for you. Please.”

      She pulled away from him, but realized he was right, and she wanted what was best for her baby. Taking a deep breath, she nodded. “Very well, I’ll leave tonight after everyone is in bed.”

      “Good. I like you and don’t want to see you come to harm. I believe that Mildred is capable of harming you.”

      Victoria wrung her hands. Her heart beat a rapid tattoo as fear gripped her. “After seeing her this morning, I believe she is planning on hurting me. I knew from hearing your argument that she believes the baby is yours, but I thought she would want it not try to kill it. Perhaps you should worry about Margie.”

      He shook his head. “Margie isn’t in danger. Mildred doesn’t want anyone to share Margie's inheritance. But I don’t know how far her greed will take her. I never should have married her, but I had no choice, she seduced me you see and became pregnant, or so I thought.”

      “Forgive me for speaking so boldly but are you sure you’re the only man she seduced? Margie doesn’t look like you, but then you know that.” She gazed up at him and realized the truth. “You know she’s not your child, yet you love her just the same.”

      He shrugged. “I knew as soon as Margie was born that she wasn’t my child. She was born two months too early, but the minute I held her, she was mine. I love her more than life itself.”

      “You’re a good father. I hope that someday you find a woman who truly loves you and will give you children of your own.” She lifted herself on tiptoe and kissed his cheek.

      “I knew I’d find you two together.” Mildred’s scratchy voice came from the top of the stairs. “I’ll make you both pay. You just wait and see.” She turned and ran down the stairs.

      Victoria turned toward the stairs.

      Mr. Thomas did the same.

      He turned to Victoria. “I don’t think you can wait until tonight. I want you to pack your things and leave now. I’ll stay with you and see you out the front door then I’ll come back here for Margie. I believe Mildred has become quite unhinged.”

      Victoria’s heart pounded and her hands were sweaty. She was sure Mildred would kill her. Victoria hurried to her bedroom next to Margie’s.

      He followed her but waited at the door rather than follow her in.

      “You may enter, Mr. Thomas.”

      “No, thank you. I can watch for Mildred out here.”

      Victoria nodded and hurried to put only her necessary clothes into a large carpetbag. The rest would stay, probably to be shredded by Mrs. Thomas, but Victoria needed to travel light. She didn’t know how far she was traveling.

      “Here let me take that for you. You’ll have long enough to carry it.”

      “Did you see Mrs. Thomas?”

      He shook his head as he took the carpetbags from her. “No. That’s what worries me.”

      “Shall we go anyway? Is it safe?”

      “She won’t hurt you with me along. And when I don’t go with you, she’ll think she’s won, so hopefully that will be the end of it. Do you have the letter to Mrs. Johnson? She’s a dear friend. Her husband and I were college friends and when he married Emily, she became a great friend, too. Unfortunately, her husband died in debt, so I did what I could and helped her set up this business. She’s made quite a go of it in the last few years.”

      She held up her reticule. “In here, along with twenty dollars of the money. The rest is in my boot.”

      He furrowed his brows.

      “I put it there while packing my clothes.”

      “Oh, and here I thought you were just changing your shoes.”

      She shrugged. “Well, I did that, too. I wasn’t sure how far I must walk.”

      “Not too far. You can take a trolley almost to her front door.”

      “That’s good, for me anyway. I won’t have long to walk.”

      When they reached the door, Victoria turned. “Thank you. You’ve been very good to me and I appreciate it.”

      His smile was sad. “Margie and I will miss you very much. The only reason living with Mildred was tolerable was because of you. Seeing your smiling face every morning was enough to last the day. I’m just sorry I can’t do more for you.”

      She rose to her tiptoes and kissed his cheek. “Perhaps we’ll see each other again.”

      “I will hold out that hope. Now go before she comes down the hall.”

      Victoria nodded and headed down the driveway to the trolley two blocks away. She was actually glad she wasn’t leaving in the middle of the night. She wasn’t sure she could. Since the rape, even though it had been in her friend’s home, she didn’t like being out in the dark. But now at mid-morning she felt safe and hurried to the station.

      She arrived at Brides for the West about an hour after leaving the Thomases’ home. The door was a bright green and stood out amidst the brown doors of the surrounding buildings.

      After knocking, she turned the knob and walked inside. The room was fairly small. Three folded legal document files stood behind an oak desk and a potbelly stove stood in the corner. The room was painted a pale green that Victoria found soothing.

      Seated behind the desk was a blonde woman in her early forties. As Victoria entered the woman looked up then stood. “Welcome, my dear. Come in.”

      Victoria walked over and sat in the Windsor style wooden chair, one with just four dowels on the back, making it look like the window of a jail cell. She put her carpet bag on the floor in front of her.

      “What can I do for you, dear?”

      “Mr. David Thomas wrote you this letter.” She pulled the letter from her reticule and handed the woman the envelope.

      Mrs. Johnson opened the envelope and read the missive. When finished, she turned her attention to Victoria and smiled gently. “Well, my dear, David says you’ve found yourself in quite a pickle. I’m sure I can help you. He also said to send him the bill for you to live at the boarding house for as long as necessary.”

      Victoria’s eyes filled with tears. “He’s so kind. I don’t know how I’ll ever repay him.”

      “He’s a good man and a good friend. He would never expect you to repay his kindness, which is his way of doing things.”

      “Yes, he’s a good man.”

      “That’s why he puts up with Mildred, so he can be with Margie.”

      Victoria played with the strings of her reticule. “I understand. Do you think you can find a husband for me, Mrs. Johnson?”

      “Oh, I’m sure I can and please, call me Emily. We will live together for a while. Now, tell me about yourself. I take it you have no family to depend upon for help.”

      “That’s correct. I was raised in an orphanage. The sisters, while kind, were strict disciplinarians. They would have thrown me out into the street upon learning of my pregnancy, regardless of how it happened. I look forward to raising this child with love instead of just tending to its basic needs.”

      Emily folded her hands on top of the desk. “How did it happen? David didn’t say.”

      Victoria stared
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