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Prologue






New York City
 November 1, 1873


“Rathe, I’m so glad you could come.”


Rathe Bragg’s smile was easy and devastatingly charming as he shook Albert van Horne’s hand. He had just stepped into the huge, marble-columned foyer of van Horne’s Fourteenth Street mansion. The ceilings were twenty-five feet high and decorated with intricately painted cherubs floating on a bank of clouds. A staircase and massive rosewood and brass banister curved upward toward the mezzanine, the steps carpeted in royal red from the Orient. Classical busts frowned at Rathe from green marble bases, and a chandelier the size of two grand pianos hung from the ceiling, shimmering with thousands of crystals. Rathe had seen his share of fabulously appointed homes, but even he was impressed.


“It’s my pleasure, Albert. You know that,” he said warmly, meaning it.


Albert van Horne, who had been financing the railroads since before the outbreak of the Civil War, returned Rathe’s smile. He threw his arm around the young man’s shoulders and together they strolled through a vast black and white marble-floored hall. “How are you, Rathe?”


“Fine, sir, and you?”


“As hale as possible, I think,” van Horne replied. “I’ve heard rumors that you’ll be leaving us again shortly.”



“Yes sir, I’m afraid so.”


“I have some business I’d like to discuss with you before you go.” Van Horne shook his head. “Rathe, you’ll be thirty in a few years. You just got back from Europe and now you’re off again. It’s time you thought of settling down. Build yourself a home. Put down roots.”


“I’m afraid it’s business—not pleasure—that’s taking me away this time. I’ve invested in a mining venture in Vancouver. We’ve had a helluva time getting this operation off the ground. I’m headed up there to find out what or who is holding up the works.”


“You think it could be a matter of human error?” Van Horne asked.


“Possibly calculated human error,” Rathe returned, with a surprising, hard chill to his tone. He was a beautiful man, tall, broad-shouldered, lean-hipped, bronzed from a lifetime out of doors, his hair a riot of gold, his face perfectly sculpted. Yet now, all of his easy charm, so irresistible when coupled with his blond good looks, was gone. He suddenly seemed menacing.


They entered a huge and opulent salon, with thick Persian rugs underfoot and a frescoed ceiling overhead. The salon was nowhere near full, for tonight’s dinner was just an intimate gathering of twenty or so, all in formal evening wear.


Rathe glanced around the room, nodding at those nearest him and seeking out Mrs. van Horne, a bland-looking, overweight woman. “Jocelyn, it’s wonderful to see you again,” he said warmly, then kissed her hand. “I see you’ve done some redecorating. The place looks beautiful.”


“Oh, do you think so?” Jocelyn asked worriedly, biting her plump lower lip and crossing her arms over her massive bosom. “I do wonder if the reds and purples really go together. You have such good taste, Rathe. Tell me truthfully, do you really think they’re all right?”


“Fit only for kings and their queens,” he said, grinning and sweeping her a mock bow. “My lady.”



She giggled.


Thadeus Parker, a real-estate magnate and a good friend, clasped his hand firmly. “Good to see you, my boy. Heard you’ve been up to more crazy escapades. Climbing cliffs in the Alps?”


Rathe grinned. “We call it rock climbing, Thad, and it’s quite a sport.”


“Quite a way to kill yourself, if you ask me.”


Rathe chuckled. “That’s half the thrill. But I have no intention of getting myself killed—there’s too much I haven’t done yet.”


“It’s a good thing you were born under a lucky star,” Parker said. “Because one fall is all it takes. You know, Rathe, most men would give anything for your luck.”


Rathe raised an eyebrow. “In business, at cards, or with women?”


Parker laughed. “All three!”


“How’s Elizabeth?” Rathe asked. “And the girls? The last time I saw those two I was in jeopardy of losing my heart twice over!”


Parker beamed. “Elizabeth is very well, thank you, and of course, the girls have heard you’re in town and are begging to see you.”


Parker’s daughters were thirteen and fifteen and actually too plain to have admirers swooning at their feet. “I’ll stop by tomorrow,” Rathe promised. “I’ve brought them a few gifts from Paris.”


“You spoil them,” Parker chastised gently.


Rathe chuckled, exposing two deep dimples. “How could I not spoil those two?” And he meant it.


He nodded at a steel magnate, a textile king, the publisher of the New York Evening Post, and the famous socialite lawyer, Bradley Martin, and his wife, Cornelia. He was about to move toward the latter when something hard came banging down on his arm. He could tell by the feel of the blow that it had come from old Mrs. Anderson’s cane. He turned, smiling, and was rapped once again. The diminutive, white-haired woman glared. “You come in here and talk to everyone in the room but me, you scoundrel!”


Rathe took her clawlike hand with its huge emerald ring and kissed it gallantly. “You’re too quick for me, Beatrice, and you know it.”


She scowled. “You haven’t come to visit me in a week, boy!”


“I came yesterday, remember?” he said gently, still holding her hand. The redoubtable widow had been the wife of a prominent banker and the hostess nonpareil of her generation. She was thus still deferred to and invited to all of society’s functions, although some thought her senile. “Did you enjoy the French chocolates I brought you?”


Her faded blue eyes suddenly lit up. “I did indeed! Next time you bring me two boxes, not one!”


He had to smile. “Beatrice, you didn’t eat the entire box already, did you?”


“Of course not,” she huffed.


He fingered her shawl, another gift from him. It was made of the most delicate silk, a vivid, shimmering green which clashed terribly with her pale blue gown. “I see you like the shawl?”


She melted. “It’s beautiful, Rathe. I wear it every day. But next time you go abroad you must take me with you. Then I can buy my own shawls and candies. I haven’t been to Paris in far too long. I’m not getting any younger, you know.”


Mrs. Anderson was well into her eighties. “It’s a long, hard trip,” Rathe said softly, seriously. “When I arrive in London, I’m exhausted for a week. A terrible trip.”


“Hmm.” She pursed her mouth. “Yes, I remember, it’s a very long voyage. Maybe it is too much for me at my age.”


“You just tell me what you want me to bring you next time, Beatrice, and I will.”


“You’re a good boy,” she said, touching his cheek.



“Thank you,” he said. Then, with a twinkle in his blue eyes, he winked. “I know.”


Her cane came down again on his arm. “Pride goeth before the fall.”


Rathe just grinned.


Van Horne walked over to them with a striking blond woman. “Have you met my niece, Rathe?” he asked. “Patricia Darning? Perhaps you ran into her husband while you were in London?”


Rathe turned to the beautiful blonde. He took her hand and kissed it casually. “No, I don’t believe I had the pleasure of meeting Mr. Darning. But I am acquainted with his lovely wife,” he said, dimpling, “which is how I know that Darning is a very lucky man.”


Patricia was staring at him intensely. “Thank you. I hear you just came back from Europe?” she asked politely.


“Yes. The Alps. Paris, London.”


“How nice,” she murmured.


Rathe turned his attention back to van Horne. “By the way, when I was in England visiting my brother I stopped at a Devon stud farm and purchased a colt and two broodmares. The mares are proven, but Albert,” Rathe said as his eyes flashed, “the colt is superb. A real winner.”


“Why don’t you tell me all about it tomorrow over breakfast at the club?”


A dazzling smile broke out on Rathe’s face. “Good. And we can discuss the business you mentioned earlier, as well.”


Van Horne agreed and moved away, mingling with his other guests.


“I missed you today,” Patricia said in a low, careful voice. “I came by your hotel, but you weren’t there. I waited for an hour, Rathe.”


“I’m sorry, Trish, but I was in a meeting.” He smiled, glancing around the room. Then, because no one was paying them any mind, Rathe held her gaze with heady promise. A small smile tilted the beautiful curve of his mouth; his hand touched her waist, his thumb moving sensually across her satin gown. He leaned close. “We can make up for lost time later, don’t you think?” His drawl was pure west Texas, both smooth as silk and rough as sandpaper.


“Meet me upstairs in the blue guest room in half an hour,” Patricia whispered, and then she walked away.


For a brief moment, Rathe gazed after her. He was remembering their last hot interlude. But lately, Patricia had started hinting that she would be amenable to divorcing her husband, Darning. She had also begun questioning Rathe about his half-brother, Nick, who, although a quarter Indian, like himself, was the current Lord Shelton, Earl of Dragmore.


The fact that Nick and Rathe’s mother was the last Lord Shelton’s daughter was no secret, yet Rathe never referred to it. How Patricia had found out was beyond him, but apparently she had been doing some detective work. And when a woman began investigating, well, it meant she had certain serious intentions.


Rathe supposed he ought to put an end to her machinations by telling her the truth. He wasn’t ready to settle down; he doubted he would be for another decade—at least. It wasn’t that he was against marriage, because he wasn’t. Someday he would meet the right woman and have a family, the way his father had when he’d met his mother. But that day was a long way off yet and there was a whole world waiting for him out there. After Canada he was going to sail to China on a merchant clipper in which he had recently purchased shares. After all, he had never been to the Orient before.


Still, he couldn’t help feeling a touch sorry for Patricia, though he had never made her any promises, and she was already married. Why was it that women all wanted to marry him? Especially the proper kind. Even before he had made his first million, they seemed to start thinking about the altar just as soon as they laid eyes on him.


Rathe chatted amiably with van Horne’s guests, finding the time to say a few brief words to everybody, but exactly thirty minutes later he was entering the blue guest room and closing the heavy rosewood door behind him. Patricia was waiting with a look no man could possibly mistake. Rathe pulled her slowly and completely against him. “Hello, Trish,” he murmured, and then his mouth found hers gently, stroking and sensual. He plundered with his tongue, fully aroused now, pressing his hot hardness against her, rubbing lithely back and forth. She moaned. He cupped a small breast and kneaded it.


“Oh, Rathe, Rathe,” she gasped, her hands wild in his thick sun-streaked hair.


“I know, darlin’, I know,” he groaned back.


Her dress was full-length, the latest style from Paris. It boasted a fashionably full bustle and a set of collapsing hoops, which annoyed Rathe immensely—especially at times like these. He pulled it up to her waist with skilled determination. His hand immediately went to her thigh, delicately tracing its inner softness to the wonderfully full and swelling joining of her legs. She sagged against the door. Deftly he found the opening in her scanty silk drawers, then the damp, warm flesh, stroking gently, searching, gliding insistently. She shuddered and whimpered.


He kissed her softly, barely, teasingly. His tongue played and tormented. “Come on, darlin’, come on, reach for the stars,” he drawled thickly, urgently.


She moaned, a low, ragged sound, then tensed and cried out, again and again.


“Darlin’,” he whispered, swiftly unbuttoning his trousers. Swollen and thick, he bent his knees, and thrust in. She gasped. He did, too.


With her legs around his waist and her back against the door, she rode him as he moved, hard, rhythmically, his face buried in her neck.


“Rathe,” she whimpered, “I think—oh.” She sobbed.


With his own guttural cry, he exploded, spasm after spasm of his hot seed filling her.


After they had regained their breath and as they readjusted their clothing, Rathe squeezed her waist fondly. “Sweet,” he murmured. “Now let’s go before we’re missed.”


She gave him a look of utter adoration.


 


Twenty minutes later they sat to dinner amidst white linen, crystal, and Chateau Rothschild. The conversation soon turned to everyone’s favorite scandal, the Woodhull affair.


Victoria Woodhull and her sister had been running an extremist women’s weekly, which advocated, among other things, the right of women to love whomever and whenever they chose. Recently, Victoria Woodhull had accused Henry Ward Beecher, a leader of the National Women’s Suffrage Association, of having an affair with Elizabeth Tilton, the wife of a reformist editor. Woodhull had gone on to call Beecher a hypocrite and coward for not supporting free love publicly. Then the Women’s Suffrage Association responded by breaking with the Woodhull sisters, who were arrested for printing obscene literature. At the present, the papers were ablaze with the scandal, and the public hungry for any bit of gossip they could provide.


“I, for one, think Woodhull’s guilty,” Cornelia Martin announced. “Imagine, printing stories on free love in her little newspaper—of course it’s obscene material.”


“That entire paper is obscene,” said van Home. “Advocating free love for women and men? My God, it’s atheistic!”


Rathe couldn’t help grinning at that. “I happen to think free love is an interesting idea,” he murmured dryly.


Patricia glared at him. Some of the men chuckled.


“Keep your nasty opinions to yourself, young man,” piped up Beatrice Anderson. Rathe met her scowl with an exaggerated wink.


“From the very beginning,” van Horne went on, “these crusading women have been nothing but promiscuous immoral free-lovers and man-haters—that’s quite obvious.”


“Quite,” agreed Thadeus Parker.



“Actually, I am entirely in support of women’s suffrage,” said the publisher, Bradford Ames. “But as long as they’ve got these rabble-rousers trying to destroy our American institutions, why, I’m afraid they’ll never get the vote.”


“Do you think she’ll be found guilty?” Patricia asked, referring to Victoria Woodhull.


A rousing argument ensued, carrying them through dinner.


Afterwards, the ladies adjourned to the salon for coffee and sweets, while the men retired to their brandies and cigars in the library.


 


“I’ll take two,” Rathe said, a cigar clamped firmly between his teeth.


The library was almost silent, except for the low sound of male voices and the occasional clink of their brandy snifters. Rathe casually picked up the two cards the dealer slapped on the gleaming oak table.


He had shed his black cutaway evening coat and his silk tie. His sleeves were rolled up to his elbows, revealing large strong forearms. His silver and blue waistcoat hung open across a broad expanse of chest. He puffed on the cigar, watching closely as van Horne took two cards, Parker one, Bradford Ames two, and Martin three.


The library, like the rest of van Horne’s home, was boldly opulent. The rug was Oriental, a pattern of twining red and turquoise and gold. The walls were a gold brocade, the draperies gold velveteen. The woodwork was mahogany, the furniture rosewood, the work of the famous New York furniture-maker, Henry Belter.


“I’ll call,” Rathe drawled.


Suddenly from outside the quiet room there came a shriek. It sounded like “Liberate!”


“What the hell was that?” Ames asked, pulling on his elongated mustache.


Rathe shrugged. Then there was the sound of glass shattering and another high-pitched scream that most definitely sounded like “Ladies liberate!”


For one instant, every man in the library froze. Then Rathe was on his feet and striding forcefully to the door. As he opened it there was another crash, and from somewhere in the vicinity of the foyer, the vibrant cry: “Down with male tyranny!”


And then came another scream, this one hysterical and unmistakably Mrs. van Horne’s—“Get her off my piano!”


Rathe was at the library door before any of the others and racing down the hall. He stopped short at the sight that greeted him—and laughed.


A tall slim woman clad in a shapeless wool dress and a bonnet that hid half of her oval face was standing on the piano in the middle of the plush parlor, while the women stood and gawked.


“Ladies,” she cried, “we are not just God’s human beings, we are citizens under the law—under the Fourteenth Amendment. We are entitled to the vote just as the freed Negro is!”


“Stop her,” wailed Jocelyn van Horne. “She’s going to ruin my piano!”


“How did she get in here?” van Horne demanded furiously. “Get her out of my home!”


At that, the woman calmly pulled a gun from beneath her shawl. The crowd gasped. “Not until I finish what I came to say,” she cried, glaring fiercely around the room. “Your servants couldn’t stop me,” she went on, gathering force as she spoke, “because I have right on my side and I will be heard.” She waved the gun in the air. Cornelia Martin screamed and Thad Parker made a lunge for the intruder, which she deftly eluded. Rathe was busy studying her weapon. It was an old Colt five-shooter from 1840 or so—he seriously doubted it would still fire, a fact which amused him greatly.


“Ladies,” cried the woman, “only gross injustice could have brought me here tonight. I have sought you out, braved the male tyrants at your door, broken through the walls that imprison you to preach the message of liberation. Tomorrow is Election Day. I beg you, I implore you—go out to the polls! Demand your rights! Follow the example of our fearless leader, Susan B. Anthony—”


“You are trespassing,” yelled van Horne. “I warn you to get down from that piano now, or I will send for the police.”


Rathe was smiling.


The woman’s oval face was no longer the delicate white of ivory, but heavily flushed. “Ladies,” she went on, ignoring van Horne completely, “why is it that as soon as we marry we cease to exist in the eyes of the law? From that moment on, our husbands own us. They take our property, deprive us of our rights, and administer chastisement at whim! If single and the owner of property, we are taxed to support a government that gives us no representation. We must demand a say in our government. I beg you all, tomorrow march to the polls!”


“Rathe, do something,” Jocelyn urged frantically. “My God, I’ll never live this down. I’ll be ruined. A free-loving man-hater besieging my own home!”


Rathe’s mouth hurt from smiling. “Come on down, ma’am,” he cajoled softly, reaching out a hand as he took a step forward, about to swing onto the piano stool.


She pointed the gun straight at his chest. “Stop right there! I’m not finished. I—”


One of van Horne’s man servants was stealthily approaching. Jocelyn was signaling to him desperately. The woman swung around just in time. As she did so, the gun went off, obviously by accident, causing her to jump and everyone to shrink back.


“Send for the police,” van Home shouted to the room in general as his wife collapsed to the floor. “Look! My wife has fainted! I want that woman arrested!”


The suffragette woman was thoroughly aroused now. Wisps of red hair were escaping her bonnet to frame her face. “Tomorrow we must go to the polls! We must attempt to end this male tyranny, this domination based on strength and might, not right!”


“I cannot believe this,” Bradford Ames said.


“She is crazy,” Patricia agreed.


Triumphantly now, the woman cried, “It’s not just a matter of voting! We must liberate ourselves from all domination! Don’t allow these perverted philistines to use your bodies for their own lusts! Liberate yourselves completely! We are equal!” She was so excited her arms flailed like a windmill, and two accidental shots followed, flying harmlessly into the paneled ceiling.


Rathe started laughing again.


“Can you believe this?” Thadeus Parker asked.


“This is an outrage!” shouted van Horne. “Where are the police?”


“I have never seen anything like this.” Rathe grinned at Thad. “And I’ve seen quite a bit, believe me.”


“We must take charge!” the redhead cried. “The time is now!” The occupants of the salon all cringed as another shot exploded from the gun, this time purposefully aimed at the ceiling. Rathe grinned again—he couldn’t help it—and shook his head. If she wasn’t careful she was going to get herself into trouble.


“Has anyone sent for the police?” Parker asked.


“I just sent the coachman,” Ames replied.


“We cannot collude!” shouted the woman hysterically. “To marry one of these tyrants, to bear his children, to keep his larder and to warm his bed—that is collusion.”


Rathe smiled. Was she a little bit unhinged? Did she expect women to give up men? Give up matrimony? He chuckled and started forward.


She whirled to face him, pointing the gun at his chest.


He made out a small, pointed chin and full coral lips set in a frown of determination. “Come on down heah, darlin’.”


“Don’t come any closer,” she warned. “Philistine! Philanderer! Tyrant!”


He leaped onto the piano knowing she had no shots left. There was a long mahogany table behind her covered with porcelain bowls, Oriental vases, and other bric-a-brac. She lunged toward it; he lunged after her. His arms closed around her waist, pulling her against him. Her body was as warm and soft and feminine as any woman’s. She struggled. He chuckled again. “You should count your bullets, sweetheart,” he drawled softly.


“Pig!” she screamed.


He saw it coming just in the nick of time—a vicious and unladylike elbow at his groin. He spun away and she leaped from the piano onto the table, stepping precariously, causing the dishes and vases to clatter to the floor.


A huge grin broke out on Rathe’s handsome face and he leaped after her, sliding on the thickly waxed wood. He knocked over two snifters full of brandy and more glass crashed and broke. She screamed, grabbed a vase at the end of the table, and hefted it menacingly. Rathe skidded to a stop, with difficulty, hands held high. His blue eyes sparkled. “Put the vase down,” he said coaxingly, his tone honey-sweet.


“Despot,” she cried, and she threw it.


He ducked. So did van Horne and two other guests, all in her line of fire. It missed everyone and broke against the wall. Rathe charged. She shrieked as he lifted her and slung her upside down over his shoulder, then slipped to the floor as if she were weightless. His hand settled on a perfect palmful of buttock, too intimately. She started twisting and kicking and then grabbed handfuls of his hair. “Let me down, you beast!”


He used one hand to grab both of her wrists and held them down by his chest. “What do you want me to do with her?” he asked.


“Hold her for the constable outside,” van Horne ordered.


Rathe strode out of the salon and down the hall amidst excited murmurings while his burden spit and hissed from his shoulders.


“Unhand me, you—bastard.”



He laughed and stepped out into the night.


“Do you promise to behave?” he asked.


“Yes,” she gasped. “Just put me down.”


He released her hands, and unable to help himself, slid his free hand over her firm round buttocks again. Disguised though she was in the baggy dress, there still was no mistaking the fact that she had an exceptional figure. She swung a fist toward his ear for his efforts, the blow glancing off him harmlessly, and he slid her to the ground gently but slowly—her body slipping down against his. The top of her bonneted head came to his chin; she was tall for a woman, and for a second they stared mutely at each other.


It was dark in the street, but Rathe got a vague impression of fragile features, high cheekbones, and big, dark eyes. He thought, surprised, Why, she’s pretty.


She looked into a face unshadowed by a hat and saw perfectly sculpted features and sensually full lips. It was the most handsome face she had ever seen, and for some reason, that made her even more furious.


He smiled.


She glared.


“Don’t worry,” he murmured, his hands tightening on her shoulders. “I won’t let the police get you.”


For one more instant their gazes locked, his warm, hers ice-cold. And then she kicked his shin as hard as she could.


He buckled at the knee; she fled into the night.















Chapter 1






Mississippi, 1875


Grace O’Rourke sat perfectly erect, shoulders stiff and squared, gloved hands clasped primly in her lap. She looked out from beneath a gray bonnet at the passing countryside—green and lush and so very hot in August. They had passed through rolling, wooded hills and small, cultivated plots of land, by vast fields of cotton, shimmering white in the sun, ragged shacks with sagging roofs, and huge, partially destroyed antebellum mansions, with blackened-out windows, a testimony to the recent past. The train was already chugging its way across Mississippi. In a very few hours she would arrive at her destination. Unconsciously, her hands tightened.


She made a nondescript figure in her dowdy gray traveling suit. There was a light dusting of freckles over her perfectly small, slightly upturned, classically Irish nose. A pair of gold-rimmed spectacles also rested on that nose, but could not disguise wide, almond-shaped eyes of the most remarkable color—violet. Her mouth was lush and full, especially when relaxed and not primly pursed in thought or vexation. The hat hid every single strand of her fantastically red hair, a near impossible accomplishment, for it was a hip-length mass of untamable curls. Her eyebrows, arched above the ugly glasses, were a darker auburn, almost but not quite the exact same shade as her hair.



Grace was very anxious. She was terribly afraid that something might go wrong, that she might lose the job she was traveling to Natchez to claim. A very proper appearance was crucial. Her suit, however unflattering, was her best and that, along with the glasses, which she did not need, and the bonnet concealing her hair, made her look, she thought, properly matronly. Properly governess-like, she hoped. “Oh, darn,” she finally whispered to herself, releasing some of the anxiety that had been building in her over the last few days.


The couple sitting in front of her turned to stare.


Grace smiled immediately, ignoring the man, whose red face and veined nose bespoke intemperance to her discerning eye. The woman was plump and sad-eyed, a sister in need—Grace could just feel it. They had boarded in Nashville. Grace had been waiting for the right opportunity to strike up a conversation. “It’s such a shame,” she said softly, gesturing at the still-magnificent ruins of yet another antebellum plantation.


“Yes, it is,” the woman responded, twisting to look at her.


“I’m Grace O’Rourke, from New York City,” Grace said, smiling and extending her hand. She felt a twinge of worry about using her real name, even though it was unlikely anyone would recognize her so far from home.


“I’m Martha Grimes, and this is my husband, Charles.”


Charles turned too, after taking a sip from a beautifully wrought silver hip flask. “My pleasure, ma’am.”


Grace nodded and turned her attention back to Martha. “Where are you from, Martha?”


“You wouldn’t know it—a little town called Two Corners, fifty miles south of Nashville.”


“No, I don’t know it. What brings you and your husband south?”


“We’re visiting our daughter in Natchez,” Martha said, beaming. “She’s just had her first.”


“How wonderful. I’m on my way to Natchez, too. I’m a teacher.”



Charles turned. “Hope you ain’t one of them nigger teachers.”


Grace stiffened, flushing. Do not respond, she told herself sternly. Do not. She ignored him. “Actually, a dear, old friend of mine has arranged a position for me at a plantation called Melrose. As governess.”


“How wonderful,” Martha said. “How many children will you have?”


“Just two,” Grace said, with a deep sigh. She was so unbelievably lucky to have gotten this position. The pay was more than generous, and it included room and board. She would be able to send all of her income back home to help out her sick mother. And she would not have to augment her salary with part-time employment, the way she had done in New York.


Once she had been a New York City public schoolteacher, but she hadn’t worked in ten months—ever since she had been arrested.


Grace was the daughter of abolitionists. Her father, Sian O’Rourke, was an easygoing Irish doctor who had died in the Civil War, accidentally shot while trying to tend to the wounded in the midst of battle. He and her mother, Dianna, had been active participants in the Underground Railroad and the American Anti-Slavery Society. Her mother had begun to question the role of women in society as early as the forties. With Sian’s full support, she had attended the first convention for women’s rights in Seneca Falls, New York, in ’48, and had been lecturing and organizing ever since. After the War and her husband’s death, she had turned all her attention to the women’s suffrage movement, first as a member of the American Equal Rights Association, and when that divided into two camps, the radical National Woman’s Suffrage Association.


It was only natural that Grace should join the cause from the time she was an adolescent. As a child she had heard many heated debates between her parents and their friends. Sometimes she had sat on her father’s warm lap, held close to his chest, while he smoked a pipe, the fervent conversation echoing around the kitchen as the abolitionists and women agitators met and planned. Sian was as quiet as her mother was volatile—he had always teased her that her hair and her temper had most definitely not come from his side of the family. But when he did speak, never raising his voice, everyone stopped to listen. Those were wonderful, exciting times.


They lived in a small apartment in the city, with just the one bedroom for her parents. Grace slept on a cot in the kitchen. Both Sian and Dianna gave her her lessons, and Grace was reading avidly by the age of six—anything she could get her hands on. There were always plenty of pamphlets around. Sian was proud of his daughter’s ability, and both of her parents always had time to answer her questions.


Sian rarely had cash, though. Most of his patients were too poor to offer any payment other than a few eggs or a home-cooked meal. Dianna was an excellent seamstress, and through her efforts, kept food on the table. Grace learned to stitch at an early age, although she hated it; she preferred her books to all else, but was expected to help her mother—and she did.


She knew as a youngster that she wanted to be a schoolteacher. At first, her father was surprised. “Are you sure, Grace?”


“Da, look how you and Mum have taught me. Imagine if I’d grown up in one of those fancy mansions on the river. I’d be some simpering idiot, now wouldn’t I?”


Sian smiled.


“But you taught me to think, you made sure my eyes were open to the world, to all its injustices. How can the slaves ever be freed, how can women ever escape male tyranny, if children aren’t taught to think, to question what they see and hear and are told?”


Sian wrapped her in his warm, familiar embrace. “I’m proud of you, Grace.” She was only twelve.


She was going to teach children to think for themselves, as her parents had taught her. It became the family mission to scrape together the money she needed for school. It was no easy task, especially when the War began, and her father died. At fourteen Grace took employment as a maid for the extra income. Even during school she worked part-time, went to class, studied, and found time to work alongside her mother in the National Woman’s Suffrage Association.


In ’66, at the age of eighteen, she had attended the National Women’s Rights Convention with her mother—her first one. It was an exhilarating experience, one that left her flushed with excitement for days. She had attended many more since. There had never been any question that she would follow in her parents’ footsteps organizing and agitating and teaching others in order to correct the injustices of the world.


She was twenty-three when she finally attained her hard-earned teaching certificate.


Now Grace gazed absently out of the train’s window. Ten months ago she had lost her teaching job. A proprietor of a men’s haberdashery had had her arrested for disturbing the peace. It had not been her first arrest. Two years ago she and five other women had been arrested for trying to register to vote amidst shocked males and dismayed, confused election officials. All charges had been dropped as the country had turned to watch the spectacular trial of Susan B. Anthony for exactly the same offense. She had been found guilty of violating the voting laws and fined, but she had resolutely refused to pay. To this day she was successfully avoiding payment.


It still made Grace furious whenever she thought about her own last arrest. It wasn’t fair. Yes, she had hit the man, but he had grabbed her in a most intimate place—and damned if she wouldn’t hit him again if she had the chance! She had succeeded in sending most of his customers fleeing from the store, outside of which two women were handing out pamphlets inviting the men to attend a women’s suffrage meeting especially for their edification and enlightenment. Fortunately, she had only been fined and had managed to borrow the money to pay. But it was too late; the damage was done. She had been dismissed by the city’s Superintendent of Public Schools. Her career as a New York City schoolteacher was over.


To make matters worse, during the past two years Grace had watched her mother grow paler, thinner, and more fanatical. She worried that her mother was pushing herself too hard. Six months ago the fatal blow had fallen—her mother had been diagnosed as having tuberculosis.


Grace had been desperate for a job. Her mother needed special care that only the city’s finest hospitals could provide. And in New York she was now notorious as a crazy women’s rights agitator, thanks to the headlines she had made during her last arrest. Not only had she lost her public school position, but as she soon discovered, no private schools would hire her. She had not even been able to find a position as a tutor. No one would hire her—not even for a clerical position.


“Are you married, dear?” Martha asked, interrupting her thoughts.


Grace thought of her dear friend, Allen Kennedy. “No.” She could read Martha’s thoughts as if they were spoken aloud, feel her pity. The poor thing, Martha was thinking, she’s a spinster.


Grace’s lips tightened into a narrow line. She hated that word, spinster. It was the most unfair, chauvinistic word, and a perfect example of the tyranny of the male sex over women. And she could be married if she wanted to be. Allen had asked her twice.


Allen.


Dear Allen had come to her rescue, and Grace clutched her reticule with his letter in it closer to her bosom. Allen was also a schoolteacher. They had met three years ago during a city-wide meeting of the National. The guest lecturer had been Victoria Woodhull, and Grace had been the first to raise her hand during the question-and-answer session afterward. She had been angry, although she hadn’t let it show. The Woodhulls, Grace fervently believed, had irreparably damaged the women’s movement by advocating free love. It had alienated too many potential followers. Instead of asking Victoria a question, Grace had used the opportunity to call her to account for sidetracking the movement. Later, Allen had sought Grace out. He not only agreed with the inexpedience of advocating free love, but like herself, he was against it morally as well. They had had a long and exhilarating talk and had become fast friends.


Allen had left New York last year, before the fiasco of her last arrest, having taken a position in one of Mississippi’s new public schools, teaching the children of newly freed slaves. He had asked her to marry him for the second time just before he left, but Grace had refused. Although she loved Allen and had the utmost respect for him, she had no desire to marry him, even though he was the most enlightened man a woman could hope to find. Allen did not understand, and Grace really didn’t either. She tried to tell him, and herself, that she just had no interest in marrying.


She sighed, then caught sight of Martha Grimes again. Why linger over the past, she told herself, when a willing subject presented herself?


“May I join you, Martha?” she said, pointing toward the place Charles Grimes had just vacated.


Martha agreed happily and Grace slipped into the seat beside her, digging into her reticule and pulling out a pamphlet. “Do you like to read?” she asked, her face flushed now, her eyes sparkling.


“Of course,” Martha said, but Grace had already handed her the papers. “This includes the text of a wonderful speech by Elizabeth Cady Stanton,” Grace cried enthusiastically. “On marriage. On divorce.”


Martha stared and Grace held her gaze. “You know,” Grace said in a hushed, tense voice, “when men enter into a partnership, if it’s not mutually beneficial, it’s an accepted, indeed, expected practice for them to dissolve that partnership and go their separate ways.”



Martha bit her lip, clutching the papers to her plump breast.


Grace drove on. “Why is it that only we women suffer to endure? When a child attains a certain age, his subjection to his parents’ authority is dissolved. Why is it a wife’s subjection is eternal? Did you know that in some countries widows are burned on the funeral pyre with their dead husbands?”


Martha’s eyes widened.


“Why is it,” Grace said, her voice rising, causing heads to turn, “that women are doomed to servitude for their entire lives?”


“I don’t know,” Martha whispered weakly.


Grace gripped her arm. “Martha, I will be forming a local women’s organization in Natchez, if one isn’t in existence already. Please, come and hear us. Just hear us. I want to help you.” She removed her spectacles, which were slipping off of her nose from her excitement, to stare intently into Martha’s eyes.


“I couldn’t,” Martha managed. “Charles…”


“He doesn’t have to know,” Grace said vehemently.


Martha blinked, weakened. “I don’t know…”


“I’ll let you know when our first meeting will be,” Grace said, squeezing her hand. “We’re all in this together, Martha. All of us.”















Chapter 2






Allen was waiting for her at the railroad depot in Natchez.


At the sight of his familiar form, Grace felt a surge of affection. She turned to the Grimeses, clasping Martha’s palms. “Do take care, and I’m looking forward so much to seeing you again.”


Martha glanced guiltily at Charles, then squeezed Grace’s hands back.


Grace turned to wave to Allen. He was a solid, nearly portly man in his late thirties, with graying sideburns and warm brown eyes. “Grace! Grace!” His excitement was etched all over his face.


She beamed and descended to meet him.


“It’s so wonderful to see you,” Allen declared, holding her hands tightly.


“How are you?” Grace asked.


“Just fine,” Allen said, but not before she saw shadows flitting across his eyes. “At least, now I am.”


Grace frowned, wondering what he meant.


Allen paid a Negro porter to take her bags to a waiting cheviotte. He climbed in after Grace, raising the reins. Grace twisted to take in the sprawling city. White clapboard houses with picket fences and carefully tended gardens graced this section of town, although the smokestacks of a factory could be seen on a distant ridge, billowing gray clouds into the horizon. “Where’s the Mississippi River?”



Allen pointed. “On the other side of town.” He touched the tip of her nose. “What are those?”


Grace smiled. “Spectacles, Allen. Surely you can see that.”


He chuckled. “Dare I inquire as to why you’re wearing glasses? Has your vision taken a turn for the worse?”


She laughed, a rich, vibrant sound. “No, Allen, my eyesight is fine. Actually, this is part of my proper governess disguise.”


He smiled wryly, then took one of her gloved hands. “I missed you, Miss O’Rourke.”


She didn’t hesitate—Allen was her dearest friend. “I missed you too, Allen Kennedy.”


“How was your trip?”


“Dusty. Allen, how is everything? You’ve told me so much about the school in your letters that I can’t wait to see it.”


Allen hesitated. “Just fine.”


Grace stared at him speculatively.


She knew, mostly from reading the newspapers, that teaching public school in the South was no easy profession. The new educational system had been instituted by the Republican Congress just after the War. There was tremendous local opposition to the schools, as well as to much of the “radical” Republican Congress’s legislation.


The lines in the South were, for the most part, concisely drawn. Most Southerners were conservative Democrats, who had fought for secession and who now saw their entire way of life disintegrating before their eyes. Just after the War, under the Andrew Johnson administration, they had enacted the harsh Black Codes, which, in effect, kept the newly emancipated Negroes in economic and political slavery.


Then the Republican Congress had taken it upon itself to reorganize the South, beginning with the three Reconstruction Acts in 1867.


These acts put the South under military supervision. All the rebels were immediately disenfranchised, and the new state governments were required to ratify the Fourteenth Amendment, which gave the freed Negro basic civil rights, including the right to vote. With Negro suffrage, the Republicans assumed control of the Southern state governments, although in many localities the Democrats were strong enough to control local and county governments, or at least exert various degrees of influence upon them. According to Allen, this was the case in Natchez, where the Democrats held several municipal positions, such as the sheriff’s office, although not all.


He had written her at least weekly but most of his letters had lauded the progress of his pupils, all freed Negro children, or described the beauty of the Mississippi countryside. Grace sensed an omission, but she couldn’t quite pinpoint what it was.


“Let me tell you about Melrose,” Allen said. “The Barclays were one of the great Natchez planter families. Melrose was a huge plantation at the time of the War. Of course, its foundation was cotton. But like the other great Natchez planters, the Barclays eventually diversified, buying into Northern industrial interests. The plantation is actually across the Mississippi in Louisiana, though Louisa Barclay prefers her home in Natchez and resides here most of the time. Louisa was only sixteen when she married Philip Barclay—he was already middle-aged. She was widowed shortly after the War when Philip died in his sleep at a ripe old age.”


“So they didn’t lose Melrose because of the War?”


“No. Philip was too well off. Rumor has it they had no trouble with the taxes. Melrose is thriving, from what I gather.” And he grimaced.


“Allen, what is it?”


“Nothing,” he said, attempting a smile. “I just hope this is the right thing for you, Grace.”


“Don’t worry about me,” she said firmly.


 


After a hot, dusty drive, they finally arrived at Melrose. The house was a red brick Greek Revival mansion with massive white columns and a white pediment. Grace’s stomach began to twist into knots as they approached along the paved, curving drive, the scent of magnolia hanging thick and heady all around them. “Allen, you don’t think they’ll find out about what happened in New York, do you?”


“Not if you can stick strictly to teaching,” Allen said gently, with a touch of reprimand. Grace resolved not to agitate for her sisters or any other oppressed classes—at least, not publicly. And then she knew instantly that she was fooling herself; she could never give up the causes she believed in. Somehow, she would have to be very discreet.


At the impressive front door Allen left her with a young Negro girl who was about fifteen. Her name was Clarissa and she was one of his students. He then promised to pick Grace up for church on Sunday and dinner afterward.


Minutes later, Grace found herself standing in a large high-ceilinged hall, rich with wood paneling. “You just wait heah a bit, ma’am,” Clarissa instructed her, smiling brightly. Grace instantly liked the young woman. But wait she did—a good half an hour. By the time Louisa Barclay appeared, Grace was simmering with annoyance, and trying not to show it.


Louisa was very close to her own age, raven-haired, blue-eyed, and beautiful—a perfect Southern belle. Once they were ensconced in an elegant parlor, she looked Grace up and down carefully. Louisa was all elegance and vitality, her day gown cut scandalously low, exposing a good deal of bosom, as white as the magnolia blossoms outside. Her hair was arranged in a mass of artfully casual curls, held in place by gold combs. She fluttered a hand-painted Chinese fan.


Grace stood still, her every joint aching from the days of bone-jarring travel, her glasses fogging from the humidity and her own body’s warmth. She wanted to remove the spectacles, so she could see better but she did not dare. Perspiration gathered under the crown of her hat and between her full, although carefully concealed, breasts. She immediately sensed that Louisa was vain, arrogant, and demanding. She was afraid to breathe, afraid she wouldn’t pass muster, and at the same time furious for having to take this position. Louisa pointed the fan at Grace’s head. “Perhaps you’d care to take off your hat?”


Grace did, controlling her red-hot Irish temper with difficulty, keeping her eyes down so Louisa wouldn’t see her anger.


“You have red hair.” Louisa sounded shocked.


Grace said nothing.


“You never said so in your letter. It’s been my experience that red-headed women are loose. My daughters must have only the best influences. At least you’re not young.”


Grace bit her lip. Usually her age was not a sore spot, and she did want to look older for this job. But somehow, just now she felt tired of people making allusions to it. She remembered Martha Grimes asking if she was married, and how that had bothered her. But maybe she should face it. She was a spinster—she was twenty-seven.


Louisa shrugged. “Oh well, at present I am desperate to see the girls taken care of. They are to be instructed in sewing, embroidering, and etiquette every morning from ten to one. Dinner is precisely at one-fifteen. In the afternoons, they may nap. From three to five you may give them their reading and geography lessons. Supper for the children is at six. You are to eat with them, unless you wish a tray in your room. Breakfast for the children is at nine. You may take your own breakfast anytime you like. I expect you to spend Saturdays keeping them amused—picnics and so forth. Sundays are your own. Hannah will show you to your room and introduce you to the girls.”


Grace could not bring herself to say yes ma’am to this woman, and was fortunately relieved from having to do so when Louisa left and a tall, statuesque black woman of about forty appeared, with Clarissa trailing behind her.


Hannah flashed Grace a warm smile. “Don’t you worry about her,” she said. “Just stay out of her way and things will be just fine. Miz Barclay likes to think she’s royalty, and expects everyone else to think so, too.”


Grace smiled, pleased she had found at least one ally. “I’m Grace O’Rourke,” she said, extending her hand.


The woman blinked, then laughed. “Women shakin’ hands?” She waved at her. “Come on, you must be exhausted. You met my girl, Clarissa?”


“Yes, I have.” Grace dropped her hand. “Why shouldn’t women shake hands when they meet each other? Men do.” Stop it, Grace, she said to herself instantly. Don’t go starting up.


Hannah flashed her an amazed look. “’Cause we ain’t men. Clarissa, go and fetch some fixin’s for Miz O’Rourke, mebbe some nice, cool lemonade an’ a piece of that cake Cook made.”


Grace bit her tongue, hard.


“Yes’m,” Clarissa said, her eyes wide and curious on Grace. She flashed her another smile before running off to do as her mother bid.


Grace’s room was on the second floor, tucked away in the back. It was probably the smallest room in the house, but Grace didn’t mind.


She stared at the walls, then touched one. Fabric. Blue and white fabric. She caressed one of the intricately carved posters of the linen-draped bed. The wood was smooth and cool. Hannah followed her gaze. “Ain’t you ever seen mosquito netting before?”


Grace shook her head. The coverlet was white, and lace-trimmed. There was a big, plush dark blue chair with a footstool, perfect for reading at night, and a beautiful pine bureau, with a lace doily, wash basin, pitcher, and mirror. On the other side of the room was a small escritoire. She couldn’t wait to sit down at it and write. There was even an immense rosewood wardrobe. She strode to the window.


Below, a green lawn fell away to the stables, the smokehouse, and the ice house. Beyond that, another mansion was visible. The sky was incredibly blue, with not a cloud to mar it. She turned to look at Hannah, and she was smiling.


“Lord, you’re pretty when you smile like that,” Hannah said. “Bet you’re a looker without those glasses.”


Grace blushed. She knew she was more than pretty. It was the bane of her existence. She had always been considered a good-looking child, but by the time she was eighteen, she was considered beautiful. It was frustrating. As long as she was pretty, men would not take her seriously. She didn’t want them looking at her, chasing her, trying to feel up beneath her skirts—not when she was trying to accomplish something with her life. For some unknown reason God had given her all that hair and beautiful features and a slim body with full breasts, though she’d bound them tightly in. It seemed a joke, because every day she went to great trouble to hide her looks so she could attend to life with the seriousness it deserved.


“Is this the new governess?”


Grace looked at the child who had to be Mary Louise, the ten-year-old. She was the image of her mother. “Hello,” she said, with a friendly smile.


Mary Louise folded her arms. “That’s an ugly dress.”


Grace stared.


“Hush up,” Hannah said.


Mary Louise smiled. “But it is. I’m making a pillowcase. The stitches are all wrong. Come and fix it.”


Grace was still stunned. “Excuse me?”


“It’s your job,” Mary Louise said haughtily, “to help me.”


“Miss O’Rourke starts tomorrow, Mary Louise,” Hannah began.


“Hush up, you dumb nigrah,” Mary Louise said. “Don’t you have things to do? Why, if mama knew you were standing here idle instead of working she’d send you packing. And if it was a few years ago she’d whip you good for you telling me what to do! Maybe you’ll get whipped anyways—by the night riders!”


Hannah clenched her jaw, but fear flared in her eyes.



“That’s enough,” Grace cried, grabbing Mary Louise by her wrist. “You apologize this instant—first to me, and then to Hannah.”


Mary Louise stared at her, her blue eyes filled with shock. “What?”


“I expect an apology and so does Miss Hannah.”


“First of all,” Mary Louise said, in a strangled voice, “I’d sooner die than apologize to a no-good lazy darkie.”


Grace stepped back. What did she expect? This was the Deep South, not New York. Mary Louise took the opportunity to dart out of the room.


“It’s all right, Miz O’Rourke,” Hannah said. “You come on down and get somethin’ to eat when you’re ready. John will bring your bags up.” Hannah left.


Grace had never seen such atrocious manners in her life. She wondered if she would be allowed to discipline the children. Heavens, if she wasn’t, how was she ever going to handle this one? She was relieved when footsteps sounded in the hall and John entered with her two small bags. Behind him, a small boy of about six was carrying her valise. “Oh, John, thank you, but that case is too heavy for that little boy.”


“I done carried it all the way up here myself.” The boy beamed, white teeth dazzling in a round black face.


“Don’t speak unless you’re spoken to,” John said sternly to the boy. “Please don’t be mad at my boy.”


“Oh, I’m not,” Grace said quickly. He had been so proud, but now he hung his head in response to his father’s scolding. She smiled down at him. “And you are?”


“Geoffrey, ma’am.”


“Thank you very much, Geoffrey, for a job well done.”


He squirmed with pleasure.


“You need anythin’ else you just ask me or Hannah,” John said as he left, shooing his son out before him.


Grace went looking for the schoolroom, and found it down the hall. It was obviously the nursery. Margaret Anne was there, the image of her sister, except chubbier, sitting on the floor and playing with a very expensive-looking doll. She stopped playing to look up and stare.


Grace smiled and came forward to kneel next to her. “Hello, Margaret Anne. What a pretty doll. I’m your teacher.”


“It’s mine,” she said, hugging the doll tightly. “And I hate school. I don’t want to read.”


“I hated school too, did you know that? Especially when I was your age.”


“I hate school,” Margaret Anne said, her eyes filling with tears. “I don’t want to read!”


“There is no school today,” Grace said calmly, standing. “But tomorrow we’ll get started and I’ll show you just how much fun we’re going to have together.”


“I hate lessons,” Margaret Anne cried, throwing the doll so hard it skidded across the floor, its head cracking.


Grace stared at the beautiful, golden-haired doll with the broken head.


Margaret Anne screamed and ran out of the room.


Grace sighed, a headache beginning, and started after her.


“Mama, Mama,” Margaret Anne sobbed, turning a corner.


Grace broke into a run. The last thing she needed was the child fleeing to her mother in tears with her not twenty minutes on the job. She turned the corner—and wham! She ran into a solid brick wall of warm, male flesh. Muscular arms enfolded her, pulling her against steel thighs and a rock-hard chest. Her face was buried against a soft white linen shirt, slightly damp with sweat. A heady, musky odor filled her nostrils. Large hands held her hips firmly, intimately, against his. A rich chuckle sounded.


“What do we have here?’”
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