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Chapter One 
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Maude Estey stared disbelievingly at the words written in dark blue ink on pristine white paper. Clutching the note, she began to tremble as she looked around her daughter’s bedroom.

ABOUT EIGHT MONTHS EARLIER:

Sarah beamed up at her fiancé as he stood gripping the long-stemmed crystal goblet, his boyishly handsome face alight. “I’d like to propose a toast to the woman I love, the beautiful, the incomparable Sarah Estey who in a few short months will be my wife.” He gazed lovingly at her upturned face. “I am a happy man that she has agreed to have me as her husband. I will be even more delighted when she walks down the aisle as my bride. Please stand and raise a toast to Sarah.”

He lifted his glass, the icy pink Prohibition mystery punch glittering in the light of the tapered candle centrepiece.

The dinner guests rose as requested, their glasses high, repeating after Connor: “To Sarah!”

Sarah smiled easily, her eyes dancing. She knew every young woman in her set was practically green with envy. That included her best friend, Fanny Hobson, seated across the table from her tonight. After all, Sarah had managed to catch the eye of two of the area’s most eligible bachelors. Brothers Dalton and Connor were the sons of prominent Rothesay businessman Pritchard McLagen. First there was Dalton, the inveterate charmer. He had pressed hard for Sarah’s hand, foolishly in love with the exquisite preacher’s daughter. But then Sarah had met his younger brother, Connor, while Dalton’s guest at a McLagen family gathering. Connor was easily the more handsome of the two and there was no denying the immediate chemistry between them. Dalton, whom she’d never seriously considered as a suitable marriage prospect at any stage of their very brief relationship, did not take her rejection well and certainly not when it meant losing out to his younger brother. Connor was well and truly smitten. He’d asked Sarah’s father for his daughter’s hand in marriage, but Reverend Cranston Estey had ignored the question, continuing to speak as though he hadn’t heard him. Refusing to be put off he proposed to Sarah anyway, just four months after making her acquaintance. 

Understandably, Dalton had declined an invitation to tonight’s celebration. At twenty-six he was a junior partner with the prestigious law firm of Gilbert and Newbury, the McLagen family solicitors for two generations. Like his father, Dalton was charismatic when it suited him, quick to anger when he felt he’d been crossed and was known to hold a grudge.

More personable by far, twenty-four-year-old Connor was apprenticing in their father’s prosperous Saint John firm, McLagen & Son Ltd. Located at busy Market Slip on the harbour waterfront, McLagen’s was the largest business of its kind in Eastern Canada. Good fortune awaited when The Canada Temperance Act came into effect in 1878, their fortunes increasing somewhat when Prohibition became law again in New Brunswick during the First World War. Pompous and at times ill mannered, Pritchard McLagen had earned his reputation as a ruthless Prohibition opportunist.

The guests resumed their seats at the conclusion of the toast, whereupon Sarah stood and offered a smiling: “Thank you,” in response.

As she was reclaiming her seat, she caught the gaze of Agnes McLagen two chairs away and there was no mistaking the flare of hostility in the older woman’s dark gleaming eyes. Pritchard and his social-climbing wife were unhappy about this engagement, their favoured son clearly marrying beneath him. Connor remained steadfast in his choice of fiancé and Mother McLagen was barely able to conceal her displeasure. In fact, she’d recently described her future daughter-in-law as a bold, gold-digging hussy when she knew Sarah was within earshot.

An effusive girl, Sarah was not only dazzlingly beautiful, but infectiously high spirited and headstrong. She knew her own mind and had managed to sidestep all attempts by her overprotective parents to match her with their choice of son-in-law, Thomas Chaffee, a thirty-year-old missionary currently serving in The Belgian Congo. She stole a furtive glance at their pinched faces, her mother looking especially miserable. She was shocked they’d come at all under the circumstances, and she’d been afraid her father would somehow sabotage this important occasion. But surprisingly he hadn’t, although it was plain they were determined not to enjoy themselves. Both staunch prohibitionists, they hadn’t even pretended to sip the punch during Connor’s toast. She was well aware they considered either McLagen brother unsuitable for their daughter. After all, her father was dedicated to the church and her mother was dedicated to her father, and the McLagens, while rich and socially popular, were considered by them to be unsavoury. 

Sarah exuded warmth and personality, unlike her father the good reverend. Cranston Estey had his nerve passing judgment on others, she thought bitterly. The man his congregants knew was a far cry from the autocratic tyrant who ruled the Estey household. Her mother, although she loved her dearly, usually went along with whatever her husband dictated, no matter how unfair. Like Pritchard McLagen, Cranston Estey was not to be crossed, although his anger was cloaked in righteous indignation. Why, only two nights ago, she’d heard him say when he thought she wasn’t listening that he’d rather see his daughter in her grave than tangled up with that McLagen bunch. That only served to make her more defiant. She was eighteen as of last week, a grown woman now and certainly able to make her own decisions. 

It was the McLagens who were giving this elaborate engagement party on behalf of their son because appearances must be maintained despite Connor’s inflexibility. The event was being held in the dining room of the prestigious Royal Hotel on King Street, in its stately prime after being rebuilt following the great fire of 1877. That massive conflagration was the worst in Canadian history, claiming upwards of twenty thousand lives and razing a good portion of the port city of Saint John. That included the Royal Hotel located on Prince William Street at the time of the fire. The city had risen from the ashes in defiant splendour, with many architectural masterpieces erected in the years that followed.

The Hotel was a gracious host. Following the toast, delicious pineapple upside down cake was served for dessert, still the dessert of choice in 1926. Guests chatted over coffee until Pritchard McLagen brought the dinner to a close in his usual forthright manner.

“Now, everyone, we’ve had our celebration,” he boomed, pushing his considerable bulk to a standing position, “and I thank you for being here with us. Good evening to you all.”

Taking the broad hint there was a corresponding scraping of chairs on the polished parquet floor as guests rose obediently to their feet. Ladies’ wraps were subsequently fetched, and gentlemen’s headgear retrieved. The majority of those present were friends and business associates of the McLagens and appropriately fawning. They were still in high spirits as they made their way out of the hotel and spilled onto the sidewalk. Many opted for a stroll in King’s Square, Saint John’s garden spot just a short distance up the hill at the top of King Street. The Square was at its loveliest on this unusually balmy late September evening, its abundance of formal gardens still resplendent in their showy summer colours, pigeons billing and cooing at the pedestrians’ feet. The City Cornet Band struck up yet another lively tune on the upper deck of the two-story bandstand that straddled the silver dance of the Square’s central fountain. The bandstand with its filigree metal framework and copper roof topped with a cornet, had been a gift to the city from the band itself in 1909 as a tribute to King Edward VII.

Connor slid his arm around Sarah’s waist possessively as they crossed the street and made their way into the park, Fanny a short distance behind chatting with other guests.

“Connor,” Sarah whispered looking up at him, “let’s not forget about Fanny. She should be walking up here with us. She is my maid of honour after all.”

She glanced back at her best friend, waving her forward. Fanny was easily a head taller than she was and somewhat plain although not completely unattractive. “Come and listen to the band with Connor and me, Fan. What do you say?”

Fanny quickly moved up beside them, looping her arm through Connor’s. “I say yes! I’d love to do that. It’s such a beautiful night. We won’t have many more evenings like this, will we?”

Sarah could read Connor like a book, the slight narrowing of his eyes and the barely perceptible flare of his nostrils. Apparently, he’d wanted this time alone with his fiancé without her friend constantly tagging along, but she felt sorry that Fanny was alone. It was only another hour or so anyway before they started for home she reasoned to herself, and Fanny was right. It was an absolutely splendid evening. Why not enjoy it together?

Connor’s cheerfulness sounded forced. “Certainly, by all means join us, Fanny. Let’s see if we can find a seat.” He paused to assess the crowded square. “I’m afraid we may have to stand. It looks as though all the benches are full.” 

If Fanny noticed his less than enthusiastic response, it didn’t appear to register. That was Fanny for you, thought Sarah. Nothing seemed to bother her. A popular member of the young Rothesay set, she was always up for a lark.

Fanny lived with her Uncle Frederick and Aunt Harriet, her own parents lost during the Spanish flu pandemic that swept with deadly force into New Brunswick in 1918. Fanny had been the only member of her immediate family to survive, so her aunt and uncle had taken her in at the age of ten. Working class people, the Hobsons managed the Dunphy Estate in Rothesay and made their home in a small cottage on the spacious grounds. That meant young Fanny attended school with the sons and daughters of Rothesay’s elite, and although poor by comparison she didn’t seem to care a whit about that circumstance. Not surprisingly though, she’d chosen Sarah as her best friend. Sarah’s own position in life was equally humble, living with her parents as she did in a modest parsonage. Fanny and Sarah might not have been as privileged as their peers, but both girls fit in with the affluent Rothesay crowd.

And then it had been off to Normal School in Fredericton for the two young women where they earned their teaching credentials. Upon completion of their course both were fortunate enough to secure positions at the local school.

“Oh! I see a place to sit,” announced Connor suddenly, steering his party quickly toward a tree-shaded wooden bench on the other side of the bandstand. With just enough room for three they settled in as the band launched into another up-tempo selection much to the delight of their audience.

Fanny was practically vibrating with energy. “I feel like dancing,” she declared, already moving her feet to the music. “Let’s shock these people, Sarah! Let’s do the Charleston right here in front of everyone and show them how to have a good time.”

Connor caught both of them in his penetrating gaze. “That piece is a march, ladies. It’s not a jazz tune so the Charleston would be entirely inappropriate.”

Fanny stared at him in surprise as she adjusted her brimless, white cloche hat. It was more for something to do than because it needed adjusting, then began to fidget with the long strand of beads looped around her neck.

Sarah turned to face her fiancé. “Connor, we’re just having fun and anyway, I do believe we could dance to that even if it isn’t jazz.”

Fanny was smiling broadly again. “You know I’d dare to do it, and so would you, Sarah Estey. Come on, it’d be the cat’s pyjamas!”

Connor held up his hand in a no-nonsense gesture. “Neither one of you is going to make a spectacle of yourself. Please act like ladies and remember, if you will, that you’re both teachers. What would the parents of your students think if they were to see you behaving like that in public? I like to have fun too, but this isn’t the time or place to act silly,” he continued in undertones. “So sit back and enjoy the music while you can because I want to head for home soon. It’s already starting to cool off and I see there’s fog gathering out in the harbour.”

Fanny flounced back in her seat, although she did so with a good-natured grin as she took her chastisement in stride. “Don’t worry, Connor, Sarah and I are not going to embarrass you.”

Sarah’s eyes twinkled. “I do feel like dancing,” she said conspiratorially, “but I suppose we should behave like proper young ladies and maintain a professional decorum.”

Connor was still chilly albeit obviously relieved. “Thank you.”

Fanny was suddenly serious, as though it had finally sunk in that Connor was perturbed. “Sorry, Connor,” she apologized. “You’re right. We were acting like schoolgirls.” She returned her attention to Sarah. “It’s fun just listening to the band, Sarah, instead of all this talk about dancing. What a silly idea anyway. Say, Connor, what’s the name of the tune they’re playing now?”

Connor studied the band for a moment before answering, his expression softening. “It’s a Sousa march and I must say they’re doing a fine job of it. Not much wonder that brass band is so well liked. They always attract a crowd wherever they play.”

Fanny nodded. “I agree, they are very good and look at their instruments. Look at how they gleam!”

Sarah, her smile stiffening slightly, swallowed a flash of irritation. That was something that rubbed her the wrong way about Fanny, these days at least. Whenever her best friend spent any time with herself and Connor, Fanny always managed to side with Connor if there happened to be any difference of opinion. It wasn’t that she begrudged the attention Fanny showed her fiancé, but just once she could back her up. She knew Connor was being polite and patient given the fact Fanny was with them a good deal of the time, so it could be that Fanny picked up on that and was only trying to stay in his good graces. She shook off the small annoyance with an effort, aware that Connor had spoken to her. She looked up at him through wide, cornflower blue eyes that anyone would agree were her best feature. They offset her platinum blonde hair to perfection.

He winked at her. “I caught you daydreaming, didn’t I?” he teased. “I said I’ll go and get my car and meet you and Fanny on the other side of the Square. I don’t want to wait until the fog rolls in before we set off for the country, after all it’s at least ten miles to Rothesay.”

Within minutes Connor rolled to a stop on the north side of the park in his Ford Model T Roadster, making do with this older car until his new Model A sports coupe was delivered next year. He held the door for each woman in turn as they climbed into the shiny black car.

Indeed, sea fog, chilly and dense, had begun to envelope Saint John’s uptown area as they started on their way. They soon left it behind as they headed for Rothesay, passing through tiny hamlets nestled on the banks of the Kennebecasis River.

Once in Rothesay their first stop was Fanny’s house. The night was warm again now that they’d left the fog behind, the scent of an autumn-ripened countryside filling the air. Full darkness had descended, and Fanny’s Uncle Frederick was silhouetted by lamplight as he pulled the living room drapery aside to verify the safe arrival of his young niece.

Connor alighted first then opened the car’s back door for Fanny. “I’ll see you in, Fanny,” he said, ever the perfect gentleman as the two headed to the thatched cottage at the end of the cobblestone path.

Sarah watched them walk together. She could not help but appreciate how well-matched they looked walking side by side, but was it always necessary for Fanny to place her arm through his? Fanny appeared to be clinging although it was not generally in her nature to behave that way. Chiding herself, Sarah immediately dismissed the notion of impropriety. Fanny was a dear sweet girl with a pure heart who loved everyone she met and assumed any show of affection was acceptable. She knew Fanny thought of Connor as an older brother, one of the gang. In all fairness she behaved the same with anyone she considered to be a good friend. That was just Fanny’s way.

Uncle Frederick opened the door to greet them, and Connor spoke to the big man briefly before quickly retracing his steps to the automobile and sliding behind the wheel.

“Thank you for being so kind to my friend,” Sarah told him softly. “Fanny is like my sister. I don’t believe I could seriously consider marrying anyone if they didn’t regard her as affectionately as I do.”

“You know I care about Fanny, darling. I know how important she is to you. Any friend of yours is a friend of mine.”

Sarah smiled. She knew he had more to say, so best to let him get it said, “The only problem is ....” she prompted him as he slipped the car into gear and backed down the long, gravelled drive and out onto the road.

Connor sighed deeply as though he was relieved to finally be able to expel it. “All right, the only problem is that sometimes there’s too much of Fanny. I would’ve liked to have you all to myself tonight in the park. I didn’t see you inviting your bridesmaids to walk with us. They had sense enough to keep their own company. Mother and Father would have been very happy to drive Fanny home, so I don’t see why you had to ask her to be with us.”

She couldn’t help but giggle. She knew she was the ideal match for Connor, the perfect antidote for his moodiness. He did tend to be much too serious at times and she could always be counted on to help improve his frame of mind. She also loved playing devil’s advocate on occasion.

“You wouldn’t have kissed me in the park, would you, Connor?” she teased. “All we were doing was listening to music and we don’t need to be alone to do that, do we? I mean, there were plenty of other people around. Fanny was just one of them.”

He braked sharply as a cat dashed into the roadway but made it safely to the other side. “Can I be faulted for not wanting to share your attention with anyone else? The next thing I know you’ll be telling me Fanny is coming away with us on our honeymoon.” He glanced in her direction before returning his eyes to the road. “You’re going to have to learn where to draw the line with her, Sarah. That goes as well for how you behave sometimes. In a few months you’ll be a married woman, my wife, and you can’t go skipping about as though you were still in pigtails. There is a certain decorum you must maintain as a McLagen and now is as good a time as any to get used to it.”

“Connor, this is 1926 for heavens sake! Times have changed or haven’t you noticed? I’m sure you’ve heard about the roaring twenties. People don’t mind having fun these days, and they don’t care who knows it. We’re living in a much different world now.”

“Thank you for updating me. Now, would you like to go out to Gondola Point and sit by the river for a few minutes?” he asked more kindly. “It’s a full moon tonight.”

“I’d like that,” she said, relieved at the change of subject, as well as the opportunity to be in his arms.

Her mother and father were still very much in favour of the out-dated practice of chaperoning, constantly reminding her that her reputation was at stake going around with Connor as she did. Little did they know.

Maybe a chaperone would come in handy from time to time she thought wickedly, because Connor excited her. He was so handsome with that black hair of his falling rakishly onto his forehead, and those smouldering grey eyes! Just being near him made her heart race. However, outside of a few chaste kisses nothing had happened between them no matter how much her mother wrung her hands, or her father raged against impropriety. It didn’t matter a bit to her what people thought anyway, she would do as she pleased. And tonight, she thought with barely concealed glee, she would test the boundaries of Connor’s gentlemanly reserve to see if the fire burned as brightly for him as it did for her. Parking in the moonlight in the intimacy of an automobile sounded deliciously naughty.

Connor, unaware of his fiancé’s train of thought, pulled in adjacent to the river ferry landing and turned off the motor. The cable ferry was shut down for the night and parked on the other side of the river at Kingston Peninsula ready for its morning traffic.

He slipped an arm around her shoulders. “Sarah, I’m sorry if I was brusque with you. I certainly don’t want this celebration to be spoiled by something as silly as a disagreement over whom we share our special night with. I love you, darling. Can you blame me for wanting you all to myself?”

She edged closer, bringing her face to within inches of his and enjoying his spicy masculine scent. “I love to be alone with you, too, Connor. Maybe I’m just a little more patient than you are, at least about that. But here we are now, just the two of us and you have me all to yourself.”

His lips found hers with typical restraint. It was more of a brushing of the lips than the passionate kiss she was longing for and determined to make happen.

The thought of Connor turning into a lustful beast amused her. No, he would never be like that, Dalton maybe, but not Connor. Still, she’d like to be surprised. It’d be fun to see what his reaction would be if she pushed him just a little. Let him know she was game for more, should he be so inclined.

She broke off the kiss. Moving closer she sighed provocatively against his ear just long enough to hopefully have the desired effect. She was rewarded with a low groan deep in his throat. Well, it seemed Connor had some life in him after all. Maybe now he’d stop holding back.

She pressed her lips, slightly parted, against his. Connor’s hold on her not only tightened but the kiss deepened considerably as he responded hungrily. As it turned out he didn’t need much encouragement at all, breathing heavily as they parted.

“What was that all about, Sarah?”

It was a moment before she regained her equilibrium. “It was about me wanting to kiss you, and you wanting to kiss me ... properly.”

He held her at arm’s length. “Properly? I’ve been doing a poor job of it up ‘til now have I? I haven’t heard any complaints.”

She laughed, although it was a half-hearted attempt. “It’s not that you haven’t been doing it properly so much as maybe....” she trailed off, suddenly at a loss for words.

“You want me to try to take advantage of you, is that it?”

“Well ... no.... I just thought....”

“Sarah, I want you, but I have respect for you and am prepared to wait for our wedding night. It’s only a few months away. Do I have to explain to you the situation we could find ourselves in if we don’t wait? I know you’re impetuous, but I can’t be I’m afraid. I love you, but I’m not willing to subject my family, or yours, to a scandal.”

She finally found her voice, embarrassed. “You’re right, Connor. I’m not prepared to suffer through something like that either. That would ruin everything. Besides, I know we want to wait awhile even after we’re married before we start a family. I only wanted to....”

“Then stop playing with fire. Look, I like it that you want to go further, but not now, darling. We have to wait for the right time, and I promise to live up to your expectations. There will be nothing holding us back then, but I promise I will be gentle.”

Shifting away from him slightly, she gazed out across the river. “I understand that. I’m not exactly inexperienced about such things, Connor.”

Had she really just said that aloud? She was aghast that the secret she knew she had to share with him at some point had spontaneously bubbled to the surface. This was probably the worst time for such a revelation, but there was no turning back now.

There was silence as she waited for the fallout from the bomb she’d just dropped, not daring to look at him.

“Excuse me?” he asked after a moment, his voice gone hard. “What did you mean by that, Sarah?”

Apparently, this had unexpectedly become the time for truth telling. She was as surprised as he was it was happening, but she loved him too much not to be completely honest. She’d just thought it would somehow be easier to do. “What I mean is ... I’ve ... ahhh ... been with a man before.”

He was deadly calm. “In what way?”

In for a penny in for a pound, so she may as well continue now that she’d started. “In a way that a woman is usually with a man I suppose. You know ... that way.”

More silence, in fact it stretched out for so long she wondered if he was going to respond at all. “Do you mean to say you are no longer a virgin?”

She laughed nervously, knowing there was nothing she could say to mitigate the damage. She knew all too well how he felt about such things. “Connor, it was only the once and I....”

Anger sharpened his tone as he began to breathe more rapidly. “You’ve made love with another man? Is that what you’re telling me? That I as your husband will not be the first?”

“I was sixteen and things just got out of hand is all.”

“I could certainly see how that would happen given your behaviour here tonight. How old was he, Sarah?” he demanded as though holding onto the hope she had no blame in what had taken place.

“Twenty-five.”

“Twenty-five! Was it against your will?”

“No,” she whispered. “I knew very well what I was doing, I cannot lie. I was a willing participant, as willing as he was.”

Connor swore then, and it was the first time she had ever heard him use profanity. As a matter of fact, she’d never seen her mild-mannered fiancé this angry before. Now that her dreaded confession had been made, the words hung between them ugly and painful.

Wrenching the door open he got out of the car, kicking the front tire angrily before striding away. He stopped beside a tree whose sweeping boughs were adorned with colourful autumn leaves, but she saw no beauty in nature tonight. She just might lose the man she wanted to spend the rest of her life with because of a youthful indiscretion. Times were changing it was true, but she was painfully aware she had violated a sanctity he thought to be inviolable.

She wondered if she should go after him but decided it might be more prudent to wait in the car. Let him get it out of his system. Connor was very levelheaded and probably wouldn’t stay angry for long, at least she hoped he wouldn’t. The whole thing sounded tawdry without all the details, but she had in fact done what she’d said she’d done without force or coercion. She’d been madly in love with a young man from her church and somehow, they’d managed to escape her parents’ watchful eye. Had they been allowed to court in the normal way it might not have come to that stolen moment. Her mother and father had been vehemently opposed because of her age, and his, despite the fact he was a member of the good reverend’s flock. That was because she’d been promised to Thomas the missionary and it was her rebellious nature that had brought things to a head. The truth was, it had not been an enjoyable experience. She hoped it would be much different with Connor.

The young man had left the area soon after the tryst. She’d pined for him for a while but had eventually recovered and moved on. A year and a half later she’d met the McLagen brothers, Connor quickly stealing her heart. It broke hers to have to tell him he wouldn’t be her first, although better now than on their wedding night. It was always better to manage expectations, and he’d certainly know then that she was a woman with a past, as it was considered.

It was close to a half hour before he returned to the vehicle. He shoved himself behind the wheel and slammed the door, his anger having only slightly cooled. When he turned to her, she saw a different man than the laidback Connor she’d made the trip to the Point with. That much was evident, even by the pale light of the moon.

“How many others have there been?” he asked, looking at her coldly. “Is my brother on the list?”

“Connor! Of course not! And besides, I didn’t murder someone or rob a bank. I had sexual intercourse, and there was only the one time.”

“So you say.”

“Yes I do say!”

“Do you love me, Sarah?”

She reached to lay her hand on his arm, but he shook it away. “I asked you a question.”

“Yes, I love you, Connor, with all my heart and I want to be your wife. The other was a mistake and it happened a long time ago. I will be a good and faithful wife to you, you’ll see.”

He sneered. “Right. You lied to me, Sarah. Maybe in a way that’s what’s most upsetting. I feel betrayed by it all.”

“I never lied to you about that. The question never came up.”

“You lied by omission! You misled me. You know you did. You know I believed we were saving ourselves for our wedding night. I recall you saying that would make it all the more special, or something to that effect and it wasn’t true at all. How can I trust what you say now?”

She dropped her eyes. Guilty. She had played the innocent ingénue, until tonight. “I’m sorry. I know I said that, but I always planned to tell you before then. It never seemed like the right time, and then it just ... came out. I do love you, Connor, and again I’m so sorry. Please believe I love you as much as any woman can love a man.”

“I love you too, Sarah, but you’ve made a fool of me here tonight. I was being so careful with you, so gentle, but it seems you already know the joys of the marital bed don’t you?”

She stiffened, outraged. “Connor, that’s a terrible thing to say! It’s not like that at all. I....”

“Be quiet! As I said you’ve made a fool of me, but I will not allow that to happen in public, not after our big celebration tonight. There will be a wedding. There would be too many questions asked if we called it off, too much gossip. I’m not prepared to have to deal with that for the sake of my good family name.”

“Your good family name!”

He moved his face to within inches of hers although there was no tenderness there now. “Yes, my good family name. The wedding will take place as planned but remember, this changes everything.”
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Chapter Two 


[image: ]


June 1927

“Doesn’t your finger get tired carrying that big rock around, Sarah?” teased Fanny during their lunch break at school one day. “How many karats is it anyway?”

Sarah held out her left hand and studied her elaborate engagement ring, then shrugged. “I don’t know. I’d never ask Connor such a thing and no, it isn’t heavy. He got the fit just right so it’s good and snug, otherwise I’d worry about losing it. I’m still very careful when I wash my hands though.”

Fanny reached ahead and took hold of Sarah’s hand, holding it toward herself at arm’s length. “I know I’ve looked at it before, but I’d forgotten how brilliant those diamonds are. They’re especially bright out here in the sunlight. Simply gorgeous! Sarah, I hope you know how lucky you are. Connor is one in a million.” 

Sarah smiled. “I do know Connor is one in a million. I knew that the first time I saw him. There’s no other man for me but him and I’m going to love being his wife.”

“And being rich to boot.”

“Fanny! That doesn’t come into it at all,” she scolded her friend playfully. “Mind your manners.”

Fanny chuckled, not at all put off. “And he’s so nice ... and handsome,” she added wistfully. “He’s an easy man to love, I guess. I envy you.”

* * *
[image: ]


CONNOR was an easy man to love although he was definitely a brooder. He’d yet to say he’d forgiven her for what she’d done, but he’d get past it sooner or later. Sooner would be great, but she just had to be patient.

As her wedding day neared Sarah was busy with fittings, bridal as well as the extensive collection of outfits for her European honeymoon. As a McLagen she’d be expected to be turned out in the latest Paris-inspired fashions, and then there were her maid of honour and bridesmaids’ ensembles. She could hardly afford such expense on a teacher’s salary, and neither could her parents on a clergyman’s budget, so Connor was footing the entire bill. His ardour might have cooled slightly since that dreadful evening at the Point last fall, but he’d stood by his original offer. 

* * *
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MABEL WALKER WAS A dressmaker kept busy by the well-heeled residents of Rothesay and she’d happily accommodated Sarah because the McLagen name carried a great deal of weight in terms of professional goodwill. Connor and Sarah’s wedding was to be the highlight of the summer social season, and so she worked around the clock to create an exquisite bridal dress for the petite blonde.

Sarah had fallen in love with the dressmaker’s sketches reflecting Sarah’s own ideas for something elegant yet modern. Hemlines had begun to rise considerably, and it was now fashionable to show more leg, even at weddings. Gone for the most part were the ostentatious
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