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Arthur John Davenport and Genevieve Catharina deVries m. 1872

children:

Arthur, Catherine, and Sarah
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The cousins' generation:
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Arthur John Davenport II and Josette Warren m. 1893

children:

Faith Genevieve Davenport

Arthur John Davenport III
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Catherine Isabella Davenport and William Travers m. 1894

children:

Ruby Noelle Travers

Genevieve Catharina Travers
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Sarah Grace Davenport and Samuel Duncan m. 1894

child:

Thomas Ryan Duncan
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Newport, Rhode Island

October 1916

Thomas Duncan wasn’t born to inherit a thriving business, or better yet, a sizable portion of a railroad dynasty.

Either of which would sustain himself and his own heirs for generations to come. 

Every day he thanked the Lord for the path his misfortunate had led him, for the family that had taken him in and loved him as their own, and for the devotion of his natural parents before their untimely deaths. 

As he stared at the furious woman in front of him, her dark eyes flashing in the dim light of the hallway, he felt certain she would understand.

That she had been delivered from something traumatic as well.

Theresa was beautiful and intelligent, and Thomas couldn’t deny his attraction to her.

But with so many pretty girls in his social circle, so many who had approached him with determined interest, physical beauty had never drawn his attention before. 

And it wasn’t what had made him fall in love with her. 

“I didn’t mean to startle you, Theresa. I heard someone moving about and wondered if one of our guests needed assistance.”

Her thick chestnut hair, unbound from its usual braided knot at the nape of her neck, rested over her shoulder, and he resisted the urge to reach out, to touch the very ends of it as it shone.

He wouldn’t dare move so close, or attempt to lay a finger on her, and not only because such behavior would be disrespectful. 

“Everyone is asleep. I wouldn’t rest myself if that wasn’t the case.”

As Theresa’s fingers fisted against her skirt, Thomas realized he was blocking her way back into the kitchen, where he knew she kept a cot so she could sleep at the shelter. 

Although her aunt had rooms she rented in a house nearby where Theresa lived with her, and for all Thomas could tell the two of them got on well together. 

So why did she stay here more often than not?

“I’m sure you wouldn’t, Theresa. Again, I apologize.”

Thomas stepped aside, forcing himself to look away as he gave her a wide berth in front of him.

A path to the kitchen, where he knew she would rest until her baking duties began early the next morning. 

She took a tentative step forward and he closed his eyes, the question he longed to ask burning in the back of his throat. 

Is it time, Lord? 

Of course it wasn’t, he chided himself silently.

He had just upset her, nearly colliding with her as she left the newly renovated bathroom at the foot of the stairs. 

Preparing to go to sleep, he knew now, certain he would never see her in such an unguarded state otherwise.

His breaths came in shallow spurts as he squeezed his eyes shut, wanting to give Theresa the space she needed to feel safe again.

But he had never done anything to harm her, and as far as he knew, no one at the shelter had ever threatened her, either. 

If someone had . . . 

When he had counted twenty heartbeats, surely enough time for Theresa to tuck herself away in the room down the hall, he stared down at his damp shoes for a long moment before turning his head, only to find her watching him from the kitchen doorway.

She hurried off when their eyes met, and Thomas had to keep his pace steady as he followed.

“What is it? If you won’t tell me what troubles you, will you at least explain why you’re so afraid?”

His voice was louder than he intended, and Theresa whirled on him as she backed into the wall where her cot stood waiting. 

“Have we ever done or said anything threatening?”

As he peered into the kitchen, the darkness mitigated by threads of moonlight slipping in through the small window over the sink, he lowered his voice, the question in them a plea.

His family was generous and kind, welcoming and open. 

He knew what her answer would be, but would the expected lead to a revelation?

A revelation that would allow him to help her in whatever way she needed?

Theresa was threading her thick locks of hair rapidly, tugging them tighter over her shoulder as she braided.

“This isn’t proper, Mr. Duncan. You mustn’t be here alone with me.”

She was right, he knew, and he would never do anything to compromise a woman. 

But she deserved a measure of peace from whatever troubled her, and he was determined to offer her that.

Surely she would appreciate it once the matter was taken care of, no matter the problem.

Nearly two years ago, she appeared in Newport at the side of her aunt, a longtime employee at First Steps shelter, and the Davenport, Travers, and Duncan families accepted her without question on Grace’s reference.

Thomas had never been so intrigued by a young lady in his life. 

He knew his attraction to her was more than physical, but that in and of itself was new to him, and the way he felt when he was near her stunned him. 

“I’ll stay here while we talk, I promise. But please, you should know . . .”

“I have to begin baking in just a few hours, if you’ll allow me to rest, sir.”

When she bobbed a sharp curtsy, Thomas held back a grunt of frustration.

Only one person, aside from Grace, had been able to get close to Theresa without causing her distress.

His cousin Johnny’s new wife, Maria. 

The young ladies had formed a bond working side by side in the kitchen over the past few months, and Thomas wondered if Maria might be the best person to approach Theresa with his concerns.

But something in his heart told him this was between Theresa and himself, and at those moments when he caught her watching him, he knew he was right. 

Only a few moments ago she had stopped her flight into the kitchen to pause and glance back at him. 

Surely that meant . . . something?

“We’re your friends, Theresa. Friends help each other.”

It was a lame, while true, declaration, and Theresa’s head tilted back as she rolled it from side to side slowly.

“You can help me, sir, by letting me sleep.”

His lips twitched as her tone admonished him, and while he hadn’t meant to antagonize her, this was a better response than silence.

“Will you ever call me Thomas? My father is Mr. Duncan, and you and I are hardly far apart in age for you to call me sir.”

He attempted a playful tone, but a hint of desperation crept in as he hoped this was the right way to persuade her to share more of herself with him. 

How old was she?

Why did she leave her home to come to Newport?

What did she carry in her heart, something that drew her thoughts away so she often stared at the wall as she worked, her face devoid of expression?

A child cried out overhead, and Thomas looked up at the ceiling reflexively. 

He knew a woman with two young children was sleeping overhead, waiting for the shelter staff to find a home for her small family.

Did she need assistance?

His experience with infants had been entirely here at First Steps, until recently when he had spent more and more time with his cousin’s Ruby’s new baby, Hope. 

She was soft and warm, and when he held her against his chest she would nuzzle at his neck like a kitten, making him sleepy as he rested his cheek on her fuzz-covered head. 

The shelter grew quiet again, and his attention drifted back to Theresa.

Instead of settling on her cot, she stepped over to the counter and began to settle boxes and bags from the shelves above in a row in front of her. 

“What are you doing?”

His foot made a sharp tap as he shifted his weight, and her head tilted to the side.

He knew he had to stay in place to make good on his promise, but the urge to move closer to her was difficult to fight.

“Working. If you’ve going to keep me awake, I’d rather not waste my time.”

Thomas caught the sigh before it filled his chest, and he closed his eyes, praying silently for patience.

Lord, what now? Should I let this go, or take this moment of privacy between us to see how I can help her?

“I’m sorry,” he began, knowing that it sounded false, as he wasn’t respecting her wish for him to leave her be.

“What do you want from me, Thomas Duncan?”

A poof of flour filled the air in front of Theresa as she dropped a small canvas sack on the counter, her words clipped and exasperated. 

He shook his head, suspecting she was watching him from the corner of her eye.

“Just to help. To know you better, and in that, learning how I can alleviate whatever troubles you.”

When Theresa snickered, the sound sharp and unexpected, he frowned but kept silent. 

“What makes you think you can do anything for me? Because you have money, or a good family name?”

She pushed the sack and a trail of white powder gathered in its wake as she patted her hands together, dusting the remnants away. 

“I . . .”

Words eluded him, because Thomas hadn’t thought she might question his ability to help her. 

Was he too arrogant, imagining she might appreciate the effort once she felt comfortable enough to share her burden?

“I should go. Find another position elsewhere. It’s something I should have done months ago, since . . .”

He narrowed his eyes as she turned from him.

Was she on the verge of telling him something personal?

“We’re always surrounded by others, and I just thought this was a good time for us to speak privately, Theresa. I don’t want to pressure you or make you feel uncomfortable.”

She stood still with her hands on her hips, staring at her feet, her long braid draped across her collarbone.

When he thought of how soft and silky that hair might feel between his fingers, he caught his breath.

“You promised, sir. You promised!”

Theresa hugged herself as she looked over her shoulder, her voice rising as if she was in a panic. 

And Thomas realized he had stepped further into the kitchen, only a few steps but enough to close the distance between them. 

Did she really think he could cause her harm?

“Honestly, Theresa, we’ve known each other for nearly two years. No one here would ever lay a hand on you.”

He spread his arms wide as he grew exasperated. 

Once, he was reluctant to accept help, as a child years ago, wary of strangers with gentle smiles and beautiful clothes.

Strangers who had adopted him as their own and loved him unconditionally. 

Theresa was no child, and surely she could see what was obvious, that she was safe here.

With his family, and with Thomas himself. 

“Why won’t you leave me alone?”

She seemed less afraid now and more angry, returning to the frustrated tone of earlier, and Thomas nearly smiled. 

It was better for her to be mad than scared, and while he didn’t want her to dislike him, he could put that aside if he was able to offer her help.

Offer her something that would give her life more than a day to day existence where she worked all day in the kitchen and slept on a cot in the same room. 

His thoughts trailed off, and he wondered what that life might look like.

“Fine. You’re a bully, Thomas Duncan, but if I’m being honest, I need to keep this position, and I don’t need to be distracted by your nagging.”

His lips twitched in a full smile now, the flare of her temper so attractive he knew he should feel guilty for provoking her.

“Whatever it is, I promise to keep it between us, and to help you however you need.”

Theresa stomped a few steps, the only time she had purposefully come nearer to him that Thomas could remember, her full, rosy lips in a thin line. 

“There is no help for it, only my need for this job.”

She lifted her chin defiantly and narrowed her eyes, as if daring him to contradict her. 

He waited a long moment until she spoke again, worried that any response from him would make her change her mind.
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Chapter Two
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“I have a child. Are you satisfied?”

Thomas flinched as Theresa hissed at him, and when she rushed to her cot, flicking her braid over her shoulder, he stared, unsure if he had heard her correctly.

Theresa was a widow?

But she was so young, and to be left alone with a child . . . 

Grace hadn’t said Theresa brought a child with her to Newport, so perhaps he or she was living with relatives elsewhere.

Was that why she was so sad, because she missed her son or daughter?

Maybe he could arrange to have them brought here, as a surprise for Theresa. 

Surely she would be pleased by this, and when she was happier, settled with the child, he could ask if she wouldn’t mind spending time with him.

Oh, this was dangerous territory, he knew, calling his racing thoughts to a stop with difficulty.

He wanted to help her, but his motives spoke to his own desires. 

Seeing her unburdened and happy was the most important thing, though, and if he could start there . . . 

“I won’t blame you if you want to send me packing, as I’ve kept this from your family all this time.”

The words came out in a rush, as if Theresa could no longer hold back now that she had shared her secret. 

But Thomas couldn’t arrange his own thoughts as he considered what those words meant. 

Finally, he shook his head to clear it when he noticed that she had started folding up the cot, her back to him as he held back from stepping closer yet again. 

“Wait, I definitely don’t want to send you packing, as you put it.”

She kept moving, though, as if she hadn't heard his words. 

“Please stop, Theresa.”

Thomas wasn’t sure what to make of what she said, so he made himself focus on her actions. 

No matter her situation with the child, right now he had to be certain she understood she was welcome to stay. 

That they, that he, needed her to stay. 

“It wouldn’t do anyone any good for you to cause trouble for my aunt. I wouldn’t want her to be sorry for taking me in under the circumstances, and she doesn’t deserve your scorn.”

The cot fell from Theresa’s hands and she knelt beside it, fumbling as she grappled with it.

Her voice trembled, betraying the fear beneath the forceful words. 

He wanted to help her with the clunky contraption, which wasn’t meant as a long term sleeping accommodation. 

Why had she chosen to stay here so many nights alone when she could have been with her aunt in a regular bed, with the comfort of the older woman close by?

Grace had been firm but kind to Thomas and his cousins, and he couldn’t imagine she was anything but loving towards her niece. 

He covered his face with his hands, as if the pressure from his fingers could arrange the confusion of his thoughts into something that made sense. 

“Let me take you to your aunt's rooms, Theresa. I'm sure you'll be more comfortable there."

Theresa stood up suddenly and kicked at the cot.

“I’ll stay here, thank you very much. I can leave in the morning and make my own way.”

Hadn’t she heard him say that he didn’t want her to go?

“Listen to me, please. I won’t tell anyone what you’ve said, and we need you here, so please don’t leave.”

He barely stopped himself before adding me to the end of his declaration.

Finally, she looked over at him, and he blinked as he noticed the shine of tears on her cheeks.

“Mr. Duncan! Mr. Duncan!”

A boy’s voice cried out as a loud banging on the outside door interrupted them, and Theresa took a step forward before looking up into Thomas’ eyes. 

She didn’t want to get close, he realized, but the sense of urgency in her movement assured him she wanted to help. 

He nodded quickly and turned back into the hallway, pulling the door open to find Michael, a boy employed by his family’s courier service. 

Michael raced around town on his bicycle, carrying everything from baked goods to medicine for all hours of the day, but Thomas couldn’t imagine why he was out this late at night. 

“I found this grandpa in the yard. He doesn’t smell like he’s drunk, but he won’t wake up.”

The boy held an elderly man underneath the man’s arms, and Thomas noticed Michael’s labored breathing.

The man must be heavy, but Michael had hauled him to the door like a sack of potatoes.

“Thank you, Michael. I’ll get him inside and see what can be done for him.”

“Come along and have a drink of water.”

Theresa pushed Thomas aside just enough to peer out and gesture toward Michael, encouraging him to step into the shelter.

Michael’s gaze flickered from her back to Thomas, and Thomas noticed the curiosity in the child’s twinkling eyes.

“Theresa is preparing the kitchen for tomorrow’s work, and I was making sure she didn’t need any help.”

The woman at his side groaned just loud enough for Thomas to hear. 

It was a pathetic excuse, and he wondered why he felt the need to explain himself to the boy.

All it took was one assumption, one rumor, to bolt around the town like a telegraph message, and a young lady’s reputation would be ruined. 

Maybe he should have thought about that before he cornered her moments ago.

He shook off the jumble of thoughts clouding his mind as Michael nodded to him, trying to get by as Thomas was ruminating on the situation. 

The older man lay in a heap only a few feet away, but Thomas could see that his breathing was even, as if he was merely asleep. 

So why hadn’t Michael been able to awaken him?

“Sir?”

Thomas knelt beside him as a cold breeze wafted through his hair, the cooling fall weather nearly icy at night, and prodded the man’s chest firmly. 

His suit was out of style but of fine fabric, worn but well-made so as to last.

“Let’s get you in and upright.”

As Thomas struggled to pull the man across the threshold, a woman’s shout cut through the calm night.

“There he is!”

Out of the blue dark, a man and woman near his own age waved at Thomas, or perhaps it was at the man in his arms. 

“Father! Oh, how can we possibly manage him in this condition?”

The woman’s pale hair was piled on her head in long curls, one of them loosely bouncing against her ear. 

She brushed it aside as she held her skirt up out of the damp grass.

“I’m sorry for your trouble. We’ll take him home now.”

Their sudden appearance made Thomas wary of the situation.

And of them. 

The young man rolled his eyes as Thomas looked him up and down, noting the quality of his clothing as on par with his own.

“Let’s go, Father. We’re tired of your antics.”

With a disrespectful tone of annoyance, the man grabbed at the elderly man’s suit jacket, and Thomas stared down at his hand.

“May I ask what his trouble might be? He was found here in the yard, sleeping, and we’ve been unable to wake him up.”

The woman glanced at the young man, presumably her brother if her earlier exclamation was any clue, and wrinkled her nose at him. 

“I certainly can’t keep an eye on him at all times, and you’re older than me and should take responsibility for him.”

Thomas pursed his lips, disinterested in whatever family drama was unfolding before his eyes. 

He only wanted what was best for the elderly man in his arms, and he was worried that giving him over to his offspring might not be it. 

“And will there be cookies? Chocolate chip cookies?”

Michael’s voice caught Thomas’ attention, as it did the two strangers in front of him, but the older man continued to breathe deeply, his eyes closed in what seemed a blissful slumber. 

“Never you mind. Stop by when you have a moment and we’ll give you what we have. It won’t do to be picky.”

The young boy hummed in agreement at Theresa's admonition as Thomas turned and found him shoving a heel of bread into his mouth. 

“Oh!”

Michael bent over the elderly man as his daughter gasped, and Thomas swung his attention from Michael to her.

She pointed at Theresa, who had barely stepped into the hall, keeping herself partially hidden in the pale light of the building.

“It’s the Robertsons’ maid, that hussy.”

The daughter's eyes were wide as she wiggled a finger in Theresa’s direction, and Thomas kept his gaze on her even as he felt Theresa back away behind him silently. 

A sort of joyful horror overcame the sputtering woman’s expression, but the young man narrowed his eyes, not bothering to hide a slimy smile as it crept onto his face. 

Thomas decided he would keep the elderly man here with him, for he could find nothing redeeming in either of these stranger’s words or actions. 

When the man awoke, he could decide where he wanted to be and who he wanted to be with, and perhaps these two would find some manners by then. 

Who behaved in such a way, especially in the presence of people they didn’t even know?

“I’ll look after him, don’t worry. We handle emergencies all the time, and I’m sure he’ll be fine to return home after he’s had some time to rest.”

He forced a polite smile on his face, hoping to keep them distracted as they stared after Theresa, who he believed was out of their sight by now. 

“Father needs to come home with us, but we do thank you for your assistance.”

The man sneered and wrinkled his nose at his parent, nodding patronizingly at Thomas.

But Thomas kept hold of the elderly man, and the young woman sighed loudly. 

“Of all people to see here in Newport, Roddy. Honestly.”

Her mouth hung open, but she sounded more delighted than before.

Surely they were mistaken, and didn’t know Theresa at all. 

To call her such a name, regardless . . . 

Thomas was well aware of his temper, of his possessive nature that had caused difficulty between himself and those he loved in the past. 

He had to watch his manner with these selfish creatures in front of him now, for the older man’s sake.

And possibly Theresa’s. 

“Come back in the morning, perhaps around ten. We’ll give him a solid breakfast and he might be able to explain how he came to be here.”

His smile was faltering, but within moments, it brightened up thanks to Michael. 

Thomas had nearly forgotten the boy was there, but Michael was only gnawing away at the bread Theresa had given him, and as the boy smacked his lips together loudly, he stood with his hands on his hips in judgment of the new arrivals.

“My ma says when she gets old we have to look after her, and it’s only right. If I still had my dad I’d look out for him better than this.”

The young man spat suddenly at Michael’s feet, and the boy stepped back as his face darkened.

“Brat. You should know better than to speak unless you are spoken to.”

Thomas knew Michael wouldn’t take this sort of treatment from anyone, nor did he deserve to.

But nothing was going to be solved at this rate, and all of them should have been in their beds long before now. 

Especially Theresa, who would be working tirelessly in only a few hours. 

Surely she hadn’t retired to her mangled cot, not with this fuss going on.

“Hey, mister! You should take better care of your old man!”

Michael’s voice rose, his heated reply, while merited, about to make the situation worse. 

“Go home, Michael. Thank you for your help, but your mother must be worried about you.”

“But Mr. Duncan . . .”

Thomas shook his head firmly and Michael sighed.

“Needs a good whipping, that one does.”

The young lady grumbled as she crossed her arms in front of her chest. 

“We know how to keep our help in line back home. Here we thought Newport was such a lovely place for a holiday, and this happens.”

Closing his eyes and silently praying for patience, Thomas wished he could remind them that the help they were insulting assisted their father, who remained in a deep sleep on the shelter floor.

“I’ve a mind to leave him, what do you say, Roddy?”

Thomas shifted the man into what he hoped was a more comfortable position, although the older man clearly wasn’t aware of anything.

“Fine. We’re staying at the Castle Rock Inn, so send word when he comes round.”

Roddy sniffed as he stared at Thomas, taking in his attire and perhaps, Thomas considered wryly, finally realizing he was speaking to someone of his own station as he amended his command.

“If you please.”
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Chapter Three
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Theresa Kane had her share of misfortune over the past few years, but she had allowed herself to begin to feel safe, even comfortable, here in Newport. 

Under her Aunt Grace’s watchful eye and the welcoming warmth of the Davenport clan here at First Steps, she often found herself smiling with the young ladies of the family as they washed and dried dishes side by side, or prepared meals and baked goods for shelter clients and staff alike.

All of the girls were kind and considerate, and none took airs with Theresa or anyone else. 

She didn’t like to think of the men, who had never treated her with anything but respect.

But Thomas frequently dominated her thoughts, and his persistent questions and unavoidable gaze frightened her. 

It wasn’t the man himself but her own heart that made her afraid. 

As she hovered inside the kitchen, pressed up against the wall so she could hear the interaction at the door, she could picture his expression, his indignant pose as he confronted the hateful couple in the yard.

He wasn’t one to take insults to those he cared about lightly. 

Nor did he forget a word spoken in his presence.

Georgiana Patterson’s claim, her accusing finger poking in the air like a sharpened knife, would become another question for Thomas to ask of her, and Theresa was certain this would be the end of her tenure here in Newport. 

The sea salt air and lapping waves, the cry of the gulls overhead as she stared out at the clear blue sky . . . 

It was too good to be true, but she was grateful for the time she had been able to stay here.

“What terrible people.”

Thomas grunted as he spoke under his breath, and Theresa realized that as she had been lost in thought, feeling sorry for herself, he had dismissed the Pattersons and was dragging the elderly man along the floor.

“I’ll get his feet, sir.”

She hurried to do as she said, and Thomas nodded.

The man was heavier than he looked, his expression serene and angelic. 

It was laughable, the two of them lugging him unceremoniously when young Michael had hardly been out of breath when he knocked on the door moments ago. 

For that was all it had been, a few moments, during which her entire future had crumpled into thin air, like a sand castle kicked apart only to mingle with the countless other grains on an endless beach.

Who was she kidding?

She had set the end of her idyll in Newport in motion by blabbing her terrible and joyful secret, to her employer. 

The family behind First Steps was above reproach, and while they were the least judgmental people she had ever met, they certainly wouldn't want to have a ruined woman working for them, dirtying the shining example they set for all. 

And she couldn't blame them. 

"It's unnatural."

Theresa's exclamation came out on a groan as they finally settled the man against the wall, a rare spot where chairs did not align for those who were waiting for assistance. 

At this time of night, sometimes those same chairs would be occupied, as tragedy had no timetable and individuals and families often found themselves in difficulties at all hours. 

But tonight Thomas had taken advantage of the silence in the building to ask what he had been wondering for so long. 

If only she hadn't given in to her temptations to look at him so much . . . 

Surely that had encouraged him to ask something so personal. 

"What's that, Theresa?"

She blinked away her self-admonishing thoughts to consider an answer. 

"His sleep, sir. It's so deep. But his face looks so calm, as if he's having the most wonderful dream."

What might a man of his class, of Thomas' class, dream of, when they had everything they wanted at their fingertips?

Never wanting anything for the briefest moment, never knowing a lack of basic needs or comforts.

Never losing what, or who, mattered most to them. 

She had no idea what this man, or Thomas, could have lost, but she felt better letting herself think their money isolated them from such pain. 

It was better to keep them at a distance, unrelatable in any way.

And now, she would create a physical distance, once she figured out who might take her in next. 

When Thomas sighed, the soft laugh distracting her from her negative musings, Theresa nearly smiled at him. 

He was so serious, as were his parents, but every once in a while they would all smile together or share a laugh, as if there was a secret between the three of them that kept their spirits up.

What would it be like to have a bond with someone like that, someone who would lift her up with a word or a glance?

Thomas smiled as he caught her eye, and she looked away quickly, aware that she had been staring at him. 

"You're quite strong, but I'm not surprised. What surprises me is how Michael managed Sleeping Beauty here all on his own? I wonder what he was doing out so late, anyway."

Theresa knew that Michael often ran deliveries for emergencies, such as medication or supplies, at all hours of the day and night, and hadn't thought to question the boy. 

Besides, there was the matter of the terrible, as Thomas referred to them, Patterson siblings that had distracted her.

And Michael, pleased with his crusty snack, had bounded off into the cobalt dark like a rabbit as soon as Thomas stopped his interaction with Roddy.

She pressed a hand to her chest, as if she could stop her anxiously racing heart with the pressure. 

"Go and rest, Theresa. I'll stay with him, and once he wakes up we'll get to the bottom of this."

Thomas' smile was gentle, his eyes questioning. 

Surely he was curious as to what Georgiana Patterson meant by her rude accusation. 

It wasn't the worst name Theresa had been called, but it was the first time she had heard such an accusation here in Newport. 

And once the Pattersons returned to First Steps, it wouldn't be the last. 

But for now, Thomas remained silent, his gaze on her as he shifted himself against the wall so he stood alongside the older man, propping him up with his leg

Or perhaps it was the man who was doing that service for him, for Thomas suddenly looked exhausted, and Theresa wanted to reach out and delicately touch the faint purple smudges underneath his intense pale gray eyes.

Horrified at the direction of her thoughts, she stood up straight and nodded, turning so quickly on her heel she nearly tripped.

An arm reached around her waist but as she felt her weight shift, knowing that it was only Thomas, reliable, respectable Thomas who was holding her, who was keeping her from falling on her face, her elbow jerked back and she turned to push him away.

In her head she knew he meant her no harm, but something inside her fought against the very idea of being close to a man.

Sometimes, to anyone. 

Instead of creating distance, Theresa found herself only inches away from Thomas as he clutched at her wrist.

She struggled to catch her breath, paralyzed by the fervent rush of her pulse through her veins. 

"I couldn't let you fall, Theresa. Ever."

Soon he would know in detail how far she had, in fact, already fallen.
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