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It was a peculiar bordello. The English gentleman was in a position to know. He was well traveled and famous for being broad-minded and so had seen all sorts of brothels: tawdry, exotic, and downright dangerous ones, too. Yet in some ways they were all the same. A man could be aroused simply recognizing their signature scent of heavy perfumes and cigarillo smoke, or by glimpsing peeks of dazzling female flesh in the low light, or from hearing the sultry laughter coming from the shadows. This place smelled of cooking and furniture polish. The lamps were brightly lit. The sound was all guffawing and giggles. And the only female flesh to be seen was on hands and faces.

It seemed too homey to be a house of joy. But it was certainly a successful one.


Here we are, his American friend Geoff announced, rubbing his hands together after he slipped off his greatcoat and gloves and gave them to the maid who met them in the hall. Geoff raised his head, sighting someone he knew. Ho! Theres my friend Mary! he said, hurrying to the side of a plump middle-aged woman directing the maidservant where to put the coats.

As Geoff chatted with the mistress of the house, the English gentleman gravitated from the hall to the blazing hearth in the front parlor. He warmed his hands as he eyed the overstuffed settees, the rag rags on the wooden floors, the porcelain dogs on the mantle, and the framed pictures of England on the flowered walls. The place looked more suited to treating a man to a cozy cup of tea than any kind of carnal ecstasy.

There were seven other men crowded in the room with him, dallying with the four available females he could see. Yet none of the men seemed eager to go upstairs, though the hour was growing late and the weather outside was worsening. He couldnt blame them. The women looked like theyd be better at feeding a fellows appetite for pot pies than his deepest sexual desires.

They werent much more exciting than the cabbage roses on the wallpaper. They wore simple high-waisted gowns, in the current style. But they didnt rise above it. Such gowns might show high, firm breasts, if the lady dared wear her neckline low enough. A woman who wasnt a lady certainly would. These women wore their necklines to their chins. Sensible in such weather, but sensibility wasnt what a man looked for in a whorehouse. The shawls round their shoulders hid whatever else might be interesting. Their faces werent. They were young, plain, and unpainted.

Still, even wrapped in their shawls, buttoned to their noses, as innocent of rouge and powder as they were of enticements, they each had at least one fellow listening to their every utterance and another trying to make them smile. The English gentleman was amused. Hed visited the most glittering cities here and on the Continent, and at home in England. This was only a little town on a mighty river in the New World. A brave new world indeed. He smiled in silent salute to the hardihood of American men, who could be so charmed and titillated by the mere thought of what theyd soon pay to do.

But hed seen stranger things, and wasnt particularly interested in anything the house had to offer but the simplest bodily comforts. So he availed himself of them. He edged closer to the fire and sighed with pleasure as some of the numbness left his toes. It mightnt be exciting, but it was a good place to be on a miserable night. Icy drizzle had changed to freezing sleet that tapped on the windowpanes and rattled down the chimney, sending up puffs of steam as it hit the glowing hearth. Hed spoken only truth when hed said he was cold to the bone and weary, and wanted nothing so much as a clean, soft bed for the night.


But thats simple enoughtoo simple, in fact! Geoff had protested when hed told him that earlier in the evening. You think were so provincial here in Virginia? Well, so we are, compared to you. But weve more to offer than that. Today I showed you the best acreage in the district. Tomorrow well see the finest horseflesh. Tonight, let me show you the best accommodationsand female company, he added with a wink, that we have to offer a gentleman of your distinction! Fetching young things well worth making the acquaintance of, that I promise you.

So hed let Geoff drive him to this house at the edge of the quaint little town instead of the inn hed seen when hed arrived. The man had been helpful, after all, treating him as a friend on the basis of a written introduction, spending the day showing him properties, promising a look at some of the fine horses the district was most famous for. It wouldnt do to insult him. But theyd spent the raw afternoon in an open carriage, only getting out to pace frozen acres.

Now he found himself in the parlor of a bordello, wanting warmth and rest more than the temporary heat and exertion hed find in the arms of any of the women he saw entertaining the other men. Getting old, he told himself, and smiled, remembering when he wouldnt have wanted to crawl into any bed by himselfeven if it was his deathbedno matter what his bedmate looked like.

He grew drowsy from the heat. But he wouldnt allow himself the luxury of sleep until he got a room to himself, a bolt across its door, his pistol under his pillow. He was too experienced a traveler to let down his guard till then. As always, he was alert to everything that was going on in spite of his weariness. And however cozy it looked, there was something odd here that kept his eyes open, and puzzled him.

The women didnt come near him.

He wasnt a vain man. But he knew his worth. He wasnt foolish enough to advertise it in strange lands, but some things were unavoidable. His accent announced his birth. His appearance, his background. He tried to be inconspicuous, but saw no need to travel in disguise. Besides, he was more comfortable when well washed and dressed. In this backwater, that and his quiet elegance shouted his quality.

His hair was neatly barbered. He was clean shaven and conservatively dressed in a blue jacket, spotless neckcloth, maroon and mustard waistcoat over a white shirt, buff pantaloons, and shining half boots. Every stitch was set by a trained hand, each garment so immaculate it was clear they were carefully cared for by another man. Face and form, every inch of his lean six foot frame proclaimed he was a man of substance.

But he was also a man who had so far attracted nothing but shy glances from the females in the room, and those quickly concealed. That would be strange for him, anywhere. But almost bizarre in a bawdy house. He was only curious about it. He didnt regret their lack of interest. But someone else did.


You mustnt think were neglecting you! his host said as he joined the Englishman again. Its only that I had some catching up to do, old friends and neighbors, you know. Wycoff, I give you Mrs. Mary Ames, mistress of this fine establishment.

Wycoff bowed to the rotund madam as his host went on, Mary, heres my new friend Wycoff, a visitor from London town. Friend, and client. Just today he bought a parcel upriverCarlisles land.

Oh my! she said excitedly, Heres news indeed! We were so vexed when Mr. Carlisle gave up the place and went back to England, for it was nice to have new neighbors, wasnt it? But he had no feel for the land, and not a scrap of initiative. He complained about the weather and the food; why, he was even forever going on about how hard it was to get a newspaper, when we have a perfectly good one, but it was the London Times no less he was talking about. Are you going to take over his house? Or is your family big enough to need more room, for hed only three children

Oh my! she gasped as Wycoff brought her plump hand to his lips, manfully not backing away at the scent of onions rising from it. Now heres a thing, Geoff, she rattled on to the man at her side as her cheeks grew pink. Not many gents take a ladys hand these days, do they? She took back her hand and looked at it as though it had just grown there at the end of her arm. Then she beamed at her guest. But sit down, Mr. Wycoff, please do. You must make yourself comfortable in my establishment, for it is our home, whatever use we have been forced to put to it. Not that what we do isnt a pleasure for all concerned, I assure you.

Would you like some brandy? she asked, as Wycoff bit back a grin at her plain speaking, Lucy! she trilled over her shoulder. Do bring in the tray again, if you please. Theres someone here in need of your bracing spirits!

Wycoff smiled. A mystery solved. So it was Lucy she wanted to pair him with. Which was why shed kept the other girls away. He hoped Lucy was worthy of the distinction the madam clearly felt she deserved. Having been raised properly, he could probably rise to the occasion even if she didnt, he thought with another interior smile. But hed rather not. Though he enjoyed such sport, he didnt care for the kind he had to buy. And he was so tired.

But he didnt worry. Such females appreciated the coin they got more than the act itself, and so whatever happened, this Lucy would be content. And in truth, he didnt know what would happen, because anything that got him to bed faster would be the truest pleasure for him tonight.

I dont know what wed do without our dear Lucy, Mrs. Ames commented comfortably. A help in everything, and to everyone. She sets a fine stitch, cooks like an angeland sings like one, too! And looks like one, as youll soon see. Shes a dear girl, a real treasure, though I should never say so to her face for shed certainly be embarrassed and so turn it into a jest. She has such a sense of humorbut never fear! Shed never step out of her place for a second, shes not a bit rowdy or bawdy. She has such sensitivity, though she tries to hide it, but who can hide such a fine upbringing? And why should she want to? But she always wants to put everyone at their ease, its her way, and shows what a lady she is. Shes originally from England, too. Why, you two should have so much in common. Im sure youll get along famously.

Wycoff nodded, though his lips twitched. She was extolling the girl for a lot more than she was offering her for tonight. But who knew? Maybe that was how they found husbands for women in this part of the world. Hed seen odder things in his travels. There were more men than women here, after all, and it was a raw new land, and lonely in the countryside, too. They said Americans did things at a faster clip. He smiled at the thought of the same thing being done in London, of dowagers and chaperones offering young women to their suitors at the end of each night at Almacks. The thought tickled him; it mightnt be such a bad idea at that.

But stillsomething fastidious in him cringed at the thought of this homey little woman trying to tout her whore as his possible lifemate. Then something realistic in him sneered for such scruples, reminding him who he was, why he was here, and what hed been and done. He was no one to cast stones. Thank you, maam, he drawled. Im sure Ill find her charming, as well as entertaining.

He was sure hed find her available, and nothing more. But he was a gentleman, compliments came easily to his lips, and his face seldom showed more than he wanted it to. Which was why his reaction was surprising, even to him, when the woman with the tray of bottles and glasses came to them. He blinked, and frankly stared as she put her burden down on a nearby tabletop.

As she straightened, she looked at him and paused for a second, too. Her face lit with a certain sudden gladness. Her eyes kindled. But she seemed to recall herself and the look in them was quickly quenched. She lowered her gaze to a bottle on her tray. Some of this brandy, sir? she asked him calmly in a well bred voice. Although many of the men here tonight prefer the home-brewed sort, I recommend this. Its come all the way from France and is the best we have.

He was glib and practiced, and so his words came automatically. His lips answered while his astonished eyes wandered over her, assessing her, coveting her, as pleasant surprise suffused him. All the way from France, you say? Since I come all the way from England, I think yes, thank you, Id like a taste of a fellow traveler. After all, you come from afar, too, dont you, my dear?

It was her turn to blink. A pretty process, he mused, watching her recover her composure. But anything she did would be. She was lovely. Not as young as the other women, nor nearly as old as her employer. Not a dewy miss, nor a matron. He judged her to be over thirty, but not by much. A perfect age for him, wise enough to know her mind as well as her trade, not old enough to be jaded or disgusted with it. Shed have conversation as well as expertise. He was suddenly delighted hed been talked into coming here tonight. He could hardly wait until they were alone and the night was theirs to do with as they wished. In fact, he found himself wishing hed met her a year ago. Then, remembering her profession, he was very glad he had not. But for tonight? Perfection.

He eyed her appreciatively. She was in the full flower of her womanhood. And a glorious one it was.

She had long, dark eyelashes over those amazingly dark blue eyes. Streamers of curling chestnut hair threatened to escape from the ribbon holding it high on her head, keeping it clear of her slender neck. White skin, unlined except for some traces of remembered laughter at the corners of her tilted eyes and rosy mouth, unblemished, fine grained and pure, except for a dash of pale freckles over that delightfully straight little nosewhich only served to save it from looking too severe. As though she could be with those sumptuous, plush lips of hers. Her mouth fascinated him. Her lower lip was almost ridiculously succulent, the upper bow, surely shaped by the hand of an angel.

She was so vividly attractive it took him a moment to canvas her form. A bit more than average height, with much more than average delights. Slender, yet bountiful where he most wished a womans figure to be, her form made a mockery of the modesty of her proper blue woolen gown. He couldnt wait to have it off so he could discover more. He stood straighter, wide awake now.

But she was staring at him as though she couldnt quite believe shed heard him right. The back of his neck prickled. He felt oddly self-conscious, as though hed misspoken. That in itself was a rarity; in a place like this, bizarre. But Americans were said to be puritanical. He hadnt seen it himself in his travels, but hed only just arrived in this district; maybe it was so here. Or maybe it was false gentility. Whatever it was, the entrancing Lucy had been taken aback, and he felt like a salacious fool. He shuddered at seeming to be one of those sniggering, clumsy, hot-eyed men who made women squirm. He never enjoyed insulting a female, whatever class she was. He especially didnt want to upset this one. His comment about his taste, or rather, about the possibility of tasting her, had clearly startled her.

Did I actually say that? he asked, wincing. He inclined his head in a bow to her. My jest obviously lost something in the Atlantic crossing. It came out too warm by far. I only meant to be amusing. Never too familiar. Forgive me if I offended.

Mrs. Ames tittered. As if you could, sir! Were not offended, are we, Lucy? Of course not, she hurried on before Lucy could answer. Anyhow, now that weve embarked on this venture we must become more worldly. Now, do pour Mr. Wycoff some of the French brandy. Hes from London! You two will have such a lot to talk about. Oh, but I havent introduced you properly! Mr. Wycoff, this is Lucy Stone. Lucy, here is Geoffs friend, Mr. Wycoff. I presume hes staying with us for the night. Are you, Mr. Wycoff?

I wouldnt wish to impose, Wycoff said, for the form of it.

Oh, its no imposition! Mrs. Ames gasped. Its what were here for. Didnt Geoff tell you? Were new at our trade, but we wish to prosper and word of mouth is our best advertisement. We dont feel comfortable advertising any other way, to be sure. Well, we feel its a trifleinelegant, you see. And we want to attract a finer clientele. You do understand.

His glass paused halfway to his lips. To be offended at a warm jest made to one of her girls, and yet be so blunt about her trade in front of her? He recovered, nodding. Joking wasnt the same as setting terms of trade. The madam was right. It was business, after all. London had guidebooks listing such establishments. Hed been given handbills touting brothels in most of the larger cities hed visited. He couldnt remember being handed any on this continent. But the country was growing fast, sophisticated ways were probably catching on here as well.

Understand? he said. I do indeed. It would be unpleasant if you attracted the lower classes, for you and your guests. Very wise of you to invite your clients so discreetly. Im sure yourstaffappreciates it as well, he added with a curling smile for Lucy. I know I do. Had you advertised and so much as hinted at Miss Lucys charms, I know Id never have a chance to talk with her or have so much as a moment alone with her tonight.

He was puzzled at how Lucys eyes widened at him.

Well, you wont have as much as a minute alone with her, a male voice interrupted harshly.

The man was clearly furious. He strode to Lucy and stood by her, glowering at Wycoff. He was in his thirties, swarthy and dark haired, with surprisingly light eyes. They were blazing now. His strong features were set in a scowl, his muscular body tensed, hands closed to fists at his sides.

Wycoff shrugged. It was frustrating, but hed suffered worse disappointments. He was a visitor; this fellows clothing, while neat enough, marked him as a local. A regular patron of the place, no doubt, who had his night with his favorite already planned. That reminded Wycoff of the true nature of the womans trade, a fact he had conveniently forgotten. It made her instantly less desirable. He wasnt a man who enjoyed sharing his lovers. Hed had enough of that in his past.

I see, he said amiably, bowing to the angry fellow. Forgive me. Id no idea her time was already spoken for.

Her time? Lucy asked, her eyes flaring, You mean my time? Andspoken for? she muttered, shooting a blistering look at both men. Well, sir, my time is mine to decide on. And you know it, William, she spat to the man at her side. You wont have him spending time with me? Thats lovely. Since when do you say what I do!

I was only defending you, Lucy, he answered apologetically, though he glared at Wycoff.

Theres no need, I assure you, Wycoff said, a simple no would do the trick. I dont force young women. Or old ones, for that matter. If Lucy doesnt want to spend the night with me, she has only to say so, and Ill understand.

The man shed called William turned to Lucy, looking triumphant. See? Just what I mean. The fellow acts as though youre for sale!

Hes from England, Mrs. Ames cried, looking from one man to the other. Thats why hes so hard to understand. He never meant! Why, how dare you even hint at such a thing! Apologize this instant, William Bellows! I wont have such a thing said in my house. And to a guest! And in front of Lucy and the girls! Shame on you.

Wycoff looked around. They were the center of the rooms attention. The other young women had stopped talking and were staring, clearly scandalized. The other men looked grim around the mouth. Geoff looked astonished and dumbfounded. Wycoffs head went up and his eyes widened a fraction. He looked at Lucy, amazed, as the truth of his misunderstanding sank in. Not a whore. Not a bawdy house. Whatever the devil it was, it was not what hed thought and so blithely implied.


He struggled with an answer for the first time in longer than he could remember. As he did, he saw Lucys surprise as she gauged his reactions of shock and dismay.

Your pardon, Wycoff said, gazing at her, deciding to try to save his self-respect, if nothing else. He gambled on truth, since he was tired of lies. I did misspeak myself. Most embarrassingly. It was a misunderstanding, entirely mine. Please forgive me. Ill leave now and am truly sorry if I offended. It was never my intention, believe me.

You mean London dandies always talk to women as though they were trollops? William asked, his lips curling in a snarl.

I wont have that word said in this room! Mrs. Ames gasped.

Then lets take it out of this room and this house, William growled. Pistols or swords, or fists, if youve the stomach for them, sir. At dawn or now, its all the same to me.

To me as well, Wycoff answered calmly, but I dont think its a thing we ought to settle here and now, not even verbally, before the ladies.

Not here nor flownor anywhere or way. Because its my fault! Wycoffs host, Geoff, cried, slapping his forehead. I showed you farms to buy. I promised you horseflesh to bid onand then I saidwait, wait, let me thinkaye! I promised you accommodations, and female companyin the same breath. And be sure, he told Mrs. Ames, I told him beautiful female company, at that! Then we come here where theres all your lovely girls, and every man here dallying with them, courting them as usual. But how is he to know that? Then we give him spirits and ask him if hes staying the night. Gads! What was you to think? he asked Wycoff, dropping his grammar in his agitation.

Geoff! Mrs. Ames groaned. No! Say you didnt. Why, the poor man! Hes more sinned against than sinning. What with me going on about how new we are to the trade and all. Oh, glory! Mr. Wycoff, she said, drawing herself up to her full five feet, We run an inn here, nothing else. The girls you see are my daughters, Harmony, Bess, and Jenny, and their cousin, Sally. Lucy here is a cousin, too, at least she was married to my husbands cousin. Speaking of which, if my Herbert was home, you wouldnt have been so misled. But hes in Richmond, buying supplies, because the cost of dry goods here is something terrible. Be that as it may.

She took a breath, her bosom swelled like a pigeons strutting on a summer morning. We run an inn. We havent been in business long, nor did we ever think wed come to such a pass, to tell the truth. But we had some reverses, yet were able to keep the house and property. So we decided to make something of it, she said with dignity. Thats why we go on about how were learning the trade. Because we are. We count on word of mouth and the good will of friends for our custom. One day, Ames Hotel will be a byword for superior accommodations, I do assure you. Only of the bed and board sort, of course, you understand.

I do, Wycoff said, caught between rue and mirth. But still it was unseemly and unconscionable of me. He bowed again. Ill take my leave and hope you find it in your heart to forgive me, he added piously, but he looked at Lucy as he said it.

Those glorious lips were quirked upward; he saw merriment sparkling in her midnight blue eyes. The man standing at her side noticed, too. His dark face grew darker still when he saw Lucy fighting back a smile. A man sees what he wants to see, he said dangerously, and what hes used to seeing, too, I think.

No, not at all, my fault, I assure you! Geoff cried. I only meant to recommend the facilities, and since all the men enjoy the girls company here. Ah! Im doing it again! I beg your pardon.

I blame no one, Wycoff said smoothly, and would be pleased if no one blamed me. But that, I imagine, is too much to hope for.

Mrs. Ames and others in the room, released from being onlookers by the drama of the moment, chimed in to say how they didnt blame him, not one bit. But Lucy didnt say anything; she just kept measuring him with her eyes. William only glowered.

Wycoff stretched out a hand to him. Come, sir, can you bury the thought of pistols, swords, and fists, and take my hand instead?


Grudgingly, as though he realized hed look churlish if he didnt, William stuck out a hand. The two men shook hands briefly.

I cant wait to tell my Herbert of this, Mrs. Ames said with relief. Im sure hell laugh himself to jelly.

Or want to pound me into one, Wycoff murmured.

No indeed, she laughed. Hes got a ripe sense of humor, he has. Its been the salvation of us, to be sure. Now, please, make yourself at home. Do have another glass and feel free to stay before the fireside long as you like. Weve a bedchamber for you when youre ready, if you wish it. Now Ill just see to my other guests, if you dont mind, for its getting late, and we close the doors when all our guests are inand our visitors are out, she added with a pointed look at William.

Only two gentleman are staying over, she told Wycoff. The rest, as Geoff said, are here because of the girls She colored up and added quickly, I mean to say, my daughters and cousins. Ill have to mind my tongue in future, too, wont I? She shook her head. Come along, William, she said briskly, the clock struck the hour and you know the rules.

William stood still as she bustled off to announce the hour to the other men in the room. They groaned and laughed, but began to make their farewells. Good night then, William muttered. Will you see me to the door, Lucy?


I cant believe youve forgotten the way, Lucy said coolly. Goodnight, William.

I will see you tomorrow, William told her, gave a jerky bow, turned and left.



Was that a threat or a promise? Wycoff asked Lucy after William flung on his greatcoat, marched to the door, and stormed out into the night.

Hes a nice man, she said quietly, staring at the door, he really is. Hes justah wellit doesnt matter. She looked up at him and smiled. But now tonight. It was shocking, and I shouldnt say so, but also really comical. And will get funnier in the retelling, I promise. What a stir you made. I think youll become a legend. The gentleman from London who came to Virginia and thought Mrs. Ames ran a She frankly grinned, and then tilted her head as she regarded him. You really thought I was awellyou know?

He smiled, A definite you know. Although I thought you far too well bred for your choice of profession. Im sorry if it embarrasses you, but so it was.

Was it the way Im dressed? Or look? she blurted.

No. It was the way you were presented to me, like offering a hungry man a whole dinner on a plateand such a beautifully prepared one, served with relish and spice. Noplease, he said as the color rose to her cheeks, I dont want to apologize again, but there was no way to answer thathonestly, at leastwithout risking offending you, so I had to joke. You do see?

She nodded. She saw that, and more. Hed be more than an anecdote to remember. At least for her. Hed come and set everything on its ear in more ways than by his amusing misunderstanding. Hed reminded her of the life shed once led, and showed her the world that lay outside this door. It was more than the fact that he was so devilish attractive. After all, there were handsome men aplenty. It was everything about him.

His elegance. His maturity. He was a decade older than she, perhaps, young enough to still be in the prime of his life, old enough to find her young. His masculinity, the hard strength of him clearly displayed by his fashionable close-fitting clothing. The simple pure contours of that face of his, the high bridged nose, firm lips, those interested eyes that turned down at their corners and looked at a woman as though he were seeing to every corner of her soul. The way those two vertical lines to the sides of his mouth deepened when he smiled, showing his age, but also his ready humor. His cleanliness, the shining light brown hair swept back from that high forehead. His sophistication. The place he had obviously come from and the memories he brought back.

And the way he studied her, assessing her, approving her, awakening her to what he was obviously thinking, making her feel alive in every way and in every part that had been sleeping for so long. He wanted her. He let her see it. Perhaps he wouldnt have if hed hadnt thought her a whore. Perhaps he would have, he was that sure of himself. And that able to get away with it, shed bet.

He was tall and lean, almost severe. But the strict, clean lines of his face could be made warm and human by that slow, curling smile. Shed seen it happen, and found she wanted to see it again.

Consider yourself entirely forgiven, she said. I asked for your reasons, didnt I? Well, I suppose any further discussion of it will take the same risk. So lets forget it, shall we?

Done, he said. I cant promise not to say things that make you blush, because I will praise what I find praiseworthy. But I can promise Ill never knowingly offend you again. I give you my hand on it. Will you take it?

It sounded like he was offering much more. It was nothing he said, and everything because of the way he said it. He extended one long hand. It would be rude of her not to accept it. She took his hand, and caught her breath as it closed over hers. Sometimes when she crossed the room on a cold day and touched the doorknob she felt a tingling shock. This was much more than that. She felt it to her elbow, and further, to her heart. She looked up at him. His eyes had widened, too.

So, Mr. Wycoff, Mrs. Ames said, beaming at the two of them, youll stay the night with us?

Wild horses couldnt move me from here, he said as he reluctantly let Lucys hand go, lamenting the fact that hed been wrong in his first estimation of the place. Even as he rejoiced in it.

Which was exactly how Lucy was feeling, though she bitterly regretted it, because he was a passing stranger, used to more and better. And she had nothing but her responsibilities and plans and couldnt let anything get in their way. Not even fascinating strangers. Especially not fascinating strangers.
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What did he say? Harmony insisted. No, what did he do? Bess demanded. You two were alone talking together for so long!

She wont tell us that! Jenny giggled.

Who is he? Lucys ten-year-old son, Jamie, whod been sleeping in the trundle bed beside Lucys, asked soberly.

Mrs. Amess daughters grew still, looking self-conscious. They were piled on Lucys bed, strewn around it like pastel pillows. It was late, but they refused to go to their own beds. Theyd ducked a good night to their mama, but followed Lucy upstairs in a line like so many goslings and poured into her room when she opened the door.

Jamie sat up, groggy but suspicious. The girls had forgotten him. Or had been too eager to gossip to care. Children were usually not seen or heard. But Jamie was different. Few people thought of him as a child. Jamie himself certainly didnt.

He, Lucy told him, smoothing back his sleep-rumpled hair with a gentle hand, is just a fellow these silly geese think is interesting. Go back to bed, my love.

Oh, a man. Of course they would. Good night, Mama, he said on a sleepy sigh, and settled down again.

And good night to you too, love, she said. Go to sleep. The girls were just leaving.

Leaving? Bess squeaked.

Jamie has to sleep, Lucy said, so you have to go.

Then youd better come to our room with us, Lucy, Bess hissed, because you wont get a wink of sleep until you tell us all.

Too true, Jenny said, giggling again.

Its late, Lucy said softly, pouring water into the bowl on her night stand. All the guests are abed, the house is locked for the night, and Im weary. Time enough in the morning for chat, I think.

Think again! Bess laughed, getting to her knees on Lucys high bed. We cant wait till then, she whispered. Hes the most exciting thing thats happened round here sincesince Polly Feltcher broke her leg. Nosince Georgie Natwick had to court her at home because of it, and she had to marry him two months later!

Yes! Harmony chimed in, and then lowered her voice. Tell us. Is he truly moving here?

No! Jenny said with a hastily muted laugh. More importantdoes he have a younger brother?

He bought Carlisles place, Lucy said, picking up her washcloth, but as for the rest? I dont know and I dont care.

Oh, what a fib! Bess caroled. You were listening to his every word like it was Scripture.

And looked into his eyes as though your future was there, Harmony sighed, hugging one of Lucys pillows to her breast. And maybe it is, Lucy! So dont tell us you dont care.

Lucy paused, damp washcloth in her hand. Well, of course, I care, she said thoughtfully. Having a new neighbor would be exciting. Oh, dont groan. I agree hed be more than just a new neighbor. Weve never had one like him before. But Im not being coy, I really dont know if he plans to stay. Hes wealthy and is investing in lots of property. Hes buying horses, too. But he may just be investing. He really didnt say. He asked more questions than he answered, and I dared not ask him more than he volunteered. He is a guest here, after all.

But did he really think you wereI mean Jenny lowered her voice even more as she glanced at Jamie under his coverlets. I mean that we were allyou knowharlots? She got the word out, turned beet red and started giggling, setting all the girls off.

Lucys smile was clear to see even in the stingy glow of one lit lamp. Yes, he did. But who can blame him? Geoff made a muddle of it, bringing him here after bragging about all the beauties hed meet. Of course, the mere sight of you delicious creaturesshe ducked her face into the washcloth to hide her grinconfirmed it for him.

This sent the girls into whoops. Lucys expression grew stern. Enough! Out with you now. Jamie has to sleep and so do I. You can stay up all night blathering, but Im not young as you are, I need my rest.

Old Mother Lucy? Bess snickered, Do pull the other one! Is that why Mr. Wycoff couldnt take his eyes off you? Ho!

Im not joking, Lucy said. Shoo! I have work to do tomorrow. If you dont clear out youll wake your mother, and then where will you be?

Well be quieter, we promise, we wont wake her, Bess pleaded.

But I willif you dont leave instantly, Lucy said, her hands on her hips. Now, out!

We just want to talk, Harmony wailed, straggling after the others as they moped to the door. He was so handsome! Well, too old to be that, I suppose. Past thirty and something at least. But fascinating. And rich! And youre the only one who knows anything about him.

Then no one does, because what I know could be put in a thimble and it would still leave room for a thumb. Out! Lucy commanded. I mean it. She stood at the door like a sentinel until the last one of them reluctantly left. But a very interesting thimble it would be, she whispered to herself after she shut the door behind them.

So tell me! Jamie said eagerly as soon as the girls had left, popping up from his covers, eyes shining. His names Wycoff, and hes English, like you, and rich as can be. But what else?

Like meand your father, God rest him, Lucy said absently. And how do you know his name? she asked with mock surprise, because she knew.

Hed knelt on the stairs behind the banister, just as shed done as a girl whenever there was glittering company downstairs. He was so like her, this wonderful son of hers, she thought tenderly. He even looked like her, poor lad, with those freckles on that straight nose of hers, and her fathers, and his fathers before. At least he had his own fathers inky black hair and brown eyes. But they were set in his mothers face. She found that regrettable, except the brain behind that face was very like hers, too, and so perhaps there was hope for him. If he could grow up, as shed had to, she corrected herself. Because once upon a time shed been a dreamer like his father, too.

Shed dreamed that her handsome, laughing, feckless young husband could make a fortune in the new world, as hed vowed to do. Shed dreamed he loved her as much he said he did, and would take care of her forever, seeing to her and their son. Dreamer that shed been, still shed never dreamed he wouldnt do that, or that hed die too young, leaving her to fend for herself and their child, alone. She was cured of dreams now.

Jamie was ten, and though his head and his hands hinted hed follow his father in his size, he hadnt started growing yet. Except in that amazing mind of his, which had never been a proper childs. But he still was one, and she would again resist the impulse to speak to him from her heart as though he were fully grown. Most people would; most thought children were only small adults. Who better than she to know how untrue that was? Hadnt she thought she was old enough to choose her own way all those years ago? And shed been much older, and see how that had turned out. She sighed for the past as well as the present when she saw Jamies vivid face turned expectantly to hers.

I know some things, Jamie said with an air of mystery, and none of sleepiness, so she knew hed heard every word spoken in the room just now, too. And most said downstairs. Tell me more! He looked clever. Thats why I cant believe he really thought you and the girls were like Mrs. Christies chickens.

Jamie! Lucy gasped in shock. He knew what Mrs. Christies house outside of town was really used for? And that the men who went there werent looking for poultry, but flesh for an entirely different appetite?

Ahhmm, Jamie said nervously, his eyes wide.

Ahem, indeed! Mrs. Ames said from behind Lucy, adding a tsk for good measure as she glared down at him. Ill wager you can taste the laundry soap already, you little rogue.

Lucy was used to having no privacy. But tonight the amount of traffic through her room seemed almost laughable.

Everyone knows, Jamie said, undaunted. He might worry about his mothers opinion, but he had Mrs. Amess measure. In fact, everyone says theyre so glad you run a good, respectable place, he added innocently, because they say our village would look worse than no account if we only had Mrs. Christies, and not your fine hotel to brag about.

Its a good thing they appreciate it, Mrs. Ames said, forgetting her wrath as she preened. The gentlemans settled in his room, she said, turning to Lucy, and very pleased with the accommodations, too. Well, but the blue room, dont you know. I brought in extra comforters, though he doesnt need any. Not with the way we stoked up the fire for him. Nothing but the best for such a man, for he must have friends of equal rank to recommend us to. Do you think he has any? Ranking, I mean.

Well, he looks like a fine gentleman and acts like a lord, Jamie said, but he said hes a plain Mister, didnt he?

Oho! Mrs. Ames said wisely. I wish I had a penny piece for every lord and lady who pass themselves off as such here. Prices go up when a title goes on, and dont they know it. Not to mention we fought two wars with them, and there arent many folk hereabouts who appreciate hobnobbing with those that style themselves as nobs. Too many thought they were better than other men in the old days. Too many still do. No, a fellow would be wiser to leave his title home on his door knocker.

They say Mr. Winthrop over in Heightstown was a real lord in England, Jamie mused.

They say it cause he does! Mrs. Ames chuckled. Ill bet my best Sunday boots he isnt even a Winthrop.

But you said it was best they forget their titles.

Thats only if theyre visiting, Mrs. Ames said. Those that stay can give themselves airs over what might have been. What is, is always a different matter.

Lucy sighed. Jamie was as wakeful as a tree full of owls now. Mrs. Ames settled herself in a chair, ready for a nice long chat. But Mrs. Ames was her employer as well as her husbands cousin. Lucy couldnt just turn her out, as she had her daughters.

Did Mr. Wycoff say when he was getting up? Lucy asked. As I recall from when I was a girl, gentlemen like to rise at dawn so they can go riding at first light. At least, they did at home. They like a nice big breakfast before they go, as well

Oh! Mrs. Ames surged to her feet. Id best have a word with the girls. Well need more eggs for certainIll send Harmony to gather them before first light. Best send Jenny over to Mrs. Pratts for bread early, too, she muttered to herself as she went to the door. Ill have a look at my stores. Good night, Lucy. Ill see you first thing in the morning, too, Im sure.

It was as close to an order as Lucy ever got, but she was glad of it as she closed the door behind Mrs. Ames.

Id think a gentleman would like a nice big breakfast after he got back from riding, Jamie said blandly, but maybe Englishmen are different. Or at least maybe their stomachs are. The idea of anyone walking, much less riding, after one of Mrs. Amess enormous breakfasts was too much for him. He giggled.

Oh, yes, Lucy said lightly, they eat seven courses and then go riding, which is why they have to come here to keep buying new horses. Youre too clever by half. Now stop laughing and start dreaming. I cleared the room twice for you, the least you can do is go to sleep. Well talk in the morning. Good night.

He chuckled as he sank back under the coverlets. Good night, Mama, he yawned. Youre too clever by half too, you know.

She was, she thought as she went behind the screen in the cover of her room and drew off her gown. She shivered as she dropped her nightgown over her head, and braided her hair quickly, with numbed fingers. The fire in the hearth had gone to embers; the room was striking chill. Mrs. Ames wasnt cheap with her, but she wasnt a valued guest whose possible rank merited a blazing fire at this hour. No one knew that better than Lucy. She was the one who did the bookkeeping. A blazing hearth at this hour was a waste if a bed had coverlets. Body warmth kept a body warm after midnight.

Lucy glanced at Jamies trundle and knew from the stillness there that hed already fallen asleep. She doubted it would be so easy for her. She climbed into her high bed and snuggled down into the feather tick, ignoring how cold the sheets were. Her body heat would warm them soon enough, and her thoughts were warm enough to raise her temperature tonight.

Now that she was alone, she could think about their elegant visitor. Oh, but hed been attractive! It had been a long time since shed seen such a man. The intelligence in those long eyes. Tall and well made, wide shoulders and a neat leg. She did like to see a man with a fine pair of shoulders without a matching stomach or beam to balance them. She didnt do more than look, but she tried not to stare. Not only because she was too well bred. Because she was sure hed notice. He didnt miss much.

He was every inch the visitor, a traveler, a man not of this place and time, although from a world shed once known. Hed been exciting precisely because he was so obviously transient, so impossible to ever really know. A dream man, in fact, here for an hour that had changed her whole day.

Hed looked at her with pleasure, too. When hed thought shed been offered for sale to him hed gazed at her with possessive delight, appraisal, and bold, appreciative lust. His eyes weighed her, found her desirable, and promised wicked moments of shared carnal pleasures. He looked as though he could deliver every unspeakable thing he was thinking of. It had been shocking. It was delicious.

Other men looked at her with lust, of course. There werent many eligible women here; she was a widow and only two and thirty, after all. But she seldom looked back at any of them with anything but regret, because they didnt attract her. Or if they did, then she had to ignore them, because they didnt attract her as prospective fathers for Jamie. She had learned good sense, and practiced rigid self-control.

William was well enough in looks, fairly well educated, and growing plumper in the pocket. He was decent, respectable, and Jamie could tolerate him. William looked at her possessively these days, too, and with lust, though veiled. She didnt mind. Until tonight. One glance from the English gentleman had set her body tingling as all these months of seeing William had never done. Still, Williams attentions made her feel like a desirable woman again and had nearly made her consider taking the name and protection he kept offering. So tempting to be loved again. So inviting to allow herself to think of marriage. And so foolish. Because with the name and the protection came loss of freedom. She could live with that, she had before. But she had Jamie to think about. She owed him more.

His charming, reckless father had given him life and a heritage, and little else. Dashing, so handsome in his uniform, hed swept what he claimed was the prettiest girl in the district off her feet, and then off to the new world. He gave up his commission in the navy soon after they married, telling her he could only make their fortune that way.

A fortune? I dont need one! shed protested with perfect honesty. It was the uniform I married, she teased. I dont know if Ill stay with you if you take it off.

Oh, really? hed laughed. Shall we see? he asked, stripping off his jacket and bearing her back on the bed for those all too brief, breathtakingly intimate moments they shared.

She told him a fortune wasnt necessary for her. She hadnt known it wasnt for her. But then, she hadnt known him very well, after all. Even now, she didnt miss Francis so much as the memory of the laughter and excitement theyd shared. In truth, she didnt know much more of him than that. Theyd had that little time together. How could she have known how he burned to show his brother he could surpass him? The naval career, the lovely young wife, the quest for a fortune, it was all to show his family what a second son could do.

He couldnt do more. He hadnt time. His ambition was no match for the lung infection he contracted in the new world. If he hadnt had the Ameses as distant relatives there for her to apply to, Lucy didnt know what shed have done. She knew what to do now. She was determined to get back some of what her husband have given up. For Jamie.

Lucy thought of numbers now. She added them with the same ritual care other women used saying their nightly prayers. Two more years working here. Only two, and shed have the fare. A few years work in England and shed have the fare back, if she wanted to leave again. But she might not have to.

She couldnt stay with her mother. Her mother was widowed herself now, and living with her brother. It wouldnt be fair. It also wouldnt be likely. Her mother had never forgiven her for rejecting her choice of a son-in-law, a proper, ordinary suitor who couldnt hold a candle to the most dashing stranger Lucy had ever met. Her mothers letters were still filled with recriminations and regrets.

But she and Jamie might be asked to live with her late husbands family. They were wealthy and had an estate with room for a dozen impoverished widows and their sons. Lucy remembered a grand house and beautiful grounds. Jamies grandfather was gone, his uncle was married, but had no children yet. The baron Hunt was relatively young and would have his own sons one day. But Lucy was sure hed be impressed with his long-lost nephew even if he had a pack of sons himself. Shed written to him about Jamie, only stopping when she got the iciest of polite replies, and no invitation. Mothers were fond, and letters could lie, but she knew if the baron got one look at Jamie, hed see his worth.

Hed have that look, Lucy vowed. Jamie would go home. Hed meet his grandmother at long last. More important to his future, hed meet his uncle. Shed see to the rest.


Not all the rest, of course. She couldnt afford to send him to Eton, where his father had gone, not if she sold her skin along with her body. Shed show him what his father had opted to leave, and tell him it had been for the sake of his future. Then at least hed know where he came from and value his history. If nothing more, shed do that. Seeing the elegant Mr. Wycoff tonight showed her what shed left behind, too, Lucy thought, slow warmth creeping through her tired body, easing her wakeful mind. A world of balls and parties, of new clothes and devoted servants. Shed never been rich, but her father had been squire of their little village, and theyd lived moderately well. Deliciously well, compared to now. But Papa was gone now, and she wouldnt ask Mama to fund her rash daughter, whod made her own bedas she was reminded in every infrequent letter.

Still, she wasnt Cinderella. She helped the Ameses run their hotel, true. But working for ones bread wasnt such a shame here as it would be at home. At home, she thought, sleepily amused. Shed lived here ten years and still thought of England as home. She was still homesick for it. And shed only herself to blame. For believing herself in love and not knowing love meant responsibility. For thinking love was all feelings and excitement, laughter and adventure. For trusting, and giving all her trust to one manwhod carried her away to a new world and a new life.

She turned on her side and curled into a knot almost as tight as the one in her chest, remembering life before shed left home with Francis all those years ago. So she thought about Wycoff and his knowing smile instead. And mused about what else he might know. It had been so long since shed allowed herself to think of those dangerous feelings. But what was the harm now? Now she knew the difference between dreams, wakeful or sleeping, and reality.

Eight years since shed been held by a manamazing, she thought drowsily. Though Francis had been little more than a boy then, hadnt he? She began tumbling down the dark well to sleep. But then, her poor Francis might always have remained a boy, even if hed lived a thousand years instead of only the five and twenty hed been given. At least, she couldnt imagine him ever being anything like the man she fell asleep smiling about.
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