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Chapter One
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Newport, Rhode Island

New Year’s Eve, 1893

––––––––
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SARAH FELT A TWINGE of guilt at skirting from her maid’s watchful eye, which wasn’t all that sharp this evening. There were so many people in their home, especially since there were so few social activities in Newport this time of year. 

Many of their guests had come in for the weekend for the event from the City, and Sarah was sure that her family’s winter ball would be the talk of every newspaper and social gathering for the next week to come.

And yet, here she was, slipping out for what promised to be a better time down on the Cliff Walk with new friends, ones who not only stayed in town year round, but weren’t so stuffy about manners and expectations. Many of them were from families that wouldn’t meet her mother’s approval, but they were nice enough and happy to have her join in their fun. 

Sometimes one of the boys was a little too friendly, but the others would put him in his place, so she wasn’t too concerned and never felt unsafe.

“Hey, hey, it’s our Sarah!”

She felt a rush of pleasure as one of the boys called out to her, one of them who had, in fact, held her too close the last time they had all walked up and down the Cliff Walk in the middle of the night together, but she laughed at his exclamation, willing, as always, to forgive and forget. 

Mother had always told her that she had to be careful around boys, for they often didn’t have the self-control that girls did, and it was up to her to maintain a sufficient distance and make it clear that she was above such behavior. She wasn’t sure what sort of behavior her mother was referring to, but she knew that no boys should be touching her at all, and it didn’t feel right when he had tugged her against him. He had been drinking too, and she could smell it, sweet and hot on his breath. 

“We’ve a bit of the good stuff to celebrate, and since your folks are having all that music, we can dance, too!”

Two girls she recognized from one luncheon or another the past summer were giggling, leaning up against another boy she knew very well. All three must have arrived for the weekend, and she wondered if their parents expected them to be at the ball just as hers did. If they were here, it only made it more clear that there was no reason why she shouldn’t be, although she had come without knowing they would be there. 

She shook her head slightly to clear it. There was no need to justify what she was doing: spending time with friends, just not inside where she was told to be, but out here, in the cold night air, which was sharp and refreshing after the stuffy heat in the ballroom with all those people. 

“How was the walk here? Do you think it’s too slippery?”

She tried to sound pleased, and she was, but she also knew that the walk was more dangerous in the cold as the damp froze and made the stones and cliffs slick. The boy who had yelled earlier draped an arm around her shoulders but didn’t lean into her, as if he remembered that she didn’t like the contact and while still wanting to be friendly, kept a few inches distance out of a measure of respect. 

He was of a working family, but not a servant, and there was word that he had a brother with a business of his own. But he was out here, drinking, rather than with that brother and the rest of his family, and she wondered why he would prefer the company of near strangers to them. The thought struck her like a blow to the chest and she almost gasped. She was here as well, with a family who was oppressive but loved her unconditionally all the same. How was she any different from this boy? She couldn’t even remember his name. 

Her hair was coming loose as the wind grew brisk, and she shuddered, her arms tight around herself to ward off the cold. 

“Just a bit of a cuddle, won’t that be okay, Princess?”

She didn’t protest when he moved closer, and the heat of his body against hers was not unwelcome in the fierceness of the wind and cold. New Year’s Eve, and Sarah wondered if this time next year she would be married, or at least engaged. She had watched her sister Catherine struggle against their parents’ demand that she accept the gentleman they had chosen for her to marry, then fall into a depression over a boy she hardly knew but loved without even knowing his true name. 

She closed her eyes and silently promised herself that she would never be so silly. Her family treated her like a child just because she liked to have fun, but she would never be so reckless as to give her heart to someone who would only break it. Even now, Catherine was inside, looking for a boy who had been lying to her for months. It didn’t make any sense.

“Have a nip? It’ll warm your bones, and maybe you’ll feel a bit more kindly towards me.”

The boy waved a small bottle under her nose and Sarah thought she might be sick. She never wanted to drink, and she certainly didn’t want it shoved in her face.

“No, thank you. Please put that away. I don’t like the smell.”

He sighed heavily, as if her dismissal hurt him deeply. She knew that it didn’t. After all, they hardly knew each other.

“Never mind then. I forgot how much better you are than the rest of us.”

She opened her mouth to protest but he just shook his head. For all his words, he didn’t move away from her, but held her tight. She didn’t think she was any better; it had never entered her mind. She just wouldn’t be pressured to do anything she didn’t want to in order to be a part of their group. It was a small, mixed entourage that huddled together now, between the two girls she knew were at least as well-known as she was, servants in a variety of employment, and this boy, whose family was in business. 

He let her go then, and she stepped ahead of him, her gaze on the two girls. Perhaps she should just go and talk with them, and he would forget about her. When his arms snaked around her waist she nearly jumped straight up into the air in surprise, and she frowned as the girls laughed at her. Were they drunk as well? 

“Please,” she turned her head slightly but couldn’t see the boy’s face in the dark, and when he didn’t release his hold, she grasped his hands in her own and pulled them away from her. He stiffened as if he hadn’t expected her to do this, and there was a scuffle on the walk as if he was trying to stay standing upright. 

She kept her focus on the girls but their smiles thinned into frowns and then someone was in front of her, grabbing her and pulling her roughly away from the walk’s edge. Someone screamed and it was only after one of the girls stepped forward and slapped her hard that she realized it had been her, when she noticed that the boy was no longer behind her. The girl who slapped her began to cry and Sarah looked down at the boy’s body, still and alone among the rocks along the water’s edge in the moonlight. 
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Chapter Two
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“Wake up. Sarah, wake up!”

Someone was shaking her, but Sarah’s head felt leaden, full of a horrific nightmare that still had her in its grip. A bitter chill bit at her cheeks, and she struggled to keep her breathing even as she wrestled with the inconsistency of the familiar feminine voice in her ear and the distant screams of . . . who was it?  

Who was screaming, and why?

“Are you ill?”

Her sister Catherine’s voice was insistent at first, but became concerned and gentle as she spoke Sarah’s name again and again. In the nightmare, Sarah had been standing in the cold air down at the Cliff Walk, the sounds of her parents’ party muffled in the background as she tried to fend off the attention of a boy around her age. What was his name? 

She had seen him before, but he wasn’t of her class, although two girls and another boy down at the Cliff Walk with them had been at some social event or other with her sometime that past summer. 

Everyone seemed to blend together at those boring functions, and sometimes it was hard to distinguish one haughty look from another, especially when they all seemed to look at her lately with the same disapproval, whether it was for being too friendly with the young men with whom they had grown up or for finding a way to make such situations fun, sometimes being a bit loud or physical to make that happen. 

But the boy . . . the way he spoke wasn’t well-bred, and there had been alcohol on his breath. His hands on her waist, his breath against her face - it had seemed so real.

Because it was.

As soon as she felt her sister move off the bed, Sarah sat up and pulled the blankets close, blinking as she took in her surroundings. The silk drapes were a grayish-pink, unlike her own soft lavender, and the window in her line of view looked out directly into the path of the sun. 

How had she come to be in her sister’s room? Did Catherine, or worse, their parents know that Sarah had been down at the Cliff Walk instead of inside their home last night and early this morning? Surely they wouldn’t have let her sleep undisturbed if they had. 

Catherine tugged at the blankets, clucking like their mother when she revealed Sarah’s clothing. 

“Why are you still wearing your gown? You’ve wanted to wear it for so long, and now it will be ruined since you’ve slept in it.”

Sarah couldn’t see Catherine clearly, but she heard her question just as she closed her eyes against the brightness of the morning sun streaking through the window. 

There was more to fear than the discovery that she had been out of the house and unchaperoned last night, and as the screams became clear in her memory, a terrible realization overcame her, and she felt her entire body grow cold, from the depths of her heart to the tips of her toes, in spite of the gentle warmth of the bed and the sun’s promise of a new day.  

The boy in her nightmare, no, the real boy who had been so close to her down on the Cliff Walk only hours earlier, was dead.

––––––––
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“I CAN’T GET A WORD out of her. Where did you find her, Becky?”

Sarah’s maid, Becky, was talking softly to Catherine, and Sarah kept her eyes slightly open just enough to see her sister’s maid, Annie, watching her coworker carefully, as if she expected Becky to omit something important as she answered. Sarah worried that Becky would lose her position, as she was charged with staying with Sarah no matter what, more often than not to keep her out of trouble as best she could. 

Annie never had to do that with Catherine, Sarah was sure, but her sister had been kissing a boy at the service entrance of their house not all that long ago. Sarah had been indignant at the time but now she felt nothing as she considered Catherine, who had always been her fiercest ally. 

Would she support her now, once she knew what she had done? How could kissing a boy, a boy everyone now knew was of a good family and name, ever compare to being responsible for the loss of a life?

“She was on the lawn, Miss Catherine, just standing there, still as a statue. I asked her what she was doing, but I know it’s none of my business, except, of course, that I was to make sure she kept inside the house. She didn’t answer, but when I told her we should go inside she followed alongside me, quiet as a mouse.”

Annie snuck a brief glance in Sarah’s direction, and Sarah didn’t bother to hide the fact that she was watching. That was the first time the phrase quiet as a mouse had ever been used when describing Sarah, but that wasn’t the only reason Annie was checking on her. 

It didn’t matter what Annie thought of her, though. It never had before, since she was just a maid, but it didn’t matter now for a dreadful new reason. 

It didn’t matter what anyone thought of her. She had killed a boy, and nothing would ever be right again. Annie and everyone else would judge her harshly, and she deserved it. She deserved whatever was coming to her, because nothing about last night could be undone.

“Go on, Becky. That still doesn’t explain why she was in my room rather than her own this morning.”

Annie turned to Catherine’s vanity table, aligning hair brushes and pins, and Sarah saw the white rose Catherine had worn in her hair last night to show that boy she was giving him a second chance in spite of how he had lied to her. Catherine was so good that it made sense for her to find happiness, especially after it had seemed like it would elude her. 

Sarah hadn’t appreciated her own life, with its comforts and attentions, before last night, and now all she could think was that even if this boy hadn’t had the same lush life as hers, his life had been his own, and no one’s to take. She turned her face into Catherine’s pillow when she realized that tears were coursing down her face, hot against the chill of her skin. 

Becky spoke in response to Catherine’s questions, but Sarah couldn’t hear her clearly, and she didn’t care enough to make an effort to listen. 

“Something happened outside, didn’t it, Becky? Are you sure you don’t know what it is?”

Catherine’s voice was distant, and Sarah imagined Becky shaking her head in response. Of course Becky didn’t know. Sarah had eluded her easily after the ball became busy and Becky was taxed with helping guests with coats and the various needs they always seemed to have. 

Sarah hadn’t considered how much effort and stress these events put on her maid and Annie, both of whom were still young. 

Everyone in attendance at these functions was so fussy, she had always complained. No one knew how to have real fun, fun that followed no rules and led wherever she wanted it to go, from dancing barefoot on the beach in the moonlight to meeting acquaintances on the slippery Cliff Walk on New Year’s Eve, in the dark, where every step was treacherous and the consequences of a wrong move could be deadly.

Had been deadly.

She didn’t even know his name. He had known hers, though. Hadn’t they all known it? Why wasn’t someone knocking down the front door right now, crying for justice? Did none of them report the accident, or had they been afraid of their own involvement? 

Certainly the two girls she had recognized would have told their parents, for they, like her, would have been missed during their time together, but most likely their parents would have wanted to keep the incident quiet and keep to their own business. 

She couldn’t even remember if those girls, and their families, had been invited to her parents’ ball and would have had to find a way to get back to their parents without anyone noticing their return, especially if they had been upset. Nothing had been left to Sarah’s care for the event, as always, or she might have known who was on the guest list. She enjoyed the fruits of everyone else’s labor, the planning, the arrangements . . . but wasn’t that the way it was supposed to be? 

How could she, a mere girl, have anything more to do with the world than to enjoy it? There was plenty of time in the future for such responsibilities, and now, for her, a lifetime of regret.

“She doesn’t smell like she’s been drinking, but she does seem sick.”

Sarah wished she could crawl under the bed, but it wasn’t even her own. She hadn’t even been mature enough to sleep in her own bed after her actions, and a vague memory of sneaking into Catherine’s room after sending Becky to the servants’ quarters and struggling to make sense of what had just occurred rushed back to her. 

She remembered leaving the Cliff Walk with the others, wordlessly sharing a fear that was almost visible, and then she was on her lawn, Becky at her side, frantically patting at her arms as if she was a child. The only thing she had in common with a child now was her irresponsibility, and if she could only turn the clock back a few hours . . . 

Every word that Catherine said made her stomach churn, and Sarah worried that she would be sick right there in her sister’s bed. She had to get up and away from them all before she said something, before she told them anything, although she wondered if hiding the truth was the right decision. 

If no one knew just yet, it wouldn’t hurt to let it wait awhile longer, at least until she figured out the best way to tell them. Oh, what would Mother think, just as she had been considering Sarah’s marriage prospects? If anyone found out, no one would marry her. 

Ever.

“Perhaps something light to eat would be helpful, and some tea. I think you may both attend to that, and leave us for now, if you please?”

Catherine had been so polite to their maids lately, and while their mother had taught them to be so with everyone, it was very marked from Catherine’s prior general dismissal of Annie and Becky. They were employees, serving their needs, not friends or even equals. 

All of this drama with that Travers boy along with their brother Arthur’s and his wife Josie’s talk about following Christ was working something on Catherine, and Sarah hadn’t been sure what to make of it. 

She was left out, as always, doing all she could to get someone, anyone, to pay attention to her. Not because she was pretty, or flirtatious, just because she was present. The boys at the ball last night had certainly noticed her, but it was her purple dress, the one she had longed to wear for ages that her mother had finally allowed her to don, that displayed her dark hair and clear blue eyes so vividly. 

She had been beautiful, but that beauty had brought about death only hours after Becky had laced up her corset and Sarah had stepped into the gorgeous silk gown, unaware of the horrible event that would come all too soon.

“I know you’re awake, and I know that something is terribly wrong.”

Sarah’s thoughts scattered as she dashed her fingers across her cheeks, wiping streaks of tears that would not let up. She kept her head turned away from her sister as she heard the maids’ footsteps padding across the carpet, standing up as she heard the door close behind them. 

Now that they were alone, she was tempted to speak, but how would Catherine, perfect, proper Catherine, take the news that her little sister was a murderer?
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Chapter Three
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Sarah slid carefully from her sister’s bed, easing her weight onto her feet, and realized that they were still damp from her time outside. She didn’t want to look at the state of her stockings, or if she had ruined the sheets with them. Surprisingly, after that single statement, Catherine was silent, and Sarah wondered if it might have been easier to deal with questions rather than the expectant air that was charged between them. 

Maybe it was best not to say anything yet, she considered, clasping her shaking hands against her waist as she bit her lip. Yes, and if Catherine thought she was sick, all the better. Everyone would leave her alone while she figured out what to do. 

Catherine made no move towards her as she walked carefully to the door, her eyes on the floor, but Sarah knew that the silence wouldn’t last. Just as she reached out for the doorknob, her sister spoke and a knock came on the other side of the door before it was pushed open, and she was forced to step back.

“Oh, Miss Sarah!”

Becky was all a-flutter at finding Sarah only inches away, obviously inconvenienced by the maid’s actions.

“I’m so very sorry, I didn’t know you would be standing right there. Are you feeling better?”

The girl reached out towards Sarah, but Sarah retreated farther away. The thought of anyone touching her made her recoil, but she didn’t know why. Becky had done nothing to her, nothing but help her when she was in the wrong, and as far as Sarah knew, she hadn’t said a word to her parents about it, either. 

“Sarah.”

Catherine’s voice could have been lost in the slight commotion between Becky and Sarah, but it was clear and definite, impossible to ignore. Sarah raised her eyes to her sister’s, but kept her head tilted down as she felt tears rise and she swallowed against them.

“You know you can talk to me about anything, right?”

What did Catherine know? If she knew the truth, she certainly wouldn’t be saying such a thing. She was just being Catherine, being the big sister who was the good example, the caretaker, and now she would be spending her time with a boy who would, if the looks he gave Catherine last night told anything, be asking for her hand as soon as it was decent to do so. 

Her sister would be gone, and Sarah would be handed off to the first available and appropriate bachelor who would tolerate her.

It seemed a fitting punishment, although she deserved worse.

She nodded and turned her gaze and steps towards the door as Becky moved back, holding it open for her. Neither Catherine nor Becky said a word, but Sarah knew they were communicating silently between them, and while she had always hated it when others talked around her or above her as if she wasn’t there, the familiar annoyance no longer curled within her at the prospect. 

Her room seemed distant, her steps heavy, and once Becky followed behind her and started patting at her arms in an effort to get her to settle down and allow her to undress her, she gave in and allowed her maid to prepare her for bed properly. 

Becky seemed pleased with her work when Sarah was dutifully trussed for sleep, although the house would be full of sunlight soon, and Sarah knew that now, she could send Becky away and finally be alone.

Once she was alone, however, all she could do was lay on her bed, her eyes wide open and full of the last sight she remembered from the Cliff Walk earlier that morning. That poor boy. Alone and broken on the rocks, and she had left him there, her own fear and horror feeding her selfishness. 

––––––––
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“I’LL JUST BE GONE FOR a few hours. There’s no need to worry.”

Her brother’s voice, warm and gentle as he spoke with someone in the hall not far from Sarah’s bedroom door, drifted comfortingly into Sarah’s thoughts as she awakened, unsure of the time but unlike the last time she woke up, with a complete memory of all that had happened overnight.

“Yes, you always say that, and then you work yourself to exhaustion. I’m sure the volunteers can handle everything for just one day.”

Sarah pushed the blankets away and walked quietly to the door, leaning into it so she could hear the sweet words that passed between her older brother and his wife, who was the same age as Sarah. 

“Only if you agree to rest and let me take care of you while I’m here. I know you’ve been baking with Cook and straightening the parlor and such, but you no longer work here. It’s not up to you to put yourself out like that.”

Josie looked tiny and delicate, but Sarah knew from experience that she had no trouble standing up for herself or for anyone else. Her voice was agreeable yet firm as she responded, and Sarah imagined that they were holding hands as they spoke. They were always holding hands. 

“Cook’s name is Rachel, and I like to bake cookies. So does Catherine, you know, so it’s a productive and useful pastime for us both. And as far as the parlor . . . well, old habits. Lately the maids have been so busy preparing for last night’s ball that I didn’t think it would hurt to help in small ways. Small ways that wouldn’t affect me, or him.”

Sarah sucked in a breath to keep from sighing audibly. The two of them were so happy, and so good. Was everyone good but her? No, that was a silly thing to even think of, she knew. Her mother wasn’t good, or at least she didn’t act like she was. To be honest, she didn’t know her mother as a person that well, and she had never considered that until right now. 

All she knew was that her mother would have been scandalized to no end by the very idea of either of her girls meeting boys at night, never mind a boy her mother never would have acknowledged. 

Soon Sarah would be an aunt, and when Josie and Arthur’s baby arrived in the spring, the house would change forever, and, Sarah knew, in a good way. She didn’t deserve to be a part of that new life, not when she was responsible for the loss of another. 

Just as she would never know the love that Josie and Arthur shared, in the quiet only a few feet away from her, for no one would have her now, and if they did, it wouldn’t be out of love for her. 

“Do you know if Sarah is awake yet?”

Sarah turned her back to the door and slid to the floor, just as Catherine’s voice interrupted the silence, and rested her face in her hands as she heard her mother’s footsteps hard and fast on the steps behind her sister. 

––––––––
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SAM WAS SICK AND TIRED of chasing his brother around day after day. After all, he had a fledgling business to run and his mother was counting on him to pull their small family out of debt and make sure that future generations would have the chance to rise even higher.

“Perhaps one of your children will build a cottage on the Cliff Walk someday, Sammy,” she would muse dreamily. She had always been a daydreamer, but lately, it had seemed more so than normal, and when she used to work, taking in washing, it took longer than it had in the past because of her mental wanderings. 

He was glad that he was able to convince her that she didn’t need to worry about money any longer just a few months ago, so she wasn’t dragging out her labor and her hours working herself sweaty over a hot tub of water. 

Besides, he would never want to see any offspring of his living and consorting with those rich parasites, feeding off the town as if those who had always lived and worked here were here for their use alone. Right now, he just wanted to be able to create something of his own, where he was in charge and his work was judged on its merits alone, not on his social class or his last name. 

He had started a delivery service a little less than a year earlier, and because he was willing to work all hours of the day and night, it had become very successful quite quickly. While he handled all of the appointments and finding new business, along with many of the deliveries themselves, he counted on his younger brother to take care of others, particularly those that would not only be fast, but on which his brother would have difficulty making mistakes. 

It seemed like that was all Tommy did lately; get into trouble of one sort or another. Just as Sam was getting their lives on track, Tommy was doing all he could to sabotage it. If only Sam could figure out how to get Tommy back in line and on board with the business. 

Finding Tommy, today as most days over the past few weeks, was proving impossible. 

Sure, it was New Year’s Day, and knowing Tommy, he had spent time with some of his friends doing one thing or another of which their mother, and Sam, would not have approved. Maybe Tommy was sleeping on someone’s sofa, or charming a nice young lady out of her breakfast. 

Sometimes Sam wished he could wash his hands of him, but it wasn’t really what he wanted. After all, Tommy was his brother, and he did love him, and moreover, Tommy was younger, and needed Sam’s guidance and patience.

Patience was something Sam had so little of when it came to his brother, and as often as he prayed for assistance, he was starting to feel as if his pleas were falling on deaf ears. It was bad enough that their father had died when he and Tommy were small, but they had made it thus far with their mother’s hard work, although she had always indulged Tommy, making Sam wish even more than their father was still alive. 

How could he be a brother and a father both, especially when Tommy clearly wanted no parenting at all?

There were six deliveries today, a light schedule owing to the date itself, but without Tommy, Sam would have to fit all of them in on his own. Ideally he would have delivery boys, perhaps not too far into the future, and as he had discussed with the shelter director, Mr. Arthur, he could partner with the shelter to offer such positions to families in need of work who had youngsters interested in the job. 

It would be a win-win situation, and Sam was happy that his needs could be met by helping others as well. If only his brother was as willing to help, or as interested in work. 

“Mother, I’m going to First Steps to make a delivery. If Tommy comes home, please let him know that I would appreciate his assistance today.”

Sam buttoned his gray wool coat and leaned down to kiss his mother’s cheek. She reached out and patted the collar, smoothing it out against his shoulder.

“Just as handsome as your father, Sammy. Wearing his coat, walking in his steps. He would be so proud of how much you’ve done for your brother and me.”

Her voice sounded wistful, and Sam knew that she was remembering a specific memory of his father, perhaps when they were young and newlywed, just starting a family of their own. He couldn’t imagine doing the same, not with his responsibilities as they now stood. 

Still, he would plan for that time, and work towards it, keeping in mind what life without his father had been like. He would make sure that if and when he died, he wouldn’t leave a wife and children without provision. First, however, he had to do the job set before him that very day, and hopefully, Tommy would appear in time to lend him a hand.

One day, Sam worried, Tommy might get into more trouble than Sam could help him out of. Sam said a quick and quiet prayer that that day would never come, as he stepped out of the front door and into the cold winter air. 
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