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Prologue
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Cornwall, 1846

“The house is cursed,” my mother said.

We stood at the edge of the circular gravel drive that led from the long approach to the house, walled in by beeches and rhododendron bushes, confronting for the first time Gravesend Hall. Stark white, square and unrelenting, with blank staring windows and sharply peaked gables, to my youthful eyes it was a building of grandeur unrelieved by beauty. Our new home.

“Why must we live here, then?” I demanded. I was nine years old.

My mother’s lips compressed. She seemed often to have to make an effort to keep her temper with me. She was still pretty, with glossy dark hair smoothed back under a net, and her dark eyes were not yet strained and tired as they would become during our time at Gravesend. The wind plucked at our skirts and wrapped itself coldly around my legs. It was autumn, a clear day of crystalline blue sky and red and gold leaves in the wood that formed a burnished backdrop to the white stone mansion that was to become our home.

“You know perfectly well why we’ve come to Gravesend,” she said. “With your father dead and my family not acknowledging our existence, we’ve no choice but to make our way in the world as best we can. Being housekeeper at Gravesend is an extraordinary opportunity.” Her voice was emphatic, and I now realize, looking back from the remove of more than two decades, that she was attempting to convince herself of our good fortune as much as me. I have sometimes wondered why she did not secure our future by marrying again, but perhaps my father—whom she rarely spoke of—had been so dear to her that the idea of remarriage was repellent.

Now she looked down at me and frowned. I must have made an untidy sight, for we had walked the two miles from the railway station, and the brisk autumn breeze had made free with my hair, which was so thick and curly that it needed little encouragement to fly into disorder. She extracted a comb from her valise and set about the oft-repeated task of making me presentable.

“Why is the house cursed?” I asked.

I half expected her to tell me to hold my tongue, but perhaps she was not entirely unwilling to delay our arrival long enough to tell the tale. With only a slight hesitation she took up the story.

“Many years ago,” she said, as she tugged the comb through my hair, “back in the days of Queen Anne it was, the first Lord Telford, who had just been given the barony, decided to build himself a fine new home suitable to his new rank. Lord Telford chose this spot for the house, less than two miles from the sea but with the loveliest gentle parkland surrounding it.”

My mother’s voice had softened as she settled into the telling of the tale, distracted from worry about the new position, about my being presentable. Too often mother’s voice was stern, and furrows were drawn in her brow. There was little chance for her to rest; I always thought of her on her feet, directing me or other servants. But for the moment she seemed content to tell me the story.

“What was Lord Telford like?” I asked.

“Oh—young. Young and full of dreams.” Her voice had sharpened again, I noted sadly. Why did she disapprove of him so, this young man she had never known? “He was but newly married, and he swore to his bride that their new home would be of a magnificence worthy of her. He consulted her on everything—the scheme of the rooms, the fabrics of the hangings, the furnishings to be crafted especially for their fine new hall. Even the color of the very stone itself was chosen with his bride in mind. Lord Telford let it be known that the white limestone was shipped in because it was as fair as his beloved’s skin, and the mahogany of the doors and casements was as dark as her beautiful hair. And look there.” Turning me by the shoulders, she nodded in the direction of the roof. Though she was in circumstances much reduced from those in which she had started life, my mother never forgot herself so far as to commit the solecism of pointing. “Do you see the leaded glass in the gable windows?”

I nodded. Even from this distance, I could see that there were colored panes in the high narrow windows. “It’s blue,” I said.

“The blue of forget-me-nots, and the very color of young Lady Telford’s eyes, it is said.” For a moment she was silent, and I shifted my weight restlessly. This story was not as interesting as I had expected it to be. I dug the toe of one scuffed shoe into the gravel, and the noise brought her to herself. “Be still, Clara,” she said. “Those shoes must last you another winter at least.”

“What about the curse?” I pressed her.

For a moment sadness flitted across her eyes. “The young baron died,” she said. “Quite suddenly, and without having made any provision at all for his bride. The title, the lands, the hall itself all passed to his younger brother. And this brother did not care for the pretty young widow, indeed he did not. He made it plain that he did not trust her—even went so far as to suggest that she had taken a hand in her husband’s death. And so instead of settling any portion of the estate on her, he bade her leave Gravesend Hall before another moon had turned.”

“But it was her home,” I said, stricken at the injustice of it.

My mother’s nod was grim. “What is more, it was her husband’s token of his love for her. She protested that every stick and stone of the hall spoke of her bond to her husband, and that it would be sacrilege for anyone to oust her from it. It’s said that she pleaded on her knees to be permitted to stay in the home that was all she had left of her husband. ‘Grant me but one wing of the house,’ she begged. ‘One room. I shall not disturb you further; only let me live out my life here in the home built by my husband’s love. It would be a noble gesture.’

“They say the new Lord Telford laughed in her face. ‘’Twould be a foolhardiness, more like,’ he told her. ‘I’d not sleep sound in my bed knowing you were about, scheming to make an end to me as you did my brother. Begone, beldame, and let me not see your face more.’”

“I hope she refused to leave,” I exclaimed. “I hope she spat in his face and—and—” But confronted with my mother’s grave, steady gaze, I contained my indignation. No such satisfying ending to the story would fit with what she had told me already. “The curse,” I said slowly. “It was the widow’s doing?”

“It was indeed. And such a curse! ‘For a house you have ruined me,’ she told the heir, ‘and the house shall be your ruin in turn. Live here you may, but you shall never know a day of peace within these walls. You, your kin, and your heirs are doomed to know the same fate that you have meted me: you shall lose what you love the most.”

I shivered and drew the thin fabric of my cloak more closely around my shoulders, even though the clear autumn sunshine lay warm upon my back. “And did they?”

“Oh, yes. The new master of Gravesend was restless in his magnificent new home. He was certain that the widow knew of secret ways of creeping into the house and that she shadowed him, always watching him, always wishing his doom upon him. Even after the lady made an end of herself—”

“What!”

A gentle sigh. “Yes, the poor creature committed that worst sin. One day she contrived to make her way into the house that should have been hers; bribed a servant, it is said, so that she might have one last look at the rooms that had been crafted with her delight as their purpose. When word reached the baron of this, he had her flushed from the house and pursued. She fled toward the wood and into the folly—”

“What is that?”

“A false ruin, another of the first baron’s caprices. We cannot see it from here. If you wish me to continue, Clara, you mustn’t interrupt.”

“I’m sorry,” I said quickly, afraid she would stop. “What happened to the lady?”

“The new baron’s servants chased her to the folly, and she climbed all the way to the top of the tower. When the baron arrived to remonstrate with her, she said nothing—but flung herself from the tower.”

Aghast, I stared with new dread at the house. I could imagine the widow, her beauty blighted by despair, her once dark hair streaked with white and tossed by the wind as she stepped up to the edge of the tower and leapt to her death.

“But even so, the new Lord Telford did not know peace,” my mother continued. “He was convinced that, even though he had watched the lady die, she nonetheless roamed the manor, seeking to destroy him. He walked the halls every night, and his health began to fail. Finally his eccentricities grew so pronounced that his relatives had him removed from Gravesend to a quiet place of seclusion where his ravings would disturb no one.”

“That means he didn’t have Gravesend after all,” I said triumphantly. “He lost it, just as the widow said.”

“So he did.” My mother picked up her valise again and took my hand. “Come, Clara, we mustn’t dawdle here any longer; we shall be seen.”

Our footsteps crunched over the gravel as we resumed our progress toward our new home, whose chilly white walls looked no less forbidding than before. “The curse should have ended then,” I pointed out.

“Ah, but curses are not so easily done with,” she told me. “The widow decreed that the baron’s kin and heirs should also suffer. And so it came to pass that each resident of Gravesend sooner or later lost that thing that was dearest to them. The third Lord Telford, a brilliant athlete who was never happier than on horseback, was paralyzed in a terrible accident and never sat a horse again. An heir with a scholarly bent who knew no greater joy than when among his books was blinded one night in a fire that also destroyed his library.” Reciting these horrors, my mother’s voice was still calm, and that, if anything, made them more alarming. Were these such commonplace occurrences in this place we were to call home? She continued, “The beautiful Lady Alys was the toast of three counties until her maid ran mad and attacked her with scissors, leaving her face a scarred ruin.”

“I don’t want to live here,” I burst out. “What will happen to us?” Then a comforting thought occurred to me. “We are not related to the family, though. We are safe—aren’t we?”

My mother’s smile was almost too hard and grim to deserve the name. “Gravesend’s curse does not always make such fine distinctions,” she said. “Innocent guests under this roof have been said to meet their doom here as well. You would do well to gather your courage and be on your guard, Clara. This house will take from you what you most treasure.”

“From me? Are you not frightened, Mother?”

Suddenly her eyes looked like those of an old, old woman, someone who had seen more sorrow than I could ever guess at. “I am not frightened, no.” Her voice was so low that I had to strain to hear her. “I have grown accustomed to having what I love taken from me.” Then, as if coming to herself, she gave me a very different smile: warm, bright, reassuring. “But you are young, and even curses must sleep. Come, don’t be frightened. Let us show Gravesend that a curse is no match for women of independent spirit.”

Only later would I reflect that this resolve sorted oddly with what she had said before and realize that my mother was simply trying to assuage her young child’s fears. She had truly meant me to fear Gravesend, to prepare myself for what it might deal to me, so that the doom when it fell would hurt that much the less.

Neither of us could have predicted what form that doom would take, or when the sword would fall. And it was only when I was tasting a happiness that I had never known before, when my future seemed cast in the golden radiance of hopeful love, that those fateful words came true. This house will take from you what you most treasure. My mother had spoken truly—but she could not have known that this treasure would be no less than a man’s life.
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London, 1873

He was not a ghost. I was certain of it.

Very nearly certain, at least. The clean strong planes of his face were Richard’s, and the arresting pale blue eyes. The fine-boned hand that had swept his high silk hat from his head as soon as I opened the dressing-room door. The cap of bright chestnut hair that gleamed in the light of the gas lamp. And the quick painful bound my heart gave at my first glimpse of the tall, broad-shouldered figure, even before I looked into his face: all of this cried Richard, Richard.

But he could not be Richard, for Richard was dead.

“I beg your pardon,” he said, and the familiar warm, rich voice was another knife in my vitals. “The doorman—Harris, is it?—told me that this was Miss Ingram’s dressing room.”

“She’ll not be here for another half hour yet,” I said shortly. I knew him now, and the bitter knowledge that he still lived when Richard did not brought a hot rush of anger to my heart. “You may return then, if you like.”

Those disconcertingly pale eyes were gazing at me with such intentness that a cowardly impulse urged me to shut the door on him and blot out that scrutiny. Had he recognized me? Or had the more than eighteen years since our last meeting aged me to the point that he did not know me? Eighteen hard years they had been, and perhaps I had indeed changed that dramatically. And for that, too, I resented this visitor’s presence. It was his family that had wrought the destructive change in my life.

Not just the family, whispered the cold voice of memory. The curse.

But he was speaking again. “In point of fact, it isn’t Miss Ingram I came to see.” He seemed to hesitate. “Am I correct in thinking that you’re Mrs. Graves?”

“You are,” I said. After so many years of owning to it, the alias was almost natural, but under that bright gaze I felt ashamed of the pretext, necessity though it was. But what could he want of me—the me that was masquerading as Mrs. Graves? “How can I help you?” I asked.

The lack of warmth or welcome in my voice did not deter him. “I’m Atticus Blackwood,” he said unnecessarily. “My father is Edgar Blackwood, Baron Telford. Perhaps I might come in and tell you my business?”

Grudgingly I moved aside, permitting him to enter. I noticed the pale blue eyes taking in the dressing room, and for a moment I saw it as he must have seen it: the walls and furnishings of a soft salmon pink, the graceful feminine touches of pastel-hued prints and cushioned divan, the skirted dressing table with enormous gilt-edged mirror—all selected to create a setting that would frame its exquisite tenant as perfectly as the great seashell did Botticelli’s Venus. But I was not the resident goddess, merely a functionary, and the feminine elegance of the room was at odds with my stark and stern appearance. My own domain could be glimpsed through the door opposite, which stood open just enough to offer a glimpse of the sewing machine.

A glance in the dressing-table mirror reassured me that I was tidy enough. My springy hair was subdued in a netted chignon, and my black bombazine dress, though unfashionable and severe in its cut, was free of the clinging stray threads and scraps that I seemed always to trail after me. Not that I felt any desire to impress my visitor, but I would have hated for him to see me at a disadvantage. His family had not robbed me of my dignity, whatever else they had taken.

At a nod from me, he took a seat on the divan, resting one hand on an ebony walking stick as he did so, and my eyes automatically went to his right foot. Possibly a stranger might not have recognized at once the deformity, so skillfully did he disguise it with a specially constructed boot, and his gait had seemed scarcely affected at all when he entered the room, but I remembered the brace he had worn in the earliest years I had known him, and how grotesquely he had lurched after Richard, unable to keep up.

He noted the direction of my gaze, and I quickly averted my eyes. It was not merely rude but quite improper for me to eye a man’s limbs. When I had known him before I was a bold, reckless girl who thought little of such proprieties—but time had taught me the danger of that. “What business brings you to me, Mr. Blackwood?” I inquired. “Are you perhaps seeking a modiste for your wife?” If he had not recognized me, I would not help him to do so.

A faint, wry smile touched his mouth. It was a handsomely modeled mouth, I observed with some surprise. But of course—it was Richard’s mouth. Strange, though, that every feature that had been handsome and distinctive on Richard had always seemed drab and homely on his twin brother. Identical though the two might have been in most ways, Richard had always been the one who took one’s breath away, dazzling and reckless and athletic; Atticus had been the wan figure in the background. To realize now that the difference had never been in their physical appearance but in their personalities was something of a shock.

“My wife,” he said, “is indeed the reason for my calling on you, but not in the way you suggest. I believe that you were once in my family’s employ, were you not, under the name Crofton?” I nodded shortly. “I gather you’ve been married and widowed since that time.”

“Neither,” I said, more shortly still. “When I took employment with Miss Ingram and began traveling with her troupe, I found that it wasn’t prudent to be known as an unmarried female. Becoming a widow has afforded some protection.”

The intent scrutiny relaxed. “Ah, yes, I see. Some men will refrain from making unwanted advances if the object of their interest is cloaked in the solemnity of bereavement. It’s unfortunate that you were forced into such a deception, but I salute the wisdom of it.” The smile again, more relaxed and cordial now. “I must admit, though, that your alias substantially delayed my discovering your whereabouts. I’ve been searching for you for quite some time now.”

“Indeed?” The thought made me uneasy. What further ill fortune was this family to visit upon me? My wariness must have shown in my face, for he was quick to reassure me.

“Don’t be alarmed, Miss Crofton—or do you prefer Mrs. Graves?”

“If you please,” I said, wondering if he had guessed that I had chosen the name for its similarity to the only place where I had known happiness... the same place that had destroyed it.

“Mrs. Graves, then. I’ve come with a proposition that I hope you will profit from.” The pleasant richness of his voice wrapped around me like cashmere, disorienting me; it was Richard who had spoken like this, so that every word sounded like an endearment. Atlas—for that was the mocking nickname Richard had given his brother—had spoken rarely, and then almost inaudibly. The years had lent him eloquence and assurance, and I found myself resenting him for it. These things had been Richard’s birthright; it was unjust that they should now have passed into the keeping of his unworthy sibling. If Fortune had been compelled to obliterate one of the Blackwood brothers, why could it not have been this one?

I ought to have been shocked at myself for so ruthless a thought. But it was not, I admit, a new one. In the terrible days and weeks after the news of Richard’s death had reached me, I had thought it sometimes: Why Richard and not Atlas? Why take the paragon and leave the ruin?

“Pray go on,” I said, to stem the tide of bitter thoughts.

He folded his hands on the ivory handle of his walking stick. It was carved in the shape of a globe, and I wondered with a start if he somehow knew of the nickname Richard had given him. “My father is dying,” he said bluntly. “He suffered a stroke some months ago and is not rallying as he should. The doctors believe he has little chance of seeing out the year.”

I could not say I was sorry. Lord Telford had permitted his wife to throw me out of his house and into a world I was unprepared to navigate alone.

He continued, “In recent years my father has been much concerned with the future of the Telford title. In particular, it distresses him that I haven’t married. He professes to be aware of the quite reasonable objections a suitable young lady might make to my deformity—and the very real possibility that it might be passed down to our children—but he’s unaware of the other consideration that has prevented my marrying: the family curse, as it’s known.”

“You sound as if you do not believe in the curse,” I said, curious in spite of myself.

He shrugged, and I noticed again the breadth of his shoulders; I had remembered him as a spindly youth, but perhaps my memory of him had been colored by dislike, either mine or Richard’s. Or perhaps he had a tailor as clever as his cobbler. “My belief in it is immaterial,” he said. “It’s the fact that all of the marriageable ladies in my circle believe in it that presents the difficulty. And hence I come to you.”

“How do I come into the matter?” I said, startled. “I’m not acquainted with any eligible young ladies to introduce to you, if that is your hope.”

“This is my proposition.” His blue eyes, icily pale, were once again disconcerting me with their intentness. “I’d like to ease my father’s last few weeks or months of life by bringing a bride to Gravesend. If you will consent to be that bride, for as long as my father lives, I’ll settle on you a sufficient income to keep you in comfort the rest of your days.”

This effectively robbed me of speech, it was so unexpected, and perhaps to give me time to collect myself he continued, as calmly as if he had not just proposed marriage to me.

“My father’s condition is so pitiable that I cannot imagine the term shall be very long. Perhaps we might extend it by a few weeks after his death, so as to forestall the worst gossip—although of course there will be talk. We may wish to spread word that your own health is delicate, so that when you depart from Gravesend to a healthier climate it won’t come as a complete surprise.”

Finding my tongue, I said, “Your father would be disappointed that you chose a bride too old to give you children. You would do much better to find a younger, ah, confederate for this scheme.”

His gaze swept over me from head to foot, with a casual appraisal so like Richard’s that I swallowed hard. “I think that in less severe garb than your widow’s weeds, you’ll look not much older than you were when you were put out of the house.”

He had said it—voiced the great awkward unacknowledged fact of our acquaintance. And now that he had done so, I had a clue to help me toward an explanation for this bizarre visit.

“Are you attempting to make amends to me?” I asked. “Is that why I am the one you approached?”

“You are assuming that I haven’t already approached and been rejected by other choices,” he said, with amusement in his voice. “But yes, in fact, I have always felt that my parents were unduly harsh with you. You were little more than a child.”

“I was seventeen,” I said, stung, even though I knew I should accept his more flattering version of the past.

“Just so. Very young, very impressionable. And my brother would have made an impression on anyone.”

There was sympathy in his voice, and that smarted worse than anything he had put into words.

“Thank you for the olive branch,” I said crisply, “but I’ll leave it to another young woman of reduced means to help you in your current difficulty.”

“And what young woman would that be?” he asked wryly. “As I said, my deformity is a strong discourager of marriage. No bride wants a husband with a club foot, especially as the father of her children.”

This was indelicate but honest, and I was forced to respect him for confronting the unpleasant truth. In return I felt compelled to be equally honest, even though that meant being equally indelicate. “So you approach me, a woman too old to bear children.”

“That was not my reason,” he protested. “Your age is immaterial, Cl—Mrs. Graves. I wouldn’t expect you to bear lifelong consequences from a temporary domestic alliance. Our marriage would be in name only.”

Our marriage. It sounded offensive coming from the lips of anyone but Richard. “How considerate of you,” I said icily. “But you seem to have overlooked the other objection: the curse.”

That made him blink in what seemed genuine surprise. “Mrs. Graves, surely you don’t believe in servants’ gossip.”

He regretted the words as soon as they were spoken; I could see his brow contract in a wince. But I said mercilessly, “You forget, Mr. Blackwood, I am a servant.”

“I sincerely beg your pardon. I meant no offense. Only—you must know the story to be nothing more than fantasy. You lived at Gravesend for years.”

“Yes, and see where I am now.” The bitterness in my voice was plain even to my own ears, and my hands had curled into fists. “Why shouldn’t I believe in the curse? Can you not see that I am living proof of it?”

“Proof? I don’t under—”

“I lost my love.” My voice was shaking now, and I dropped it to a whisper. I would show no weakness before any of the Blackwood line. “I lost Richard.” I stood abruptly, signaling an end to our meeting.

He leaned heavily on his stick as he got to his feet, but I felt no pity for him. “Please don’t reject my offer just yet,” he said. “Take a few days to consider it.”

“As inviting as that sounds, Mr. Blackwood, I don’t think there’s any point in discussing the matter further.” Three steps took me to the door, which I had left ajar, so I did not have the satisfaction of flinging it open for him now. Instead I stationed myself beside it meaningfully. His gait before had seemed almost normal, but now his bad leg almost buckled beneath him as he made his way to where I stood by the door.

“Clara,” he said softly, “the furthest thing from my mind was to cause you distress. You have, as you say, lost something irreplaceable.”

I would not look at him. Could not, when my heart ached at the sight of him, so like Richard—even sounding like him now, with his voice low and intimate.

“But don’t you see,” he continued. “That means that the curse, if it exists, has no more power over you.” Before I could summon a response, he pressed a card into my hand. “I’ll be in London all week, and I hope you’ll consent to discuss the matter further. Send word to me at the Athenaeum Club, and I’ll call any time you wish.”

Still I refused to look at him. I sensed rather than saw his quick half bow, and then the sound of his footsteps receded down the uncarpeted passage, the gait with its slight unevenness accompanied by the tap of his stick.

* * *
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“Who was that delicious man?”

Sybil Ingram’s voice preceded the rest of her. The ringing mezzo-soprano tones struck my ear first, then her fragrance—a powerful amalgam of tuberose and violet—and finally the actress herself swept into view amid a rustle of taffeta skirts. She had the wide china-blue eyes and spun-gold hair of an ingénue, although I knew that she had passed her thirtieth birthday—a fact that would have been worth my life to divulge to any of her gentleman followers.

For once, none of these was in evidence, and this was perhaps the reason she felt free to question me at such indecorous volume. “What did he want?” she continued, sweeping past me into the dressing room and handing me her sealskin mantle without pausing. “I know he saw me, but he only tipped his hat and kept walking. Was he looking for Clement?” Clement Griffiths was her leading man, a far distant second in importance in the troupe hierarchy.

“No, Miss Ingram.” The idea of anyone considering Atlas Blackwood “delicious” fairly stunned me. But then, she was not acquainted with the reality.

“Who, then?” It seemed her curiosity would not be satisfied without my going into explanations. I stifled a sigh as I hung up her wrap and helped her out of her dress, giving it a quick inspection as I did so. My employer was indifferent to such details as a drooping bit of lace or a loose button, so I had learned to stay vigilant for such small problems before they became large ones. But the smart chartreuse taffeta gown with its facings and edgings of lilac shot silk looked as pristine as it had when it first left my hands; the cartridge ruffles at the square neck and three-quarter sleeves were crisp, and the hem showed very little soiling. A few minutes with the clothes brush would prevent it from staining.

As I attended to this task, Miss Ingram slipped on a bright silk dressing gown and sank down onto the seat before the dressing table, unpinned the tiny saucer of a bonnet, and set about making up her face for the evening’s performance. With its coating of face powder, its litter of bottles and jars, and the blonde wig on its stand, the dressing table was the only part of the room that was less than exquisite. “You haven’t told me who the caller was,” she reminded me. “Such a handsome fellow—one might run quite mad for eyes like those.”

“It was Baron Telford’s son, of Gravesend Hall.”

“How interesting! If he didn’t come to see me or Clement, what was his business?”

“He was here to see me,” I admitted. “A small matter—a mistake, in fact. Nothing of importance.”

“Indeed?” The actress looked more intrigued than ever as she picked up a rabbit’s foot to daub rouge onto her cheeks. “I didn’t know you had acquaintances of such standing, Graves.” There was reproach in the words. My employer liked to believe that she was the most highly placed person in the troupe’s world, the only one who had sufficient celebrity to be a household word among gentlefolk, and for the most part this was the case. The assemblage of actors, stagehands, attendants, and hangers-on that formed the theater troupe were all Sybil Ingram’s vassals.

I most definitely counted myself among them. Ten years before, I had been working a sewing machine in a factory, a place of deafening noise and stifling heat, taking home finishing work to carry out by insufficient light in the rented room I shared with two other girls from the factory. One evening as the three of us were walking home, a glamorous figure had detained us. As one we gawked at the actress’s shining golden hair, fine silk gown, and dainty features.

“What a charming frock,” she said to me, reaching out boldly to grasp my collar. “Who made it for you?”

“I made it myself, ma’am.” The piped scalloped trim that she was fingering had been a trial attempt before I cut into the more expensive goods of the dress I was trimming for a lady of fashion. “I’d be happy to make you one like it,” I added daringly, for I was always seeking more opportunities to relieve the monotony of factory work with more interesting tasks—and to supplement my meager income.

“Hm.” She did not answer at once. “And the color? Was that your choice as well?”

The bold greenish-blue woolen goods had cost me many a missed meal, but it was a color that lifted my spirits. “I wouldn’t advise such a color for you, ma’am,” I said, more daring every moment, for it was obvious from the woman’s dress that she had plenty of money to spend on her own adornment. “With your complexion, I think a robin’s-egg blue, trimmed in primrose and salmon. Or perhaps lavender with sea-green.”

She laughed, not displeased. “You certainly do have a great many opinions about a stranger’s ensemble.”

“Oh, but you’re not a stranger,” said my friend Martha, whose eyes had gone as round as an owl’s. “You’re Sybil Ingram! I saw you in The Prodigal’s Return. You were wonderful!”

Miss Ingram beamed at her, gratified at being recognized. “You’re too kind,” she said, in a tone of voice that indicated that it was her due. Though scarcely twenty, she was already firmly established as one of the most popular actresses in London. “I must admit I was fond of that particular role. But my gowns were sadly out of tune with the character. You, girl”—this was to me—“what would you say to coming to supper with me and giving me your thoughts on my gowns for the new tour? You seem to have a good head on your shoulders, a tumbled one though it be.”

My hand went self-consciously to my curly hair, which I still had not learned to subdue. Later, when I had left the factory to work solely for Miss Ingram, she would show me how to tame it. “I’d be delighted, ma’am,” I said. And thus our association began.

Becoming Sybil Ingram’s modiste was the best thing to happen to me since my ignominious departure from Gravesend. It was exciting to be intimately involved in the life of the theater, to move among actors, who were, many of them, as entertaining off the stage as they were on it—but they could also, as I saw very quickly, put an unattached female in a compromising position. Partly for that reason, Sybil Ingram helped me construct the persona of Widow Graves, advising me on posture and vocal inflections to most effectively present a dampening effect on masculine ardor. “And I quite agree that you need some such armor,” she said cheerfully.

“It isn’t as if I were a young woman still,” I had said.

“You look younger than you are, though. That tiny waist takes years off your age.” She could say this without rancor, as her own waist was every bit as slender. Hers was the product of self-denial and tight lacing, mine of a life that had not permitted ample meals.

Now her voice brought me back to the present. “You’re being quite mysterious about your gentleman visitor,” she said as she settled the wig in place over her hair. “Did he wish to whisk you out of this sordid world of play-acting and into the rarefied sphere of his titled existence?”

This quip was so disconcertingly close to the truth that my clothes brush halted for a moment. What spirit possessed her to be so roguish today? Now that I took a closer look, I saw that her color was high—even apart from the rouge—and her eyes unusually bright. “Is something the matter, Miss Ingram?”

She gave a laugh that confirmed my suspicion. Some secret was energizing her, and now she sprang to her feet and darted over to grasp my hands, regardless of the clothes brush. “Graves,” she exclaimed, “I’m to be married.”

I stared at her. Never in the ten years that I had known her had Sybil Ingram breathed any intention of giving up the life of the theater for marriage. “Married?” I stammered. “To whom?” If only it were another actor, or someone well established in the theater world, perhaps she would not be abandoning us. But her next words shattered that possibility.

“To Alcott Lammle. You remember, from when we played last year in New York?”

Remember I most certainly did. Mr. Lammle, a prominent American hotelier, was among the most prosperous of the suitors Miss Ingram had collected during the tour, hosting lavish dinners in her honor and showering her with expensive gifts. “Will you be settling here in London?” I asked faintly. Perhaps her new husband would be expanding his business interests into England, and Sybil Ingram’s vassals would not be disbanded after all.

This faint hope, however, was soon obliterated. “No, Graves, you don’t understand,” she cried, pulling me to my feet to lead me into an improvised waltz. “I’m leaving the theater. No more work for me. I shall grow fat and lazy and contented, and be ‘that nice Mrs. Lammle,’ and Alcott can spoil me to his heart’s delight. I shall host society ladies at tea and throw the dullest dinner parties imaginable. And I shall revel in it!”

“And the troupe?” It felt churlish to question her decision, so elated was she, but I could not help but be anxious about the fate of those of us she would be leaving behind.

Such anxieties were clearly far from her mind, however. “Oh, Clement can take over quite easily. He can find some other leading lady—Narcissa Holm might suffice. The company will scarcely notice I’m gone.”

This was unaccustomed modesty, and misplaced at that. But my most urgent thought was not, I admit, for the company. “And what of me?” I asked.

That finally brought her out of her fantasy. She looked at me with a little moue of dismay. “Oh. Graves, I am sorry, but I cannot take you with me.”

“Cannot?”

“It is Alcott. He is quite determined that I leave all vestiges of my life in England behind once we are married. I believe it’s a point of pride with him—he tells me that he has already hired a dressmaker who is quite in demand in New York.” When I did not answer, she added, “Truly, if it were my decision, naturally I’d want you with me. But I shall need to dress in the style of the American ladies of Alcott’s circle, and my dear, you’re far too original for such drab work!”

I could not help but smile at her attempt to cushion the blow. “I fear that leaves me at a loose end,” I said. “The fact is, the company won’t need to keep me on. I’ve always worked for you rather than the troupe. They did for themselves before I arrived, and without you to pay my wages they’ll not want the expense of a resident seamstress.”

She bit her lip in the gesture she adopted on stage for vexation of thought. “You are right, of course. How too exasperating. What shall you do?”

What indeed? I could return to the factory. The thought of it made my stomach curdle. The long hours, from dark to dark, with only one day in every week to call one’s own; the noise that seemed to batter at one’s skull; the weariness that one wore like a heavy garment; and all for so little pay that a shared shabby room and three meager meals were all it would afford. And without another patron like Sybil Ingram, I would be likely to spend the rest of my life in such servitude. My very soul seemed to cringe. Not that. Anything but that.

But what else was there for an unattached female? I knew that the established modistes had no desire to take on a seamstress of my age; they preferred tractable younger women who were easily cowed and presented a prettier appearance to customers. Nor was I fit for work as a governess. My education had been a scanty, slapdash affair, doled out to me by my mother during her rare moments of leisure. Thanks to her, I had some fragments of learning beyond what was vouchsafed to many of my class, but it was far from the body of knowledge I would need in order to become a governess. Nor did I have the amiable disposition for such work—or for work in a shop, as I had proven. Was there no other course open to me?

Yes, one: become Atlas’s wife.

I shrank from the thought. He was the worst match I could possibly have chosen. His face and form reminded me so strongly of Richard that I could scarcely bear his presence. It made my scarred heart feel the pain of breaking as keenly as if it had been only yesterday instead of more than eighteen years before. And this same man was the one Richard had seemed to despise above all others—the only person, in fact, who animated anything like hostility in him. It would be betraying the memory of the man I had loved to wed the very man he had held in contempt.

What other choice did I have, though? My thoughts flailed wildly. Miss Ingram was not unkind but completely engrossed in her good fortune. Even if I could rely on her to give me a reference, she was too absorbed in her own plans to be expected to seek out any of her acquaintance who might have the need—and means—for a personal modiste. Moreover, she would make every effort to prevent me from working for any of her professional rivals; just because she was leaving the theater did not mean that she would want any other prominent actresses to benefit from her departure. After ten years with Sybil Ingram, I knew that she would want her legacy to remain undimmed by comparisons to any other actress—even in as small a detail as their costumes.

My own circle of acquaintance was small and confined to the theater, so I could not rely on recommendations from them. As I mechanically helped Miss Ingram into her costume for the first act, I cudgeled my brains for another solution.

Finally, when the curtain had risen and all was quiet backstage, with only the occasional sound of the audience’s laughter or applause to disturb the silence, I took pencil and paper and began to compose an advertisement.

Skilled seamstress and dressmaker of more than 15 years’ experience seeks employment...
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Chapter Two
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I worked over the details and wording of the advertisement for half an hour before I was satisfied. Tomorrow I would send it to several newspapers. Surely I would be able to find something suitable by this means.

Nevertheless, the necessity of seeking work from strangers depressed my spirits. I could faintly hear outbursts of laughter from the audience from where I sat in the dressing room, but that served only to make me feel more isolated as I awaited Miss Ingram’s first change of costume. There was no mending to do at the moment, no new garment to be sewn, and although I could have turned my hand to tidying the little room, I chose instead to indulge myself for a few minutes in memory.

Richard had been so easy to fall in love with. The golden son, cherished by his parents, doted upon by the servants. He excelled at everything he touched, it seemed, and perhaps that is what made him so reckless and daring: his mount was the wildest of stallions, his friends—so we heard—the most profligate and scandalous of men. Other stories circulated among the servants as well, of gambling losses, of duels, of debauches with fallen women and despoiled virgins, but these were easy for me to dismiss. Richard was not truly like that, I knew, and such gossip would have arisen about any young gentleman as handsome and dashing as he. I knew he was no rake. I knew it because he loved me.

This was still so miraculous to me that all these years later my breath still caught when I considered it. Desired by everyone, admired by everyone, this young man with the world at his feet had singled me out among all women.

We were discreet, of course—no other choice lay before us. At first it was merely glances held too long or given too frequently. Occasionally he would tease me by jerking the strings of my apron in passing, or winking at me when no others were around. Then it was murmured words and shared laughter. By the time of my seventeenth birthday we were meeting in secret. Nothing more untoward than kisses passed between us, although sometimes this was due to my strenuously resisting his attempts at further liberties.

“Anyone would think you a highborn lady, you’re so careful of your virtue,” he said once as I fended off his busy hands, even as a smile tempered the words.

“I am half a gentlewoman,” I reminded him a bit stiffly. It was never pleasant to be reminded of the gulf between us. “My mother—”

“Yes, I know the story. Your worthy mother was gently born, and her efforts to foster the lady in you have been most effective.” He grinned, and the sight almost made my heart stop its beating. “A pity, really. Such a fine tigress to be trained in timidity.” With a fingertip he traced the line of my throat, and then downward over the bodice of my dress to my bosom, and I pushed his hand away.

“If you won’t behave, I shall have to go.”

He gave me a wounded look. It was those eyes that always came near to undoing me. His strong jaw, fine straight nose, and high, wide brow were formed with a strength that was almost overwhelming, like engravings of classical heroes. Indeed, strength was what I associated most with Richard—with both his body and his will. But his eyes, extraordinarily light blue, were unexpectedly candid and revealing. The rest of his form boasted of splendid vigor and energy, the pinnacle of man’s fleshly self; his eyes, though, afforded a glimpse of his higher being. A man with eyes like those could not be a cad, no matter what gossip whispered, and I knew that as surely as I knew my own name.

“I’ll behave, as you call it,” he said, that rich voice like a caress. “But Clara, don’t be angry. I can’t help myself when I’m with you.”

It was impossible to be angry with him, and I said so. For as exasperating as it sometimes was to be on constant guard against his hands creeping under my skirt or into my bodice, it was also, I must admit, flattering—and exciting. And in my heart I knew that these advances were more in show than in earnest, a game that we both enjoyed but whose unspoken rules he would not break.

There was one day in particular that proved the depth of Richard’s feelings for me, and how much he valued what we shared. The memory of that idyllic afternoon had sustained me through all the years since. It was so perfect and so precious that I avoided recalling it too frequently, lest I wear its beauty thin like the fragile fabric of a gown worn too many times. Only when I was in the lowest spirits did I permit myself to recall the entire episode, as one would perform a ritual—and indeed, very nearly holy was the memory enshrined in my mind.

It was a Thursday afternoon in early summer, my precious half day free from my duties, and he and I had arranged to meet at the folly, as we often did when the weather was fair. From there we might wander through the woods, taking a nearly overgrown path where no one but us ever walked, or go to the old grotto, another architectural folly of the first baron’s, where we would be assured of privacy. The ruin, with its two partial walls forming a right angle where they met at the tower, was on a rise that offered a fine view of the grounds and the back of Gravesend, so that we could see whether anyone was approaching. I had once tried to climb to the top of the tower, but Richard had hauled me down bodily, protesting that the old stairs were unsafe... or perhaps he merely wanted an excuse to pick me up and carry me, making me squeal in delighted indignation.

He had little love for the mock ruin, though; it was I who found it so fascinating and romantic. So I was surprised that day, when I arrived breathless from hurrying to find him lounging against the inner wall chewing idly on a blade of grass, that he was content to remain.

“I brought us a picnic,” he said, gesturing to a bundle near him.

“Truly? You don’t mind staying here?” I dropped down onto the grass beside him.

He smiled, looking as lazily contented as a cat lying in his pool of sunlight. Richard was usually happier in motion than at rest, but perhaps the beauty of the day had cast its spell on him. The sunshine filled up the little space inside the walls of the folly as wine filled a goblet, and it seemed to make everything more vivid than ever before. The grass was a tender new green, with violets springing up everywhere in little darts of purple and white. Auburn glints shone in Richard’s hair, and when a cardinal alighted briefly on one of the arched openings in the wall it was as if scarlet had been invented just for that moment. But the most breathtaking color was the crystalline blue of his eyes.

“I know how you love it here,” he said, reaching for the bundle and removing a bottle of wine and a meat pie, which he must have wheedled from Cook—or stolen when her back was turned. “It’s picturesque, I must admit, even if its history isn’t as eventful as it’s said to be.” He attempted to spread the cloth out on the ground even as the breeze tried to toss it back into his face, and I couldn’t help but laugh at the sight of this most splendid of men confounded by domestic arrangements. I took over the laying of the cloth, and he seemed content to watch me do so.

As much in love as I was, I nonetheless had the appetite of a normal girl of seventeen, and he and I made quick work of our improvised meal. When nothing remained but crumbs, the joyous glow of the sunlight persuaded me to push back my bonnet, letting it hang by the ribbons tied around my neck. I plunged my fingers through my hair to free it from its pins and let it blow loose in the breeze.

“I feel so free,” I said. “I love being here with you.”

He reached out to twine one of my wild locks around his fingers. “And I with you, pet.”

“What did you mean before, though, about the folly’s history? Don’t tell me the first Lady Telford did not truly fling herself from the tower.”

That won a laugh from him. “Are you so bloodthirsty that the idea disappoints you?”

I could feel myself blushing. “It is a terribly sad story, but you must admit there is a kind of—of splendor to it. That she and the first baron loved each other so dearly.”

“It’s too fantastical a story to be true,” he said idly. He seemed more interested in playing with my hair than in the conversation, but this was what I was accustomed to in him. “When are property disputes ever so romantic? No, I don’t think there was any suicide or any curse, either. I suspect the Blackwoods made themselves heartily disliked—as well as wealthy—simply by being the most successful smugglers in the region, not because of a curse.”

“They were smugglers?”

“Indeed they were, and ruthless about it. They disliked competition and did their best to stamp it out.”

“But how did they get away with it?”

The lucid clarity of his eyes kindled with his smile. My heart never failed to respond to that expression with a little leap in my breast. “Everyone smuggled in those days, pet,” he said, his voice warm and caressing. “The Blackwoods were neither the first nor the last—they were just the most unpleasant. In fact, it wouldn’t surprise me if they themselves invented the story of the curse to keep people from nosing around the grounds and discovering where they stored the contraband goods.”

This was a new view of my employers’ forebears, and I was not at all certain that I liked it. “That is so... sordid,” I said.

“You prefer the romantic version, as tragic as it is?”

“It’s far sadder to keep living all the years and decades after losing your love,” I said positively. “A love that passionate is worth any sacrifice for. You always used to say the same.”

“Did I? Well, a man may change his mind, after all.”

“He may indeed,” I said, and there was a wistful note in my voice. Never had Richard behaved in so polite and gentlemanly a manner before, and I was, womanlike, contrary enough to be disappointed. He had not kissed me even once. I could not help but wonder, despite the thoughtfulness he had shown in bringing about this picnic, if perhaps his interest in me was ebbing.

My voice must have revealed my thoughts, for he put a hand under my chin and tipped it up so that I looked into eyes. That clear blue gaze had never seemed to read me so well, or with such understanding. “There’s one thing you may rest assured I’ll not change my mind about,” he said softly. “I’ll always love you, Clara.”

For a moment I could not find my voice. I could only stare into his eyes, into that depth of understanding and tenderness so vast that it nearly swallowed up all thought. “You’ve never said that before,” I finally managed to say.

The fingers beneath my chin moved to my cheek. “I know, and I’m sorry,” he whispered. “You should scold me for that. But not... just... yet.”

Even as my lips parted to upbraid him, he was kissing me. But this too was new. Instead of the fierce, swift kisses that seemed to insist on ever more intimacy, this was slow, tantalizingly so, as if he relished every moment and every shade of sensation that passed between us. Coaxing, almost teasing, but as leisured as if we had our whole lives to do nothing but this.

The effect was captivating. Under the magic of his touch I too found the pleasure in slow, drawn-out kisses that savored the warmth of his breath and the dizzying sweetness of his lips on mine. I could not catch my breath, but that seemed unimportant; my limbs seemed to dissolve so that I could no longer sit upright and sank backward onto the springy turf, and he followed after.

A tiny part of my brain whispered of the danger of this reclining position. Richard would seize upon this as an invitation; it was a move in our eternal game that put me at too great a disadvantage. But to lie on the sun-warmed grass with the man I loved drinking deep from my lips was a heady bliss I had never known before. He had unfolded his heart to me; perhaps this new stage of our game would take us to a place more beautiful and precious than the endless advance and rebuff that had constituted it up to now.

I opened my eyes when his touch left my lips and found him gazing down at me with an expression almost serious. The sun behind his head made a nimbus like auburn flame. Then I felt his fingertips at my throat, unfastening the top button of my bodice. His eyes were looking a question at me, and I knew, without a word being spoken, that he would stop the moment I asked him to.

A finger slipped between the parted edges of my bodice, and my breath caught at the touch of his fingertip on the sensitive skin there. His eyes, though, were still fixed on mine, still silently questioning if he might proceed.

It was the first time I had permitted such a liberty, but somehow I felt that I could completely trust him. With a sigh I closed my eyes. I would stop him soon. Just a minute more and I would stop him.

I felt another button gently released, and the touch of his hand, still light and gentle, proceeded down past the base of my throat. Another button. Still another. Where the edges of my bodice parted I felt the touch of the breeze along my skin, and the warmth of his fingertips. Then, making my breath catch in my throat, the warmth of his lips. A soft, lingering kiss, followed by more and more, proceeding unhurried along the sliver of skin he had bared. My heart was beating so quickly that I felt sure he must feel it as he kissed his way ever closer to it.

And then I felt a touch lighter still, a coolness that was neither hand nor lips, and opened my eyes in confusion.

He had plucked a violet from a clump nearby, and it was the flower’s stem I felt as he slipped it beneath the top edge of my chemise to lie between my breasts. “To remember me by,” he said, with the roguish smile that was so familiar, and to my astonishment he then began fastening my buttons up again, from where the violet lay hidden all the way back up to my throat.

I was so moved that I could not speak for a time. Something had changed. Sometimes in the past I had harbored doubts about the earnestness of Richard’s feelings toward me; did he see as merely a flirtation the attachment that I felt so passionately? Today, for the first time, I knew. In words and deeds, Richard had shown me that he loved me. Let the world whisper about my foolishness, as I knew some of the other maids whispered. Let them giggle about how I was deceiving myself in mistaking his attentions for serious regard. Richard cherished me. I knew it now.

“You’re very quiet,” he observed, as the sun descended in the sky. He was once more sitting with his back against the rough stonework, and I nestled close within the
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