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Chapter One

 


 


 


Alexandra Sherwood quickened her pace. She
held the thick blue wool hood of her cloak over her head. Each
small noise tugged on her nerves. Chimes of a far-off bell, the
bark of a dog or the rattle of a loose window shutter made her
flinch.

A heated argument with her aunt had prompted
her hasty walk in the unknown city of New York. Now she saw it
wasn’t a good idea to venture so far so late in the day. At
twenty-one, she had looked forward to facing the turn of the
twentieth century with an independence she enjoyed when at home in
Boston. Tonight, she didn’t feel so brave.

Empty market carts and wood tables appeared
abandoned along the thoroughfare she walked. Come dawn’s first
light they’d be full of vendor’s wares as the street crowded with
people, horses, and carriages passing by. Shopping for fresh bread
or a new bonnet wasn’t in her thoughts. She paused to take a
relaxing breath. A blue ribbon lying in the dirt of the road caught
her attention.

A memory of her mother tying a blue bow
pulled Alexandra’s thoughts to many years ago. Slivers of happiness
had dotted her youth. The matching blue silk ribbons her mother got
for her and her doll were Alexandra’s favorite. It wasn’t the color
that made the ribbons special. It was the last good memory
Alexandra had of her mother.

Helena Sherwood died when Alexandra was nine.
What little Alexandra recalled of the petite, dark haired woman was
always a mixture of good and bad. Helena had spoiled her with love
and affection, but her bouts of insanity were scary. No child
should have to see a parent suffer dementia as Alexandra had
witnessed of her mother.

The last time she had seen her mother, the
woman was raving mad and being taken from home in a straitjacket.
Helena’s cries of despair over the loss of her baby were
traumatizing.

With only vague memories of the rambunctious
little boy, Alexandra remembered how her little brother’s laugh
often infused her six-year-old mind with happiness. A few years
after her mother had died, when she was about twelve, her father
explained the details of James’ death. The four-year-old ran into
the street after his ball and tragically met with death when a
passing horse and buggy hit him. That event led to the breaking
point for guilt-ridden Helena.

It wasn’t until much later, when Alexandra
discovered it wasn’t that one devastation that pushed her mother
over the edge. Her mother’s bouts of melancholy started long before
James. It led Alexandra to worry that she’d one day inherit her
mother’s mental illness. And while those qualms eventually faded
over time, tonight a little of her old concerns came back.

Everywhere she turned, Alexandra felt
watched. She saw menacing shadows stretch from dark doorways onto
the streetlamp’s glow along the paved path. Her late afternoon walk
to cool her temper had turned into a misguided judgement of her
whereabouts. If she hadn’t been so angry when she’d left her Aunt
Esther’s house, she wouldn’t have mindlessly wandered the
unfamiliar streets without some thought to her direction.

In the twilight hours of evening, everything
appeared so differently. She tried retracing her steps. Complete
darkness became imminent. The miserably frigid winter day had even
dropped to a new level of cold to torment her state of mind.

At the resonance of footsteps, Alexandra
stopped. Did someone follow? She was never one to panic, but with
her life recently turned upside down, she no longer put faith in
her normal unwavering tenacity.

Resuming a hurried aim to find her aunt’s
house, she turned down a side street. The sound of someone behind
her on foot kept her stepping quickly forward. It soon became
apparent she had chosen an unsafe path. The narrow alley put her
between two aging brick buildings. The only outlet was at the end.
She rushed to get back on a main road, but it was another stretch
of empty, deserted sidewalks.

Another deep breath didn’t work to calm
her.

Whatever was I thinking?

Tension seized every muscle making it hard to
walk. Nevertheless, she pushed on. She made turn after turn down
streets she thought she remembered. Too stubborn to admit she was
lost, she hurried passed doors instead of knocking and seeking
help. Zigzagging through alleys, crossing from one block to
another, she searched for a familiar name on a street sign. Nothing
held any memory for her.

Alexandra soon ventured onto a narrow road.
Too littered with discarded furniture and crates to be a route for
even an occasional horse and wagon, the alley gave her an ominous
chill down her spine. She shivered and stopped.

Should she turn back? Something in her said,
no. She picked up her pace.

Aware of the way her shoes drown out sounds
as they clacked against the cobblestones, she paused again and
listened for the danger of someone nearby.

Nothing.

A gas streetlamp at the other end of the long
alley beckoned her with its glow of safety.

The sudden caterwaul of a cat broke the
silence and Alexandra spun around and ran back the way she had
come. Her heart pounded and her mind raced with fear. It blinded
her. She ran head long into an obstacle and immediately flew back,
landing on her bottom. Her thoughts turned to what she hit, or
rather, whom.

In front of her, the silhouette of a person
stood monstrously large. Her muted gasp drew in the crisp air and
her scream stuck in her frozen throat.

“Are you all right?” The deep, velvety voice
soothed her anxiety instantly.

“I’m sorry,” she said, relieved it wasn’t the
boogeyman. She had her father to blame for that childhood scare.
Her youthful habit of sneaking out to the stables to see her pony
ended after her father’s warning tales of how the boogeyman would
steal her away and take her to hell if she was out after dark. “I
should have watched where I was going,”

The hulking form leaned down and grasped her
by the elbow and hand. He brought her upright without the slightest
falter in his efforts.

He was tall. But not monstrously so as
she had thought when she was sitting on the ground. When she looked
up, she was disappointed she couldn’t see his face as the darkness
of the alley shadowed his features.

“Thank you.” She swatted dirt off her cloak.
“You must think I’m a criminal running like that in the dark.”

A second or two... or ten passed without him
speaking. His silence put her on edge. She brushed at her garment
faster, not seeing any filth, but using the dusting as a
distraction from her wayward thoughts of peril.

“I assure you, I’m not. I didn’t hurt you,
did I?” she asked.

“No.” His sudden brusque tone chilled her
through to her spine in a different way than cold weather did.

Had she imagined kindness in his voice
before? Was she in danger? Nightmares of meeting up with the
boogeyman jumped to the forefront of her thoughts.

She debated her course of action in defending
herself. If only the alley had more light, then she might see a
brick or a rock, or a baseball bat.

A bat?

She wanted to laugh at the thought that she’d
just happen upon a child’s toy in a city alley. Then her ponderings
of finding any kind of weapon stopped when the man suddenly walked
away. His departure liberated her from the apprehensions she had
about him.

Another caterwaul from the prowling cat
reminded her she’d be alone again when the stranger was gone.

Alexandra called out, “wait!”

His hulking form stopped moving.

She stepped forward and paused when her foot
kicked a piece of debris littering the gutter of the road. “I was
running because I thought someone was following me. If it wouldn’t
be too much trouble, could you—”

She never imagined her impromptu stroll would
become so complicated or scary. It seemed as if she had looked for
tawdry derelicts or low-life scoundrels lurking at doorways and
niches for hours.

Her predicament left her little choice in
asking for help from the stranger.

“If I could just walk with you a short
distance, maybe I could get my bearings?”

The outline of his fedora cocked to the side
as if he tilted his head. “You’re lost?” A touch of empathy warmed
his tone.

“Of course not.” she replied, her pride
attempting to keep her from admitting her plight. Then with a worry
that he’d leave her to her own devices, she added, “I’m turned
about is all.”

From the backdrop of a glowing streetlamp,
she saw the man stretch out his arm and motioned for her to advance
with a wave of his hand.

Alexandra took brisk steps to catch up to
him. “Thank you so much.”

As he proceeded on his course, she needed two
quick steps to each one of his strides to keep pace. The speed was
tiring, yet necessary if she didn’t want to fall behind.

At night, it was often hard to tell what a
person looked like. In the alley, it was nearly impossible to see
anything distinguishable about his features. The occasional
diffused light from high windows in the buildings offered not much
more than enough glow to prevent her from running into
anything.

The stranger wore a long, dark coat. His
wide-brimmed hat tilted at an angle to the right and concealed most
of his face, except for the outline of his nose and jaw. She
considered moving to the other side of him to get a better view.
How would she explain? Deciding to wait for a convenient
opportunity seemed best.

“I was hoping to get to Prospect by taking
shortcuts. Unfortunately, I’m addle-brained when it comes to
directions. The night chill isn’t helping me think any better,” she
said with a renewed focus on getting home.

The stranger remained silent.

Alexandra sifted through other topics of
conversation that might engage him to speak. It was then that a
misstep made her feet slip out from under her.

Many street walkways had a solid layer of
ice. The path they were on had stayed clear because of the steam
from cellar furnaces escaping through the sub-terrain windows. She
unluckily found a patch of ice and felt herself going down. It
wasn’t going to be graceful. Another embarrassment to add to her
growing list.

Then the stranger’s hands were on her. His
grasp was firm, yet gentle. In his move to stop her from toppling
over, he drew her up against his solid frame.

While it was improper to be held so close by
any man, let alone a stranger, she felt no desire to remove
herself. Not that she had ever let rules of impropriety get in her
way in the past with her beau, Shane McConway. But this wasn’t the
man she loved and wanted to marry. So why was she so captivated by
this stranger’s chivalrous embrace?

“How clumsy of me,” she whispered, aware his
grip on her wrist and the encircling of his arm around her back was
slipping away.

She tried again to see his features as she
labeled the blend of his scent as tobacco and liquor. The light
from a window overhead made him a silhouette, yet she knew he’d be
able to see her in the dim glow.

When he touched her face, she tipped her head
farther back. Her hood fell off and a cool breeze curling down her
neck made her shiver a third time. Excitement had a way to make her
nerves tingle like they were on fire.

Mesmerized by the inspecting glide of his
finger along her jaw and across her lips, she barely considered the
danger she was in.

When he lowered his head, his face came close
to hers. She searched the dark recesses of where his eyes remained
shadowed. Did she dare let him kiss her? The idea she’d gone mad
hovered in the depths of her mind.

His masculine scent took on another
fragrance—sweet and flowery.

Perfume?

A thread of envy coiled chokingly around her
senses as she contemplated the notion he had been with another
woman.

She was mad.

He was a stranger, and she felt all sorts of
jealous related emotions. What was wrong with her? It wasn’t
possible to be attracted to a man that she’d just met—a man she
hadn’t really seen except for the occasional lines of his
profile.

Sensible reasoning returned. That’s when she
looked between them. Her fierce grip on his coat lapels had him
anchored to her. Another flush of heat tinged her cheeks.

“I’m sorry,” she muttered, letting go of the
warm wool and taking a step back.

An explanation for her behavior failed to
surface. She lifted her face to the icy pellets of sleet to cool
her enflamed cheeks. “I think we’ll be wet before we reach our
destinations,” she said with a nervous laugh as she turned and
hurried on with a need to distance herself from the stranger.

At the intersection of the narrow road with a
wider one, she surveyed both directions. Nothing appeared familiar.
Had she ever been that way before?

It didn’t take long for the stranger to catch
up to her. He strolled past and started to cross the road with a
determined, youthful gait. Was that the allure, her imaginings of a
young man whisking her away on a romantic adventure? At boarding
school, she and her friends had often read books about handsome,
mysterious men, and the passion between them and the women they
met. But Alexandra didn’t need a fantasy. She had already fallen in
love with the man of her dreams back home in Boston.

“Prospect is this way,” the stranger said
over his shoulder, waiting in the middle of the road.

Her trust in him wavered... no, not in him.
She didn’t trust herself. What possessed her to think of him
kissing her? While highly inappropriate, it worried her that she
continued to try to imagine it.

Alexandra took a deep breath. She needed help
in getting back to her aunt’s house. Nothing bad was going to
happen to her with the stranger. He had several opportunities to
take advantage and he hadn’t.

Exhaling slowly, she took a careful step onto
the icy road.

When her escort saw her coming, he proceeded
to go. Too exhausted to match his pace on the icy road, she trailed
several yards behind. With her nerves calmer, she concentrated on
getting home.

Then they turned into one of the narrowest
alleys she had ever seen. With trashcans and crates on either side,
the tight path made her claustrophobic. It reignited her fears. In
the distance, she heard the faint tinkling of bells. How she wished
she were on a sleigh, in a buggy, or even riding a horse. Hours of
walking had tired her.

Lingering farther behind, she wondered if she
wasn’t stupidly letting the stranger lead her into a trap. When he
came to an abrupt halt, she stopped. She bit her bottom lip,
undecided at how to proceed.

He struck a match and lit a cigarette. That
helped put his actions in perspective. When he began moving again,
she tried letting an inward laugh chase away her stress. She tensed
at a sound from behind her. Looking back, she examined the shadows
for someone sneaking up on her. Then she glanced ahead. The
stranger hadn’t waited and the distance between them had grown.

Alexandra ran to catch up. “Please,
wait.”

The lit cigarette in his hand guided her like
a beacon in the sea of black. Not able to see everything, she
stepped in a hole and began a staggering forward waltz. Slipping,
sliding, and falling seemed to become a humiliating nuisance.

“Oh, no,” she squealed, contemplating just
how hard she was going to hit the ground.

The light of the stranger’s cigarette
dropped, extinguishing like the tail of a firefly. Too dark to
determine if he meant to ward off her collision or catch her, she
landed in his outstretched arms. One hand on his arm, the other on
the front of his coat clad chest. She gripped his lapel to maintain
her upright position, and there they were again, intimately closer
than strangers should be.

His arms surrounded her with a secure, yet
gentle hold. “I’ve got you.”

Alexandra looked up into his shadowed face.
Beneath the brim of his hat, outlines of his features continued to
remain obscure. It didn’t seem to matter as she was drawn to the
mystery of him. Or was it the scent? Her father indulged in a glass
of whiskey and a cigar after ever supper. Was it a reminder of home
the stranger presented—that soothing feel of being safe?

“I know I said I was addle-brained, but did I
mention I can be quite clumsy too. I don’t know what is wrong with
my feet tonight. They aim to get me into trouble.”

“Ice is slippery.” His arms started to
loosen.

“I suppose if I wasn’t always hurrying, or
running somewhere, I wouldn’t find myself on the ground so much.”
Instead of pushing away, she gripped tighter, finding comfort in
his arms.

His head lowered, shielding her from the
slushy rain.

“Th-thank you,” she stammered, mesmerized by
the quickened thump of her heart.

Her feet slid when she tried moving and her
rescuer squeezed her tighter.

Cruelly parted from the man she loved by her
father, the emptiness she suffered needed some sort of solace. A
stranger on a dark, cold night, holding her close, sparked her
imagination. She felt a wild abandon of her inhibitions.
Thankfully, the words she wanted to say didn’t slip out as they
whispered in her head. Kiss me.

For the longest time, Alexandra held on to
the stranger. The hardness of his body, the beat of his heart, and
the incredible allure she felt they shared, kept her spellbound.
His strong embrace overwhelmed her thought process.

 


She tipped her head back as she had before
when she gave thought to him kissing her. And as before, her hood
fell off. This time, instead of an abrupt parting or nervous
chatter, she rose on her toes to act on the whim.

The stranger responded. His mouth came down
on hers with both urgency and restraint. His skilled moves
conquered her initial awkwardness with a commanding gentleness.
Then he roamed from her mouth to her cheek, to her jaw, lavishing
her with tender brushes of his lips against her wet skin. She
warmed from his hands rubbing up and down her back, and his kiss
seared her insides. She squeezed her legs together against the
moist heat growing between her thighs.

Whether by his doing or coincidence, the tie
of her cloak came undone, and the garment folded away from her
neck. A scorching thrill of euphoria rushed through her veins as
his kisses traveled to her neck, just below her ear.

When his hat fell, it glanced off her
shoulder before landing on the ground. She lifted her head to see
him. He drew back only far enough that she felt the intensity of
his stare rather than see it. The dark continued to prevent her
from knowing his face. It didn’t matter. Beauty radiated from the
way he touched her. It fogged her head with fantasies of a dashing
hero saving her from her woes.

 


Then clarity reared. Alexandra snapped out of
her daydream, back to reality.

The hint of cigar smoke and the bitter
aftertaste of whiskey on the stranger’s breath reminded her of home
again. It horrified her that her true love, Shane McConway had
slipped her mind. She stiffened in the circle of the stranger’s
hold. Embarrassed by how easily she had become attracted to this
man, she pushed out of his embrace.

It wasn’t her fault she suffered loneliness.
She had longed to forget that her father had dismissed Shane from
their employ and had sent her to her Aunt Esther’s for an arranged
marriage. It was the reason for her hasty walk in a city she didn’t
know. Listening all day to her aunt’s chatter about a wedding was
what had driven Alexandra out of the house, and now, somehow into a
stranger’s arms.

Her thoughts returned to the stranger and the
imagined kiss. It left her dizzy with excitement. Then, as if
madness chased her, Alexandra ran blindly to the end of the
alley.


Chapter Two

 


 


 


 


Christian ran a hand over his face. The
sobering scene surprised him.

Too much cognac. Had it really dulled
his sense of decency? He had come so close to kissing the young
woman. Her grip on him both physical and emotional was surreal.

While he had no desire to succumb to the
charms of the overly willing ladies in the gentleman’s
establishment he was coming from after an afternoon of gambling and
drinking, something about the lost young lady’s fears touched him
in a way he hadn’t planned. For the first time in over a year, he
experienced an emotion other than depression.

He glanced up. The sleet had turned to snow.
It swirled heavier around him. Would it stick? October was early
for snowstorms. The chill of it on his face helped cool the pulse
inside him. Bending down to retrieve his hat on the ground, he
glanced in the direction the lady had ran. At the end of the alley,
under the streetlamp, she waited. His instant wish for her was to
run as fast and far from him as possible, and yet, how did he
ignore the unexpected longing to know her?

“I think I recognize where I am now,” she
said as he joined her.

Her voice didn’t have the same assuredness
her words did, and the moment he stepped toward her, she stopped
talking. He valued silence from most people. From her, he yearned
to hear the sweet lilt to her voice as she rambled.

“Tell me the address and I’ll walk you to
your door.” It was the least he could do after adding to her
anxiety. She had to know he had wanted to kiss her in the same way
he felt as if she wanted him to kiss her. It was why she ran from
him. He recognized fright from his own experiences with it.

“Thank you.” Her breathy exhale hinted at
relief. “I don’t know anyone in the city except for the Aunt I’m
visiting. She’s going to be dreadfully upset that I was not back
before dark. If not for money, I would probably not be here at all.
My father thought it best to change the circumstances of my
position after my mother died.”

“I’m sorry.” He empathized, knowing firsthand
the awful pain of losing a parent.

Once she told him the address, he turned her
in the opposite direction she faced.

“This way.” He took hold of her arm to keep
her from slipping again. He wasn’t surprised she didn’t object. She
seemed content to trust him.

Her energetic talking resumed. She had a lot
to say about the differences between New York, which she referred
to as the city, and Boston, which she described more countrified.
He’d been to Boston. It was not as small as she made it sound. But
then, he reminded himself, she did say she resided on the
outskirts.

The walk reminded him of the strolls he used
to take with his mother. She too was talkative, her voice always
expressing joy. He hadn’t heard that in a long while.

“...and the roads are so confusing here,” she
said as they came upon the address that she had given him.

He hadn’t really listened to what she had
talked about as much as he had focused on the sound of joy in her
voice. As they stood in front of a grand house on Prospect Avenue
in the Park Slope district, he realized he hadn’t thought once
about his own sorrows.

The young lady stepped onto the first stone
tread that led up to the stoop and the door opened almost
immediately. A thin woman emerged tugging a shawl tighter about her
shoulders.

He released his grip on the young lady’s arm
and stepped back.

“Heaven’s girl, where have you been?” The
woman hurried down the steps with an oil lamp shining brightly.
“You liked to have worried me to death, Alexandra.”

Christian saw the face of the young lady more
clearly in the glow of that light. Alexandra. Her name was
as beautiful as she was.

“Please, Aunt Esther. I was quite safe.”
Alexandra turned to him.

He tipped his head down, hiding his face from
her view.

“Who is that you’ve got with you?”
Alexandra’s aunt held the lamp higher.

“He’s a friend,” Alexandra answered. “He was
nice enough to walk me home when it got dark.”

Before either could ask his name, Christian
said “goodnight” and walked away.

“Wait,” Alexandra’s sweet voice beckoned.

He could not. They’d never see each other
again. It was better to sever what had been between them for that
unexpected, beautiful moment where they shared a kiss in his
imagination.

“Please,” Alexandra cried out, a slight hint
of anguish edged her voice.

Christian walked faster to get away.

“Alexandra, come back this instant,”
Alexandra’s aunt shouted.

Christian didn’t stop walking. At the
streetlamp, however, he glanced back. Alexandra stood halfway
between her aunt and him. Her features were now indistinguishable
in the night. He turned to go, but the sound of her running
footsteps stopped him. If she slipped and fell, he’d never forgive
himself for being a part of her getting hurt.

When she reached him, she grabbed his coat
sleeve? “Could you at least tell me your name?” She panted.

This time he didn’t hide his face from her
view. He braced himself for her reaction to the long scar running
down the side of his face. Her shock and disgust would surely put
an end to their brief acquaintance.

“I’m Alexandra. Won’t you at least tell me
your name? It would be nice to say I have one friend in this
city.”

Her beautiful gaze never drifted from his.
Instead of anything disturbing in her expression, her eyes
twinkled, and her smile warmed his soul.

“Christian,” he replied.

If not for his heart thumping in a wild
staccato against his ribs, he might have remembered his manners and
given his surname as well. But the chance passed, and he let it go
unsaid.

“I am very happy to make your acquaintance,
Christian.” Alexandra curtseyed slightly. “Thank you truly for
walking me home. I had no idea how far away I had wandered. The
next time I venture out I should not do so alone.”

Was she inviting him to be her escort? She
was beautiful, sweet, and seemed unrushed to be away from him.

“I hope we meet again one day,” she
added.

For several long, silent seconds, they stared
at each other. Her quietness gave him a chance to speak, and he
didn’t. He couldn’t. Alexandra’s winsome personality conflicted
with his withdrawn behavior.

“Well,” she paused. “I should go. Again,
thank you, Christian.”

Needing to touch her one last time, he
reached out and grasped her fingers. He wore no gloves and neither
did she. The impropriety of their touch was only one of a dozen
that had transpired between them that night. He lifted her hand and
bowed. Instead of air kissing her knuckles out of respect of her
unsheathed hands, he pressed his lips to her velvety cool skin.

The faint whispering sigh Alexandra let out
was an alluring sound. The urge to pull her into his embrace and
kiss her on the mouth, hovered in his thoughts. Except, just as it
had been wrong to think to do so the first time, it was wrong now,
especially with her aunt looking on.

His voice garroted by a disturbing overthrow
of forgotten emotions, “you’re welcome,” was all he could get
out.

Alexandra had seen his scar, and yet, she
looked at him as if it wasn’t there. Her dimpled smile and sparking
eyes seemed infused with adoration. He had trouble believing it was
as real as it appeared and decided her glow of happiness was
masking the pity she probably felt.

Letting go of her hand, Christian walked
away. He crossed the street to take another in the direction of his
home. He fought the anger—the pang of hate rising inside him.
Alexandra had made him forget his past, his pain, his overwhelming
despair, and he blamed her for it returning stronger than
before.

When he reached the corner that he needed to
turn down, he looked forward to escaping his thoughts. His foot hit
a patch of ice, he slipped just a bit, but not enough to make him
fall. In that pause, he looked back at the place where he had left
Alexandra standing under the lamppost. The angelic silhouette of
her was gone. Longing to see her one last time washed over his
anger and he let his gaze follow the path back to her aunt’s house.
He didn’t expect to see her. The snow had turned back into sleet,
wet and cold. But there she stood on the top step of the porch. Her
aunt was gone. No doubt, she had returned to the warmth of the
house.

Alexandra’s wave sent a ripple of happiness
through him that made him smile.

He lifted his hand, but before he had his arm
half-raised, he turned away and hurried between the buildings into
another alley to get out of Alexandra’s line of sight. He stopped
and leaned against a brick wall to catch his breath. His mother had
always said smoking would ruin his lungs. Tonight, it wasn’t that
vice that had him gasping for air.

His chest tightened from the unexpected
emotional connection he had made with Alexandra. The sweetness of
her captivated him. The generosity of her affections warmed him to
the core.

He wanted to believe it was all a natural
occurrence, but he had lived on skepticism for so long, he had to
be practical. Was Alexandra for real or was she playing him for a
fool? She had mentioned money was the reason for staying with her
aunt. Had she been putting on an act? He glanced down and ran a
hand over the front of his expensive, tailor-made coat with the
silk lining and ornate brass buttons. A respectable young lady
wouldn’t have clung to him as Alexandra had.

He didn’t know what con Alexandra played or
to what extent she had planned to take her plans, but he was glad
he hadn’t told her his full name. She’d never know how to find him
if her intent was to blackmail him for some trumped up charges of
accosting her in an alley.

Pushing away from the wall, Christian headed
for home. He had gone out of his way to take Alexandra to her aunt,
so it took him twice as long to get to his house a couple miles
away. The hour walk gave him time to think. He hadn’t done much of
that in a long while. Alexandra gave him pause to consider the
night’s events. Maybe he misjudged her motives. Maybe she was too
scared to think, and out of gratefulness, she thought she needed to
offer a kiss to repay him?

When they parted, she said she hoped to see
him again. It was hard not to suspect her words were merely a
kindness. Most people wanted something from him, and it wasn’t
friendship. While he didn’t want to live in fear of getting hurt,
he hadn’t found much reason to trust too many people.

By the time he got in his house, he decided
Alexandra’s actions were all in reaction to fear. He tossed his
coat and hat on the chair in his room and sat on his bed.

Determined not to think of Alexandra again,
he flopped back on his bed. “Never,” he muttered, even as his
thoughts returned to what it might have been like to kiss her.

The whiskey and walk had exhausted him.
Meeting Alexandra made it hard to relax. She had sought out his
kiss, didn’t she? He wasn’t mistaken that she rose on her toes to
encourage him.

Aggravated by the inability to forget
Alexandra, Christian got up. He paced his room and let objects
distract him. The book he had left on his desk was back on the
shelf. He knew the housekeeper had been in to clean by the
lingering fragrance of the perfume he gave her for a gift last
Christmas hung in the air. Some days her presence was forgettable,
some days irritating, as if she hovered over his every move.

Christian opened his balcony doors to rid the
room of the perfume. A light breeze brushed his cheek and reminded
him of Alexandra’s breathy pants of excitement. She had expressed a
passion he never wanted to forget. Closing his eyes, he undressed
for bed. He climbed beneath the covers and relaxed with that vivid
memory of his night, hoping to have Alexandra in his dreams.


Chapter Three

 


 


 


 


Alexandra had faced quite the inquisition the
night Christian walked her home several days earlier. Aunt Esther
had demanded to know, who he was. Where had they met? Who were his
family? Did they have money? Why hadn’t he brought her home in his
carriage or a hired coach?

When Alexandra couldn’t answer those
questions, her aunt hurled more at her. Where was she for so many
hours? What did she do? Who was she with? Did she spend it with
that man? If anyone found out, her name would be in ruins from the
scandal.

Alexandra never remembered feeling so trapped
by her family’s social proprieties than she had these past months.
The pressure had been the greatest from her father. He insisted she
marry a man she had never met. It was her own fault. When she
refused to return to boarding school, he told her he’d allow her to
stay home only if she agreed to marry a suitable man. Of course, to
her father that meant a man with a background like his own.
Alexandra thought she’d have time to find someone, and then she met
Shane.

He was young, handsome, and attentive to her
every whim. He was the man she wanted to marry. Only Shane McConway
didn’t have standing in their social circle, nor did he have a
penny to his name beyond his earnings taking care of their
stables.

When her father had found out about their
love affair, although they had not been truly intimate, her father
dismissed Shane from his employ. He forbade Alexandra from seeing
Shane again. To make matters worse, her father took it upon himself
to make a marriage arrangement for her to a man she didn’t
know.

Now as she sat at her vanity in front of the
mahogany oval mirror, she stared blindly at the movements of her
maid, Helen. In the reflection, she again recalled her Aunt
Esther’s interrogation after Christian had gone.

 


Alexandra rubbed the polished wood of the
banister. She couldn’t help thinking it would be fun to slide down.
Her railing at home was perfect for it.

“You know very well that your appointment
with your intended fiancé is in three days,” Aunt Esther said. “And
you will not get out of it. Your father sent you here to meet a
very well-to-do man, and that is just what you will do.”

“My father sent me here, so I’d no longer
see the man I love.” Alexandra snapped with a sputter.

Her heartache, greater than anyone could
imagine, filled her with anger. The sting of tears rushed to flow
as she thought of Shane McConway.

“He was a stable boy. Not a suitable beau
at all.” Her aunt reminded her. “He did not have the refinement
befitting your background. It was all well and good that your
father sent him packing. Besides, you are too young to know what is
best, and this boy—”

“Shane is a twenty-two-year-old man. Not a
boy.”

“If he were a man, he’d know his place.
You scarcely knew the boy for more than a few months.” Aunt Esther
shook her bony finger at Alexandra as if it might drum the facts
into her better.

“Man! Shane McConway is a man. And he
shall find me.” Alexandra declared with as much assuredness as she
could muster. “I will meet that Mr. Rutherford, but I will not
marry him. I shall tell him that the very moment I see him. I will
tell that to every man my father tries to arrange a marriage with.
I shall flat out say they are wasting their time.” Alexandra
mounted the stairs to the landing.

“You would not dare, Alexandra Marie
Sherwood. What kind of introduction would that be? Not a proper
one, I can say that much.” Aunt Esther scolded with the shrill
pitch that wheezed long after her words stopped coming out.

“It would be an honest one. He should have
every right to know that spending any time with me would be
inconsequential.” Alexandra ran the rest of the way up the stairs,
the thought of sliding down the banister forgotten.

 


If she wanted to live on her own, Alexandra
needed to make money. It was the root of her problems. She had no
desire to stay with her aunt. And her father would hound her
endlessly about marriage if she lived with him. He had already
threatened to cut off her finances if she married Shane. It left
her with only one option, making her own way in the world. That
meant seeking employment. She had hardly slept a wink all night as
she thought about what she might do. Nothing came to mind until
now, while watching Helen.

“How does one become a maid?” Alexandra
asked.

“Pardon, Miss?” Helen stepped back from
pinning up Alexandra’s long hair.

The girl wasn’t much older than she, or maybe
she was younger, Alexandra couldn’t tell, and asking wasn’t
important. Aunt Esther hired Helen when Alexandra came to the
house, so Alexandra didn’t know much about her and she didn’t need
to know much, neither the maid nor herself would be at the house
for very long.

Helen kept her brown hair bound tight to her
head. She wore the same drab style dress every day and seemed
efficient at her job. The last part was all Alexandra needed to
know of any servant. Helen did have one bad habit. She always
answered a question with a question as if her hearing wasn’t very
good.

Alexandra rose from the stool and went to her
armoire. “How did you get this position? You know, come to work
here?” She opened the gilded doors and sifted through the dresses.
Chiffon, lace, satin, and crinoline filled the cabinet to its
capacity. “These are all too fancy. Do I have nothing plain?” She
hadn’t cared about the trip, so when the housekeeper in her
father’s house packed her clothes, Alexandra hadn’t involved
herself. She had to admit, she would never have anticipated taking
a dress suitable as a maid’s attire either.

Alexandra opened a trunk and rummaged through
the clothes still unpacked. She found nothing as simple as the
dress Helen wore. “Tell me, how did you get this job?”

“From an advertisement in the newspaper,
Miss,” Helen replied meekly.

“No doubt in the Rutherford Observer,”
Alexandra commented glumly, knowing the owner of the paper was the
man her father wanted her to marry. “Please go get me one.”

“Miss?” Helen looked at her with a befuddled
expression.

“Newspaper. Get me a copy of the Rutherford
Observer, please,” Alexandra repeated.

Helen left the room and returned five minutes
later. “I found yesterday’s paper in the kitchen, miss.”

Alexandra took it and scanned the pages,
looking for advertisements. She stopped at one article that stood
out. “Would you look at this?”

“What is it, Miss?”

“A woman who fended off a mugger by sticking
him with her hatpin. Good for her.”

“A friend of mine had a lecherous masher try
to use chloroform on her. She kicked him in the shins with the heel
of her boot. That sent him yelling in pain.”

Alexandra moved on, skipping the articles,
and reading only the listings. She circled several and then looked
up. “I need a dress like yours, do you have another?”

Helen’s brown eyes widened. “Yes, miss, but
‘tis me only other one.”

“Can you get another? I mean if I give you
the money?”

“Yes, miss.”

“Good. Get me yours then, and I shall give
you money for you to buy a new one.”

Helen didn’t move.

“Now,” Alexandra ordered a little too
severely.

Helen flew out of the room. Ten minutes
later, she returned and handed Alexandra the dress.

“I do apologize for my harsh tone, Helen. My
circumstances have gotten the better of my manners.” Alexandra held
the dress up.

“’Tis all right, miss. Meeting your intended
today must be a fretful experience for you. Have you no idea what
he looks like?”

“No, nor do I care to know.” Alexandra
brought the dress against herself and looked in the mirror. “I
could pass for a servant, couldn’t I?”

“What are you intending to do, miss?”

From her purse on the vanity, Alexandra
retrieved the money for Helen.

“This is too much, miss.” Helen shook her
head, refusing to take the bills.

“So, buy two dresses or whatever you what.”
Alexandra forced the money into Helen’s hand. Then she lifted the
dress and held it up again. “You can go now.”

“Your hair, miss. I haven’t finished it.”
Helen reached for the comb on the vanity.

“I’ll do it.” Alexandra insisted.

“Yes, Miss.”

“And Helen?” Alexandra looked at the girl
through the reflection in the mirror. “Please don’t speak of this
to my aunt until I’m gone.”

“You’re going somewhere, miss? I thought your
appointment wasn’t until this afternoon?”

“My plans have changed, and I don’t want my
aunt knowing anything about them. That means no telling her
anything we’ve talked about.”

“No, of course not, miss.”

“Thank you.”

Once Helen left the room, Alexandra quickly
changed into the dark blue dress. It was a snug fit in the bodice
and hugged her hips like a layer of skin. She had trouble getting a
couple buttons to stay in place. A simple gold brooch of her
mother’s, from her cache of jewelry, fastened at the right spot did
the trick. It held the dress together beautifully.

Her hair flowed to her waist, and what Helen
hadn’t already pinned up, Alexandra gathered to her head. She
tugged, pulled, twisted, and coiled until she managed to fasten
every strand atop her head with pins from the silver dish that also
belonged to her mother. Curling wisps sprang loose at her temples,
but she didn’t have time for it to be perfect, nor should it be for
the position she was about to seek.

The first two listings of employment in the
newspaper for a servant were on familiar streets. Not too far from
her aunt’s house. The third listing was for a house in an area she
only heard about. If she went there, she’d need directions. It
wasn’t hard to decide on trying the closest places first. At least
she’d not get lost walking to either of them.

Alexandra took a small satchel and put
essentials in it on the chance she found a position right away.
Then quietly leaving the house so her aunt didn’t hear her, she
headed out.

Her hopes faded once she found both closer
positions already filled by eager morning job hunters. Tired from
walking, she hired a carriage to take her to the third house
farther away. It was the easiest way to find where it was as
well.

In front of the grand mansion, she considered
asking the carriage driver to wait. But decided it might appear she
didn’t need a position if she could afford to arrive in such
style.

Alexandra paid the driver and he left. She
walked up the brick paved path to the front door and knocked. Her
heart pounded. This was all new to her—seeking employment.
Apprehensive, yet excited, she crossed her fingers hoping she’d
obtain this position. Then when Shane found her, she’d have some
money for them to live on.

Since the other two positions that she didn’t
get were one of scullery maid and personal maid, this position felt
the most suitable. She didn’t know anything about cooking, nor did
she want to cater to someone’s needs so personally. Cleaning the
sleeping quarters of the residents would give her time to be alone
to think. It seemed as if fate had brought her to this door.

The bitter cold made her teeth chatter. It
caused her jaw to ache from the tension of trying to keep her mouth
still. She looked around at the other homes along the street. They
too had large yards and grand houses, a stark contrast to the
modest place in which her aunt lived.

The woman that answered her knock on the door
was very thin. Her face hung dry like death had befallen the house.
And when she said, “yes?” her features remained unchanged.

“I’m here about the job of chambermaid,”
Alexandra answered.

“Come in.” The woman led her into the
foyer.

Alexandra looked around at the wine-colored
walls and the large paintings hanging in gold-gilded frames. She
liked the largest one with the vase of flowers the most. As she
continued her perusal, her gaze stopped at the large staircase and
its impressive banister. Her father’s house didn’t have one nearly
as wide.

“Your references?” the woman asked.

“I don’t have any,” Alexandra replied,
turning to face the woman and the hand she held out.

The woman lifted one, thin silver gray
eyebrow. Her hard stare dropped from Alexandra’s face to
Alexandra’s attire as if to scrutinize every square inch of
her.

“What experience do you have?” the woman
croaked in a disagreeable tone.

“None.”

The woman’s frown deepened. “Not suitable.”
Her voice cracked like a whip, too quick, too sharp.

Alexandra took immediate offense. “Not
suitable? But I can learn.” Alexandra challenged.

“I have no time to train a young girl.” The
woman advanced, ushering her toward the door.

“How in the world does one learn if one is
never given the opportunity?” Alexandra argued.

“That is not my concern.”

“I should at least be given a chance.”
Alexandra demanded, vexed by the woman’s ill-mannered dismissal of
her. “It’s not right that you don’t give me a try.”

“Leave before I send for the authorities.”
The woman came closer. “You’re not wanted here.”

“I demand you give me the opportunity to
prove myself.” Alexandra not only felt angry by the dismissal, but
desperate. If she didn’t gain employment that morning, she could
very well find herself betrothed by the afternoon.

“Whatever is going on down there, Martha?” A
man’s voice booming from above drew Alexandra’s attention to the
top of the staircase. The glow of the electric chandelier’s many
lights made it impossible to make out the person that spoke.

“Nothing to concern yourself with, sir.”

“She’s come about the job?” he asked.

“Yes, sir. But she has no references, nor
manners, sir,” Martha answered.

“Hire her.”

“But sir, she doesn’t know anything. Your
Uncle’s instructions were to retain someone with experience.”

“I won’t argue this.” The man’s loud tone
suggested he and the woman often butted heads.

“But sir—”

“Hire her.” His tone made his anger
clear.

Alexandra was thankful she didn’t have to
argue with him to get the job. She had experienced her aunt’s
tirades with the servants. What she had never heard was anyone as
forceful as the man upstairs.

“Thank you,” Alexandra called up to him,
hoping never to get on his bad side.

Without reply, he disappeared from her
partial view.

Alexandra couldn’t help but smile from her
victory. She turned her attention back to Martha and her not at all
pleased expression.

“We’ll just see if you stay after I have a
talk with his uncle.” Martha’s smirk and words deflated Alexandra’s
confidence at having secured the position.

Alexandra’s hopes now hung on what the man’s
uncle had to say on the matter. If Martha had as much influence as
she purported, it was quite possible the gentleman upstairs would
be overruled. Alexandra decided her only chance now was to learn
what she needed to know before anyone could change their minds.

The door opening behind her sent a whorl of
cold air into the foyer. It gave cause for even the staunch Martha
to shiver. A middle-aged man with a dour expression breezed through
the doorway carrying a bulging worn leather satchel and a small
brown paper sack.

“Blasted bakery can’t ever get anything
right.” He grumbled thrusting the bag at Martha. “I asked for a
blueberry pastry and just look at what that silly girl gave
me.”

Alexandra widened her eyes, curious, and
disappointed Martha didn’t even look to see what the sack held.

“Well, if you’d just let Dora do all the
baking of your sweets, you would get it right every time, Mr.
Rutherford.” Martha took his coat as he shucked it off.

Mr. Rutherford? Alarm bells went off
in Alexandra.

Rutherford was the name of the man her father
wanted her to marry. Her father wouldn’t, couldn’t be so cruel to
make her marry a man three times her age.

“And who do we have here?” He looked at
Alexandra as if she had popped out of thin air.

“Are you the owner of the Rutherford
Observer?” she asked, dreading the answer.

“That’s right. And you are?”

Alexandra had already thought to use a
fictitious name so her family couldn’t find her. Now it appeared to
be imperative to keep her identity a secret.

“Well, girl, speak up,” Martha’s sharp tone
made Alexandra jump.

“Alexandra Sh...Sherry,” Alexandra blurted,
slow to devise a proper fake name.

Although, her first name may be common or
not, there was no reason for him to suspect she was his mystery
bride Alexandra Sherwood.

“The girl is here about the position we
needed to fill after poor Irene couldn’t handle the job. You know,
after your nephew flew into a rage when he found her in his room.”
Martha eyed Alexandra with a warning glare.

“Yes. I did try to have a talk with him about
that. He’s got to stop chasing off our help.” Mr. Rutherford picked
up his briefcase from the floor and looked at Alexandra. “I was
hoping for someone older, more experienced.”

“The man upstairs said I was hired,”
Alexandra interjected, unwilling to leave without a fight.

“You, young lady, shall be quiet unless
spoken to.” Martha snarled at her like a dog who wasn’t about to
give up her bone.

“The man upstairs?” Mr. Rutherford turned to
Martha.

“I didn’t want to hire her, sir. But your
nephew insisted.”

“He insisted?” Mr. Rutherford glanced up the
stairs, then at Alexandra. He looked her up and down. For a few
seconds, he stared into her eyes. He walked around her, inspecting
her from all angles, she assumed. “Alexandra, is it?” His gaze
again lingered on her face.

“Yes, sir?” She smiled, hoping Mr. Rutherford
wasn’t about to overrule his nephew, even though everything in her
told her to get out before they found out who she really was.

“Martha shall explain all you need to do. My
nephew can be a little temperamental. Just keep out of his way if
possible and you shouldn’t have anything to worry about.”

“Thank you, Mr. Rutherford.” Alexandra
smiled. While her father might have gone a bit too far in arranging
a marriage with a man much older than herself, at least he saw Mr.
Rutherford was a reasonable man.

Martha regarded her with displeasure. “Well,
let’s show you to your room, and then get you started on your
chores. I do hope you are as quick to learn as you say you are. I
run a smooth household. I won’t stand for anyone who is
shillyshallying about the place. All my instructions will be clear.
I don’t want to hear a single word about not knowing how to do
something.”

Alexandra climbed the stairs. She glanced
back at Mr. Rutherford standing in the doorway to a room off to the
side. He watched her with a pensive gaze. Did he want to change his
mind? He took a step forward. Alexandra didn’t want to leave yet,
so she hurried to stay close to Martha and followed her through a
door and upstairs to a third floor. Out of sight of Mr. Rutherford,
she took a relieved breath.

“This is your room,” Martha explained. “I
expect it to be kept as clean as the other rooms you will tend
to.”

Alexandra stepped into the small, square
room. It was a plain white room, unimpressive compared to the rich
coloring of the furnishings in the rooms below. With only enough
space for the bed, the dresser, and a nightstand, the space felt
confining. On the wall over the dresser hung a tiny oval mirror not
much bigger than her face, and above the headboard of the bed hung
a pretty painting of a rose garden. It was the only item in the
room with any color.

“Let’s get going.” Martha rushed her. “You
can unpack later.”

Alexandra laid her cape, gloves, and hat on
the pristine white cover on the bed. Alongside them, she placed her
satchel with her belongings. Following the aging Martha back down
the stairs to the second floor, she listened to Martha’s
instructions.

“Your job will be to keep the upstairs clean.
Everything is to be always spotless, even the spare rooms. We never
know when Mr. Rutherford might have an overnight guest.”

“Does he have guests often?” Alexandra asked
wondering how busy the house might be. Her and her father rarely
had guests. On occasion he invited a business associate to lunch.
But she couldn’t recall the last time anyone spent the night in her
father’s home.

“No,” Martha replied without elaboration. She
walked down the hallway, stopped, and pointed at door at the end.
“That is Mr. Rutherford’s room. The room next to it is off-limits.
No one goes in there and neither shall you.” She turned and nodded
toward the other end of the hallway. “Mr. Rutherford’s nephew
occupies that room. You are never to go in it. I personally see to
the cleaning in there. As for the other rooms, dust them every day
and don’t rearrange anything in them. It makes it easier for me to
tell if something is missing.”

Missing.

Alexandra knew Martha meant stolen. It was
not hard to guess who she’d suspect if anything did vanish.

“What’s wrong with him?” Alexandra nodded
toward the nephew’s closed door.

“Never you mind about him.

“Is he mad?” It seemed best to have facts
instead of speculating.

“He’s a troubled man,” Martha replied. “He
keeps to himself. If you should see him out of his room, you are to
leave him be. Do not speak to him and most certainly do not gawk.
Remember, he’s the one that made it possible for you to have this
job.”

“Why would I gawk?” It sounded a strange
thing to say, and Alexandra immediately pictured him deformed,
maybe hunchbacked.

Martha touched knickknacks on tables as she
walked, pushing them a little to the right or a smidge to the
left.

“He had an accident. It left a hideous scar
on his face. He doesn’t like anyone looking at him. Like I said, do
not talk to him. Keep your eyes down. Should he ask for anything,
though he rarely does, you are to come tell me.”

“What if he wants me to do something
immediately, like take a tray from his room. Won’t he think it
impertinent that I tell him I’ll go get you.” Alexandra played the
innocent to get on the woman’s nerves. She didn’t like Martha, and
if Alexandra could make the woman’s job harder, she’d take the
opportunity.

Martha made a sound of annoyance and didn’t
answer.

Alexandra thought of the man’s deformity. She
looked at the scar on her own hand. A small white line remained
from where her cat scratched deep into her skin when a dog
frightened it. It seemed an insignificant mark. Could a man be so
vain to worry what others thought of a scar on his face? Shane had
a scar on his chin. She always thought it was cute. And the man
that had walked her home—Christian had a scar that cut through his
right eyebrow, jumped to his upper cheek, and trailed all the way
to his jaw. She thought it made him look rather dashing and
enigmatic, not hideous. Of course, the fact he was a stranger would
also explain why she thought of him as mysterious.

Full of curiosity, Alexandra refused to let
the manner drop. “Is that why Irene left? She couldn’t stand to
look at him and he attacked her?”

Martha gave her a stern look. “There’ll be no
gossiping in this house.”

Maybe Martha didn’t want there to be gossip,
but Alexandra was sure others in the house might have had a
different view on the matter. The more Alexandra thought about it,
the more she wanted to see Mr. Rutherford’s nephew. She’d judge his
appearance for herself. Martha’s opinion wasn’t to be trusted.

Martha left her shortly after the brief, but
often repeated speech about keeping all the rooms cleaned even the
ones they didn’t use. The chores seemed almost too simple to think
anyone would need much instruction on them.

Alexandra moved about Mr. Rutherford’s room
slowly, examining items of interest. He was the man she could have
been the wife of and the very things she cleaned could have
belonged to her. She had to laugh at the irony–her, living in the
house she’d run off to avoid living in.


Chapter Four

 


 


 


 


Christian paced in his room for over a half
an hour, concerned, confused, and intrigued. How had Alexandra
found her way to his house? The advertisement his uncle put in
their paper for a new chambermaid hadn’t specified their name. For
that matter, he hadn’t told Alexandra his surname.

Maybe she followed me. Christian shook
his head, knowing that was ridiculous. He would have noticed, and
how would Alexandra know to come asking about the chambermaid
position?

Irene hadn’t been gone long. Might she have
spread the word? No. He had frightened her. He didn’t see her
recommending the position to anybody, rather instead warning them
to stay away from the mad man that attacked her. He hadn’t meant to
frighten her, nor had he intended to scare any of the others before
her. If they heeded their instructions from Martha and stayed out
of his room, none of them would have suffered his wrath.

What of Alexandra? Could he control his rage
around her? His best defense was to keep his distance from her. He
wanted her to have this job. She had said she moved to New York
from Boston because of money. She didn’t have to mean by marrying
well as he had assumed. Moreover, she’d naturally seek employment
if none were to be had at the house her aunt worked in.

When he had first heard her voice in the
foyer, he had thought he had gone mad. Her image filled his
thoughts day and night. She was a divine angel that had rescued him
from his nightmares. When he heard Martha try to turn her out of
the house, he didn’t have time to think. He reacted.

Even though Alexandra looked up from the
foyer, she had shown no recognition of him. Was it by her choice or
had she truly not known him? Then he thought of the distance, the
lighting, the dimness of the upstairs. It was possible she had seen
him as nothing more than a shadowy figure.

At the sound of humming in the hall,
Christian went to his door. He eased it open a crack to see
Alexandra setting a cleaning bucket on the floor. She picked up a
small silver dish on the table and examined it.

Did she think to steal it? Martha wouldn’t
stand for it. Of all the servants to be let go, one of them wasn’t
his fault. The girl purposely fell for one of Martha’s traps at
leaving money lying about.

He watched Alexandra move toward the railing
and look below. Did she hear someone coming?

When she sat the dish back on the table, it
relieved him. The value of the object meant nothing. She could have
it if she wanted it. But if Martha or her uncle caught her
stealing, they’d dismiss her immediately. He didn’t want that.

Christian closed his door and leaned against
it. No one had grabbed his attention as Alexandra had in a long
while. Enchanted by her beauty and intrigued by her vivacious
spirit, Christian longed to reconnect to her. He admired the
impulsiveness to her manner. What woman, but one with a wildly free
soul would wander unknown streets alone at night? In the alley, she
had accepted his help as if she reveled in adventure. He envied her
cheerfulness and the smile she gave easily. Those simple things
came hard for him.

He opened the door again to spy on Alexandra.
When she emerged from one of the spare rooms, she returned her
cleaning supplies to the closet. She stopped at the same table and
picked up the silver dish. Running her finger around the rim, she
seemed more mesmerized by it than she appeared to debate taking it.
As near as he recalled, the silver dish shaped like a leaf was an
ordinary thing with no markings or engravings. What fascinated her
about the knick-knack?

Take it quick, before someone sees.

He wanted her to have it.

Put it in your skirt pocket and hide it in
your room.

He’d take the blame if Martha noticed it
gone.

Without warning, Alexandra surprised him by
spinning to face his door. Quickly, he eased it shut. Did she know
or sense he watched her? He turned the key in the lock to keep her
from entering. Waiting was hard. It was his house, and yet, he
stood afraid if she saw him in better lighting, she’d leave. He
couldn’t have her running away in horror. Martha’s constant
reminder that the scar was ugly kept him from looking in a mirror
to judge for himself.

Christian heard the clack of Alexandra’s
shoes on the stairs leading to the third floor. He unlocked his
door and looked out. The dish she had admired was back in place on
the table. Of course, if she thought he was watching, she’d not
take it.

At the sound of her coming back down the
stairs, he shut his door.

When the sound stopped, he looked out again.
He studied her perusal of the railing. He had grown up sliding down
the banister. Did the idea cross her mind? When she floated down
the staircase in a quiet, mature fashion, it saddened him. Did she
also feel too old to do the things she loved when she was a child?
He longed for those days of his innocence when he was happy and
carefree. That time seemed so far removed from his life today.

Christian stepped out of his room. He looked
over the railing and watched Alexandra disappear beneath the stairs
heading for the kitchen. He ran his hand over the banister, tempted
to slide down it. He almost let out a laugh at the thought.
Alexandra was the reason for that sliver of happiness, and he
suddenly blamed her for giving him a glimmer of hope when he knew
there was nothing for him to be happy about.

 


In the kitchen, Alexandra found Martha and no
one else.

“You are to use the back staircase to come
down to the kitchen, or to leave the house on your day off.”
Martha’s temperament hadn’t changed. “Servants aren’t to use the
main staircase.”

It wasn’t anything Alexandra had given
thought to. Both her father’s house and her aunt’s house had only
one staircase. Servants were to be unobtrusive in their employer’s
lives and that was why she hadn’t come downstairs until she heard
Mr. Rutherford leave the house. She had no doubt he was on his way
to the appointment to meet her—his future bride that wasn’t going
to show up. Would he be surprised? Angry? He didn’t seem to be an
unreasonable man, given he hired her because his nephew wanted it.
Maybe he would have understood her dilemma and broken the
engagement her father and Mr. Rutherford had arranged by proxy.

“Are you listening to me?” Martha’s croaky
tone pulled Alexandra out of her thoughts.

“No one saw me. I waited until Mr. Rutherford
left the house.” Alexandra explained.

Martha let out one of her grunts of
irritation. “The cook, Dora, left you a sandwich in the icebox. She
only works a half day on Wednesdays, so you’ll have to eat what she
leaves for lunch and then you are on your own for supper. Have you
finished
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