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			[image: Chapter_Open_Dingbat.jpg]

			July 1862

			London

			“Miss Cameron, are you ill? You’ve grown so pale.”

			Mrs. Smythe-Anderson stepped toward Catriona. Her hostess was an older woman, her long, lean face equipped with a pointed chin, aquiline nose, and a series of wrinkles radiating out from her brown eyes like the rays of the sun. Those eyes were now narrowed in concern.

			Catriona blinked. She stood in the doorway of the Smythe-Anderson parlor, unable to move. She licked her lips, took a deep breath, and tried to form some type of answer.

			Not one word came to mind.

			“My dear, come with me,” Mrs. Smythe-Anderson said, leading her out of the dining room. “We’ll find a place where you can compose yourself.”

			Please. Dear God, she was going to faint, and she’d never fainted in her life.

			“You look pale, as if you’ve seen a ghost,” her hostess said.

			Yes, a ghost, that’s what it was. Not a ghost like the ones that fascinated her sister at Ballindair, but a ghost from her past. A substantial ghost who’d stared at her from the doorway with the same shocked recognition.

			Dear God, what was Andrew doing here?

			“You said your aunt was ill?”

			She nodded. Because her hostess was considered a doyenne of society, and this dinner an important introduction to some people, she’d come anyway.

			“I do hope it’s not catching,” Mrs. Smythe-Anderson said, leading her up the stairs. “We’ve already lost one guest this evening. Mr. Prender just this minute left. He, too, was suddenly taken ill.”

			She halted on the stairs, grabbed the banister and looked up at the older woman.

			“He’s gone?”

			Mrs. Smythe-Anderson nodded. “Perhaps it’s just as well. Andrew is such a charming man, but I daresay not a good companion for my unmarried female guests.” The other woman leaned down and whispered, “He’s quite a flirt, my dear. He has a reputation that might be considered a trifle risqué, especially for a young girl like you.”

			Wordlessly, she followed her hostess to a guest room.

			“Would you like me to send your maid to attend to you, my dear?”

			“No,” she said. “If I could just sit here for a few minutes, I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

			“Of course, but if you want to loosen your clothing, just pull on the bellpull. I’ll alert the staff that your maid might be needed.”

			“Thank you,” she said. “You’re very kind.”

			“Nonsense,” Mrs. Smythe-Anderson said. “What kind of hostess would I be if I allowed my guests to become ill? I do hope it’s not catching.”

			Since smallpox was known to occur in London periodically, she hastened to reassure her hostess. “I’m only feeling a little chilled,” she said. “My aunt has a cold. No doubt that’s all it is.”

			A few pleasantries later she was alone in the bedchamber. She walked to the window, parted the curtains and looked out at the rainy night. Was he there? Was he spreading tales, even now, of their liaison?

			She could barely breathe and her stomach was in knots.

			Tonight, the Duke of Linster had paid court to her. She’d laughed with several people, told stories of her shopping expeditions in London, listened intently to boring discussions of politics. Everyone had smiled at her. She’d been complimented about her dress, her hairstyle, and her smile.

			What would the guests say if they knew that the woman at the center of attention, the sister-in-law of an earl, had once been a maid?

			Wouldn’t they gossip to know that she was the daughter of a murderer, and that her father had killed his own wife in an act of love? An act that had resulted in him being hanged and she and her sister nearly starving to death?

			But most of all they’d all be in a tizzy if they learned that the virginal and chaste Catriona Cameron was anything but, and that she’d bedded Andrew Prender not once but many times.

			She should never have come tonight. Why hadn’t she stayed at home? Why had she listened to Aunt Dina and attended this dinner party?

			Disaster loomed as sure and certain as the sunrise.

			She’d never told Aunt Dina about Andrew. Yet she should have planned for him to be here. London society was smaller than she’d thought, with everyone knowing everyone else.

			The better for gossip to spread quickly.

			She’d been a fool.

			Perhaps he wouldn’t speak because of the affection he’d felt for her. Perhaps he would remain silent for the sake of Morgan, her brother-in-law and once Andrew’s friend. Perhaps they’d even mended their rift after her departure for Edinburgh. Perhaps he was kinder than she thought and didn’t want to destroy her chances in London.

			Perhaps the moon would turn purple and birds fly backward, too.

			What was she going to do?

			She couldn’t hide in this room. She twisted her hands together, released them, and gripped them tightly again. Her stomach was icing over and the back of her tongue felt odd.

			He’d been startled to see her. Was that because he’d known her as Catriona MacDonald? She’d gone back to her real name of Cameron after she and her sister decided it was safe enough to use again.

			He’d fallen in love with her, something she’d not anticipated. When he offered her a position in London as his mistress, she agreed.

			Would he remember that? Or just that last day, when she’d been given another choice by her brother-in-law? A chance to start again, become someone else, Catriona Cameron, the woman she was now. A woman who was being courted by a duke.

			What was he going to do? Tales of bedding her would only add to his allure while destroying her.

			She walked to the fireplace, pulled the bellpull and went to the door and waited.

			The woman who responded was an older, settled sort, with gray hair beneath her cap and a square, matronly shape.

			“Would you please tell Mrs. Smythe-Anderson that I’m going home,” she said.

			“Yes, miss.”

			“Could you send my maid to me?”

			“Of course. I’ll also ask that your carriage be brought around.”

			She nodded in thanks, walked to the dresser and surveyed herself. She was too pale, and looked decidedly ill. Good, that would explain her haste in leaving.

			A few minutes later she and Millicent were tucked into the carriage, her farewells to the rest of the guests being made by her hostess. She wouldn’t get to say good-bye to the Duke of Linster, but mystery never hurt in the chase. The duke had hinted he might join her on her morning ride. To be seen in public with him panting after her would be a great advantage.

			Please let Andrew keep silent.

			“Was it a good party, then?”

			She leveled a stern look at Millicent.

			All Aunt Dina’s servants were lacking in decorum. They didn’t know their proper place, witness the girl’s curiosity. She was not going to discuss her evening with a maid.

			What would the girl say if she told the truth? Most of the entertainments in London were exceedingly boring and ponderous.

			Couldn’t Prince Albert have died a few years ago? The whole of society seemed to be in mourning, even though it had already been months since the man died. Was she supposed to spend all her time in London pretending a downcast air and speaking in a subdued whisper?

			After tonight, she might well have to.

			“Is the duke still interested, then?” Millicent asked.

			She frowned severely at the girl. Were they talking about her in the kitchen? Her campaign to interest the Duke of Linster had been a closely guarded secret, or at least she’d believed so until this moment.

			“You’ll not talk about my personal business with other people, Millicent,” she said.

			“No, miss.”

			“Anything you happen to overhear, or see, for that matter, should never be discussed with another servant.”

			“No, miss,” the girl said meekly. She didn’t look the least chastised, however.

			Catriona plucked at her loose-sleeved cloak, feeling the material cling damply to her exposed skin. If Aunt Dina had come with her, she would’ve been doubly horrified. How would she have explained Andrew?

			How did she explain Andrew?

			Aunt Dina knew her as the Countess of Denbleigh’s sister and was ignorant of everything else she’d done.

			After patting an errant blond curl back into place, she adjusted the fit of her gloves and smoothed her hand over the cloak that protected her gown.

			Her stomach still rolled.

			Before she’d seen Andrew, the Duke of Linster had smiled at her. Twice, he’d sidled up to her, and twice she’d moved away. She wanted him to lust after her. After all, lust had proved to be an ally of hers.

			Would Andrew say anything?

			The duke, although Irish, was her best chance at a titled marriage. Twenty years her senior, he nonetheless considered himself a roué, a word she’d learned from Dina’s whispered warning.

			Millicent was snoring.

			She didn’t wake the girl. Instead, she bit her lip, turned and raised the leather shade, hoping that the passing scenery would take her mind from Andrew for just a moment.

			Fog obscured her view, but at least it was a white, shrinking thing, tendrils floating off into the air like ghost fingers. She didn’t mind the fog at night, but the yellow thickness of it during the day made her feel as if she were wading through soap. More than once she’d had the disconcerting sensation of seeming alone as she made her way to the carriage, yet able to hear the voices of Aunt Dina or her maid.

			In this section of London, not only were the streets lit by gas lamps, but some of the shop owners had mounted gaslights behind large bottles of liquid. The result was blurry balls of pink, blue, or green in the shop windows.

			As they turned, shadows lingered at a corner. No doubt a beggar stood there, hoping the carriage would stop rather than simply slowing. Another thing about London she’d not expected. Beggars were everywhere, either claiming that they were veterans or impoverished tradesmen. She’d seen whole families, the children dressed neatly, their faces washed, standing next to their parents, hands outstretched. Other beggars had hidden their faces; some had claimed to know no English, while others shuffled right up to her, murmuring about how hungry they were.

			She’d starve, too, if she didn’t find a husband.

			She couldn’t live forever on her brother-in-law’s generosity. Not when she had her beauty as a tool and passion as a skill. She might have to, however, if Andrew started talking.

			Once, she’d had such high hopes for this time in London. But the truth was, she wasn’t all that enamored of the city. London stank. She’d been told it was due to the open cesspools or the sewers that ran to the Thames. At times the breeze carrying the river’s stench was overpowering. On a calm day soot would linger in the air, causing her nose to itch. That, or the ever present odor of horse manure, made any outing hideous.

			But inside, too, she was subjected to the most ghastly odors. The corridors in even the most luxuriously appointed home smelled of unwashed servants and cooking. At a ball, the scent of a dozen perfumes was not enough to mask either body odor or bad teeth.

			No, Edinburgh smelled a great deal better.

			The window suddenly exploded.

			The cloud of glass shards illuminated by the carriage lamp looked like yellow diamonds. She had barely registered the sight of them when a protective impulse made her throw up her arms to protect her face.

			Too late, however, to save herself.

			She felt each separate shard as it sliced into her skin. A surprised gasp of pain accompanied each, along with a surge of terror.

			Millicent screamed. The coachman shouted in the distance. Wheels screeched against the cobbles, and horrifyingly, another window shattered.

			As the carriage rocked, she blindly reached for the strap above the window. In a motion so slow it felt part of a dream, the carriage rolled, tossing her to the far side of the vehicle in a shower of glass and metal.

			Her leg was twisted beneath her, and she pushed against Millicent in panic. The maid was silent, the girl’s composure a lesson. If Millicent could be brave, so could she.

			Her face felt heavy, something cold and sharp cutting her. Warm liquid flowed into her eyes and she knew it was blood. She raised a trembling hand and found a large triangle of glass where her cheek should be.

			Where was her face? Dear God, where was her face?

			Blood was choking her, and she wiped it away from her mouth, her breath coming in heaving gasps.

			Her gown, her lovely gown was ruined.

			Her face was gone.
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			January 1863

			Edinburgh

			Dina MacTavish stood in the foyer of her Edinburgh town house, clasping her hands tightly before her. For the first time in a long time, she wished her husband were still alive. The man had been a wastrel, however, a horrid manager of money. Because of him, she was dependent on her sister’s child for subsistence.

			Why was she even bothering to think of Harold? He wouldn’t have been any better at this situation than he was at providing for her. In fact, he would have layered his own impatience over her fear.

			No, she should count on her own common sense. Praying wouldn’t hurt, either.

			The man coming up the steps was her last resort. She had to believe that Mark Thorburn would be able to accomplish what no one else had been able to do.

			How quickly life changed from an agreeable existence to one fraught with endless drama and doubt.

			Of course, she’d had money troubles. Who didn’t have money troubles, unless they were as rich as Croesus, like her nephew, Morgan? Thank heavens no one wanted to quit imbibing whiskey, especially MacCraig whiskey, the basis for his fortune. More than once, she worried about that. Should she feel more guilty that her existence was dependent on the drunkenness of others?

			Yet when she worked in Old Town, she never saw empty MacCraig bottles. No, MacCraig whiskey was expensive enough that it wasn’t responsible for the destruction of lives and families. At least, that’s what she told herself.

			The young man coming to the door was nearly as wealthy as Morgan. Rumor had it that he’d inherited a great sum of money from his grandmother, a woman who’d doted on the boy.

			Not quite a boy, though.

			The housemaid opened the door, and she steeled herself.

			Seven months had passed since she’d seen him last. What was he, thirty-two? A question that made her feel even older than when she’d awakened this morning.

			With his antecedents, his family’s wealth, and his exceeding good looks, he was a package to turn any woman’s head—regardless of her age.

			Mark Thorburn was tall, possessed of long legs and broad shoulders. His face was perhaps on the stern side, except for that mouth of his, that beautiful, and surprising mouth. Full and mobile, it was almost always curved in a pleasant half smile, as if he anticipated life would be agreeable. She knew that wasn’t correct. He’d seen the misery the world had to offer only too well.

			His eyes, a dancing blue, could become serious all too quickly. She’d seen him level a look at a neglectful mother and lecture her about feeding her child.

			His cheekbones were high, his face hinted at Roman ancestors, and his black hair fell down to brush against his brow. His eyebrows, another arresting feature, could alter his entire expression in a moment, make it questioning or communicate disbelief, depending on the look in those blue eyes.

			His nose was long, but fit the rest of his face. That was the riddle when looking at Mark Thorburn. Separately, none of his features were remarkable, but put together and they created a more than acceptable mien. He was handsome without being pretty. Striking, perhaps, would be a better word. He commanded attention when he walked into a ballroom or into his surgery. Look what he’d done to her foyer. He’d taken it over.

			Worse, when he removed his coat, it was to reveal formal attire. The black of his short-tailed coat was a stark contrast to the crimson silk vest and snowy ruffled bib of his shirt.

			She stepped forward, unclenching her hands and extending both in a welcoming gesture.

			“Dr. Thorburn,” she said. “I’ve taken you from something. I do apologize.”

			“I’m due at a function this evening, Mrs. MacTavish,” he said, removing his hat and gloves and placing them on the sideboard. Only then did he reach out and grab her hands in his, the grip steady and reassuring.

			For a second she wanted to be a younger woman. If she were his contemporary, she might have thrown herself in his arms and wept against his shoulder. Gentleman that he was, Dr. Thorburn would no doubt have set her gently away from him, sparing them both embarrassment over her histrionics.

			“You wanted me to see your niece?” he said, effectively banishing any silly thoughts about throwing herself on his mercy.

			She moved aside, leading the way to the front sitting room.

			“She’s not actually my niece,” she said, taking her place on the settee and gesturing to an adjacent chair. “However, I’ve come to think of her as one. Or even my daughter, if I had been blessed enough to have children.”

			My recalcitrant and troubled daughter.

			That part, however, she kept to herself for the time being. If this meeting followed the tenor of the other ones, Mark Thorburn would find out just what kind of patient Catriona was soon enough.

			She was running out of physicians. She’d consulted the most famous ones in Edinburgh and none of them had been willing to treat Catriona. If the girl hadn’t been so badly injured, she would’ve lost patience with her weeks ago. As it was, she could only offer Catriona her pity, along with a determination that matched the girl’s own.

			Catriona would get her treatment, even if she objected every hour of every day. Yet that’s exactly what the girl was doing, and effectively.

			Dr. Thorburn’s stubbornness might help him succeed where others had failed.

			“Catriona was in an accident in London,” Dina said. “She was grievously wounded,” she added, staring into the distance. “My maid, Millicent, was killed in the accident.”

			She looked over at him.

			“For a few days I was not even certain that Catriona would survive. She had lost a great deal of blood, you see.” The explanation had taken longer and been framed in more delicate terms with the other physicians. She knew Mark, however, and had even served as his assistant on more than one occasion in Old Town. Besides, she was a contemporary of his mother’s. If he couldn’t deal with plain speaking from a woman, she’d selected the wrong candidate for this task.

			“But she didn’t die,” he said, urging her along.

			“No,” she said. “She didn’t die. We convalesced in London until Catriona was well enough to travel. The journey home was done in stages, in a conveyance suitably fitted to accommodate a patient.”

			Once again, her nephew, Morgan, had provided the funds, if not the emotional energy, to bring Catriona back to Edinburgh. He’d been all set to take her home to Ballindair, where she would have been cared for by her sister, but Catriona abruptly and unexpectedly refused. Instead, she’d remained for a month in her suite of rooms upstairs, transforming them into a luxurious hermitage.

			When Dina explained that to Mark, his mobile brow arched upward.

			“I don’t think it’s out of the ordinary, Mrs. MacTavish, that she not want to see visitors while she is recuperating.”

			“She has been recuperating for five months, Dr. Thorburn.”

			The brow stayed in place. “In all that time, has she not had the care of a doctor?”

			“In London, yes, but not since we returned to Edinburgh. In fact, the only person she has agreed to see is her sister, and Jean, being in the family way”—another indelicacy there—“will not be able to visit her for at least several months.”

			“Yet something has happened to make you summon me,” he said.

			She sat back and folded her hands on her lap. He was an intelligent young man.

			“I’m concerned about her,” she admitted. “She doesn’t seem to be improving.”

			“I’m not the only physician you’ve summoned, am I, Mrs. MacTavish?”

			Yes, he was an intelligent young man.

			“You are the sixth, Dr. Thorburn. Everyone else was summarily dismissed.”

			In actuality, Catriona had threatened them with bodily harm.

			He didn’t speak, didn’t question her, simply waited, a patience she would have admired if it hadn’t been directed toward her.

			“She throws things,” she said after a suitable moment of silence.

			“She’s spoiled, then.”

			Dina shook her head. “Not spoiled. Troubled. She does come out of the room, but only at midnight. She takes the back stairs to the kitchen and out to the courtyard and walks the square. I’ve seen her myself.”

			“I don’t know how you want me to help her,” he said.

			“She was badly injured, Dr. Thorburn. Her face was cut by shattered glass. The physicians in London said there was nothing they could do.”

			“She was scarred, then.”

			She nodded. “Would you not look at her and see if there’s anything to be done?”

			Somehow, she needed to give Catriona hope. Perhaps, then, the girl wouldn’t just sit at the window and stare out at the world like a prisoner trapped in her own body.

			The tears came abruptly, but not entirely unexpectedly. Whenever she thought of Catriona, she became weepy.

			“She was such a beautiful girl,” she said. “But she’ll never be beautiful again.” She composed herself, then frowned down at her clasped hands. “The first time I saw her face, I recoiled. To go from what she looked like to what she looks like now would be a difficult journey for anyone.”

			“I cannot perform miracles, Mrs. MacTavish.”

			His voice had altered, taken on a stern tone, as if she were one of those Old Town mothers guilty of drinking too much and neglecting her children.

			She tapped her foot against the carpet.

			“You have always struck me as an intense young man,” she said. “Someone who would not accept a barrier. You crawl over it, or walk around it, or perhaps you would even break through it.”

			Still, he remained silent, that look in his eyes warning her that she had only a few minutes to convince him. Otherwise, he would claim the press of his social obligations and leave.

			“Will you not at least try, Dr. Thorburn?”

			“I have never had to convince a patient to allow me to treat them, Mrs. MacTavish.”

			She nodded. “Ordinarily, I would agree with you. However, Catriona has always been extraordinarily stubborn. Both of the Cameron girls are, I daresay, each in her own way.”

			“Catriona Cameron?”

			She nodded. “No doubt you’ve heard of her. She was renowned for her beauty. Quite popular in London, as well. A duke was about to make an offer.” She sighed, bit back that thought and concentrated on the present. It was never good to weep over what could not be changed.

			For a moment he sat there, frowning at the floor, his hands loosely joined between his open legs. He made her substantial chairs look tiny, as if he sat in a dollhouse of her making.

			“Very well,” he said, and stood.

			Surprised, she stood as well, looking up at him. “You’ll see her, then?”

			“I will attempt to see her,” he said. “I can promise nothing, especially if five other doctors have tried and failed.”

			“Oh, but you are not like the others, Dr. Thorburn,” she said. Less a compliment than the truth, but he waved off her comment impatiently.

			A few moments later they were outside Catriona’s suite, a lovely set of rooms comprised of a sitting room, bedroom, and a small bathing chamber. Her nephew had ordered it refurbished for Catriona’s stay.

			Beside the door was a long sideboard, and on it a tray with Catriona’s evening meal, still untouched.

			“Does she take her meals in her room?”

			Had he not been listening?

			“She doesn’t leave her room, Dr. Thorburn. Not during the day, at least. She will not even allow the maids into her room. We have to leave her tray outside the door. If she’s hungry, she’ll eat. If not, she won’t.”

			“She hasn’t been eating?”

			Dina shook her head. “Another worry,” she said, and then told him the truth, the reason she’d asked him to call. “I’m afraid she’s willing herself to die.”

			This time his expression of concern was the mirror of hers.

		

	


	
		
			
Chapter 3

			[image: Chapter_Open_Dingbat.jpg]

			Mark knocked firmly on the door, but received no response.

			He glanced at Mrs. MacTavish. The woman made no effort to conceal her worry. She bit at the knuckles of one hand, the other supporting her elbow. The foot that had tapped so impatiently in the sitting room was now beating a rhythm on the green runner before the door.

			“Are you certain she’s inside?”

			The woman nodded.

			He knocked a third time and heard movement on the other side of the door. Was Catriona standing there, listening to their discussion?

			“I wish to see you, Miss Cameron,” he said.

			His voice carried well enough, but he might as well have been whispering, for all the response he received.

			If Catriona meant to annoy him, she was succeeding. He was expected at his parents’ home in a quarter hour. Even if he didn’t attend his grandfather’s birthday ball, he could always find something to do that was a damn sight better than standing here waiting for a spoiled miss to answer the door.

			“Miss Cameron,” he said, “I must insist. I’m not leaving.”

			“Go away.” The voice sounded husky, as if she didn’t often speak. He pressed his fingers against the wood of the door and turned to Mrs. MacTavish.

			“Does she admit any of the servants?” he asked.

			She shook her head.

			“Even to clean her room?”

			“Only for her earth closet and chamber pot,” she said, looking away. “She cleans her room by herself.”

			“What does she do during the day?”

			Surprisingly, she sent him an irritated look. “My dear Dr. Thorburn, I don’t know. She won’t even admit me. The moment we returned to Edinburgh, she decided that she was going to be a hermit, and a hermit she has been.”

			“She can’t be allowed to continue such behavior,” he said. A comment that earned him another annoyed look.

			He removed his coat, handing it to her without a word. She looked startled, but not as much as when he removed his vest, cravat, bib, and collar. She stood there blinking down at her armful of his clothing, then back up at him.

			“Do I look the part of footman?” he asked.

			She shook her head slowly from side to side.

			Ignoring her, he moved to the sideboard, peered beneath the napkin, then put it back into place. Hefting it in one hand, he knocked on the door with the other.

			“Miss Cameron,” he said. “You need to eat.”

			“Go away.” This time the already resolute voice was stronger.

			He sent Mrs. MacTavish a look of apology, drew back his right leg and slammed his foot into the door beneath the latch.

			The door swung open, bouncing against the wall. He’d have to send a workman over tomorrow to repair the door frame. But for now, still hoisting the tray in his left hand, he entered the room.

			When Mrs. MacTavish would have followed him, he shook his head slightly, stepping into the darkness alone.

			Immediately overwhelmed, he took a step back toward the open door. As he did whenever he was reminded of his intolerance for small spaces, he made himself stop, look over his surroundings, and take a deep breath. The room wasn’t that small. The darkness merely made it feel suffocating. Another deep breath, another step away from the doorway, and he’d mastered the sensation.

			The room smelled of potpourri, something like apples and cinnamon, but it was much too cold in there, as if she’d recently closed the window.

			Was she trying to freeze herself to death as well?

			“Get out.”

			He turned his head toward the voice. In the corner of the sitting room sat a shadow, darker than the gloom. As his eyes adjusted to the lack of light, he moved to the window.

			“If you open the curtains,” Catriona Cameron said, “I shall scream.”

			That was unexpected.

			“I doubt you have the strength to scream,” he said. “How long has it been since you’ve eaten?”

			“Get out.”

			He made his way carefully to a large circular table in the middle of the room and placed the tray in front of a chair.

			“Would you like me to light a lamp?” he asked.

			“Get out.”

			“Or a candle, perhaps?”

			“Who are you?”

			“I’m the new footman,” he said, wondering if she’d believe him.

			“I’ll have you dismissed.”

			“I’ve just begun this position.”

			“You’ve just ended it,” she said. “Get out.”

			“Are the other servants afraid of you?”

			She didn’t answer. Nor did she move. No doubt she was glaring at him from her position in the corner.

			“I was hired for my tenacity,” he said, a true statement, if she only knew it.

			“Get out.”

			“You should find another command. That one is growing old. You need to eat.”

			“Get out.”

			“Not yet,” he said. “After you’ve eaten, I’ll take my leave. Your dinner is cold, but perhaps something is still edible.”

			“I’m not hungry.”

			“I find I don’t care,” he said. “You still need to eat something.”

			“Is that why you’ve been hired? To be obnoxious and irritating? If so, you’ve done your duty,” she said. “You can leave. Tell my aunt you did everything within your power to get me to eat. Including violating my wishes. If nothing else, perhaps she’ll give you a bonus.”

			“Are you angry at her?”

			“No.”

			“You’re not punishing her by refusing to eat?”

			“Why should I answer a footman?”

			“Because I’m curious,” he said. “Because I genuinely want to know why you intend to starve yourself.”

			“Whatever I do,” she said, “it’s none of your concern. Now leave.”

			“One bite,” he said. “One bite and I’ll leave.”

			“I’m close enough to the bellpull,” she said. “I’ll summon my aunt.”

			“She’s right outside the door. Shall I call her?”

			“I doubt if Aunt Dina would allow you to break down my door.”

			“Shall we ask her?”

			She remained silent.

			“No doubt it’s hunger that’s making you so quarrelsome,” he said.

			He removed the napkin from the tray, placing it beside the plate, and picked up a pastie.

			“One bite and I’ll leave.”

			“What I eat or don’t eat is none of your concern.”

			“I’m new here,” he said. “I’ve been put in charge of your eating. It seems to be my only task. You wouldn’t want me to fail at it, would you?”

			A pause stretched between them. Just when he thought she wasn’t going to answer, she said, “I don’t care if you lose your position or not.”

			What was he doing here? Why was he catering to a woman’s moods? In his practice, he saw many hysterical females, a variety of wealthy women sent to him by his mother. Women who were too intent on the slightest ailment. Was the irritation on her finger a cancer? Was her spring cough a sign of consumption?

			Each of these irritating patients was surrounded by luxury, servants, and wealth. If they’d had to endure only a few of the conditions he found in Old Town, they’d spend every day on their knees in thanks to God for their blessings.

			Catriona Cameron had turned into one of those.

			Besides, what recourse did he have against a woman’s stubbornness? Most of his patients agreed to listen to his advice. They didn’t require that he carry trays and pretend to be a servant.

			He turned and was at the door before realizing he still had the pastie in his hand. He turned back and retraced his steps, continuing on to the corner where she sat. She was draped in a widow’s veil, or perhaps more than one. How did she see?

			He held out the pastie.

			“One bite,” he coaxed. “Only one.”

			“If I do, will you leave and never return?”

			“I’ll leave,” he said. Beyond that, he wouldn’t promise.

			A gloved hand slowly emerged from beneath the veil.

			He put the pastie on her palm and watched as her hand retreated. In the confusion of shadows, he wasn’t certain if she took a bite or simply dropped the pastie to the floor.

			When he turned, intent on the door, her voice called after him.

			“Go away and don’t come back.”

			“When are you going to return?” Elizabeth asked her husband.

			Andrew Prender looked up from his notes, facing his wife of a dozen years or more. The time spent being married hadn’t concerned him. Until this moment, Elizabeth had been a conformable spouse, a biddable woman.

			She’d never asked him about his schedule.

			“You’re leaving tomorrow. When will you return?”

			“Soon enough,” he said.

			“When is soon enough, Andrew?”

			He was surprised at her tone if not the question itself. In all these years, she’d never said a word about his living arrangements. Not once had she demanded that he spend more time with her and the children.

			He studied her, wondering at her daring.

			Her narrow face was nearly gaunt and her nose long. If she would have listened to his advice, he would have suggested that she not scrape her black hair back in such a severe bun. The style did not flatter her nor give any softness to the severity of her face.

			She was not, however, given to any type of fashion advice, or she would have padded her flat bosom or done something to spare him the sight of her angular hips.

			Elizabeth had never been beautiful, but the expression she wore now made her ugly. As a rule he preferred to surround himself with attractive people.

			She’d borne five children, and for that he was suitably grateful, especially since all of them were hale and hearty and seemed to take after him in appearance more than after their mother.

			Now, however, she was being remarkably grasping, and at the worst time.

			“Why do you suddenly care, my dear?”

			“It’s a Scottish bitch, isn’t it?” she asked, taking a few steps toward him. “You’ve been different ever since you came back from Scotland. What happened, did a woman reject your advances?”

			He’d been known for his flying visits to his country house periodically to inspect the children, all five of whom were growing at an alarming rate. But he’d erred when returning from Scotland. Instead of nursing his wounds in London, he’d come home. Evidently, his actions gave his wife the impression that she had the right to comment on his behavior.

			She had nothing to complain about. He didn’t challenge her expenditures on herself, the house, or the children. If she needed more money than he had allocated for her, she had only to go to his solicitor.

			“I never minded all the other women,” she said. “But this one is different, isn’t she?”

			What a remarkable change had come over his wife. He regarded her steadily for a moment, wondering what would teach her the fastest and best learned lesson. To cut off her money? Doing so might harm his children, and he did love each and every one. Giving her a few lashes? Surely he could obtain a whip from the stables.

			He decided that he didn’t have the energy for corporal punishment. Perhaps the truth would be the hardest lesson of all.

			“You know my friend Morgan?” he asked her amiably.

			“The Earl of Denbleigh?”

			He nodded.

			“The man who got a divorce?” she asked. “Is that why you bring him up now? To warn me?”

			“I can do the same, Elizabeth.”

			She startled him by smiling. “She doesn’t want you, though, does she?”

			The next time he returned home, he would have to do something to punish her for that remark.

			“Where I’m going or what I’m doing is none of your concern, Elizabeth.”

			“Go after her, then, and I wish you good luck,” she said, leaving the room.

			Perhaps it was a good thing this new task of his would take some time. When he returned home, his temper would have cooled.

			The Scottish bitch, as his wife had so richly described her, was living in Edinburgh. After he dispensed with that matter, he’d school his wife in the proper way to address him.

			Catriona sat with the pastie in her hand, and because she’d taken one bite, she took another. Her stomach clenched. How long had it been since she’d eaten? Long enough that she was suddenly ravenously hungry. Another irritation to lay at the feet of that footman, odious and arrogant as he was.

			What had Aunt Dina been thinking to hire someone to coax her to eat?

			She moved to the ruined door, pressed it closed, and arranged a chair in front of it for good measure. Only then did she walk to the table and sit. Slowly, after a glance at the door, she removed her veil and ate some of her cold meal.

			She’d send Aunt Dina a note complaining about the new footman’s behavior, insisting that he be dismissed immediately.

			She required absolute privacy, and if Aunt Dina couldn’t give that to her ... Her thoughts trailed off. Who could? Where could she go in all of Scotland, or England, for that matter? Anywhere she went, people would turn and stare at her. Unless she was heavily veiled, she’d send young children screaming for their nurses.

			She would not think such things.

			Moving to her secretary, she opened it and sat down. Her right hand shook as she withdrew a sheet of stationery. To properly write the note, she would need to light the lamp. If she lit the lamp, she’d see a sitting room with pale gold and white wallpaper, a damask-upholstered settee, a large table and adjoining chairs. A self-appointed prison she’d endured for a month.

			Would she be able to remain here for the rest of her life? If not, what other choice was there? She fingered the brown glass bottle in her pocket but did not retrieve it. Instead, with great care, she took the glove off her right hand. The left remained shielded from her sight. With bared fingers she rubbed the smooth mahogany, trailed them to the leather blotter and hesitated before touching the lamp a few inches to her left.

			Her heart beat in her ears, and her breath was painfully tight. Darkness was not a friend, but a less abusive enemy than daylight. Candles were an abomination, because they reminded her of laughter and kisses, baring her body in the flickering light, smiling in that certain way at a lover.

			The crystal lamp sat accusing her, the chimney hardly darkened by soot.

			Slowly, she put the glove back on, then stood, moving to the chair beside the window. The note to her aunt would have to wait until later.

			Besides, her left eye was bothering her, tearing too much. That was to be expected, she’d been told by learned men with somber expressions. They had kept their eyes carefully averted from her face as they addressed her.

			“Miss Cameron,” each of them had said at various times, “we’ve done the best we can.” Another of the physicians had nodded at her enthusiastically, the tip of his beard pointing at her like an arrow. “Indeed, you are a lucky young lady, miss.”

			When he left the room, closing the door behind him, his words had hung in the air like sodden gauze.

			She didn’t feel especially lucky.

			How strange, that she’d never thought of herself as separate limbs. She’d never been Catriona Cameron, of two hands, two feet, two legs, two arms, a torso and a head. She’d been herself, a combination of all of these.

			A woman who’d driven men to lust.

			Now, having eaten, reattached her veil and ensured that it was properly in place, she slowly opened the draperies, revealing an Edinburgh evening the color of ashes. Still, the view granted her some freedom. A moment later she opened the window and eased into the chair next to it, folding her hands on her lap.

			She’d always loved the sun, but Edinburgh had forbidden her more than a watery glimpse of it since returning from London. She’d always loved the bright days of spring, when she pinned the newest flowers in her hair. She’d always loved laughter and the appreciative looks of young men. More than once, in violation of propriety, she’d grabbed her skirts with both hands and run for the simple joy of it.

			The accident had stripped her youth from her and made her a cripple. No man would ever open his arms and sigh in welcome when she embraced him. No one would care that Catriona Cameron had once been a harlot.

			She raised the veil high enough so the chilled breeze could sweep up and caress her heated cheeks.

			Reaching into her right pocket, she withdrew the bottle, holding it tight between both hands.

			Another ritual in her new dark life.

			The icy wind made her shiver. She held the bottle, praying for courage to light the lamp, to face herself or take the laudanum.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 4
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			“Catriona Cameron?”

			His mother wrinkled her nose, an expression that meant she was trying to remember.

			While his father had grown increasingly bloated over the years, his jowls reminding Mark of an English bulldog, his mother had become more delicate, her apparent fragility masking a constitution as hearty as any he’d seen. She was never ill, and was impatient with sickness in others, a fact he’d discovered as a boy.

			More than once he’d gone to his studies with a fever, and on one memorable occasion, knew he had the measles before the family physician had diagnosed him.

			Even as a boy he’d been curious about medicine, an interest that was never encouraged. Instead, he was coached in the duties of being the heir to the heir of an earldom, no matter how far away that earldom seemed.

			His grandfather was as hale and hearty as his mother, though only marriage connected them, not blood. The Earl of Caithnern was thin to the point of gauntness, but religiously advocated his routine of eating and exercise.

			“If you’d have your patients eat as I do, my boy,” he said on every meeting, “they wouldn’t have any problems with corpulence. Have them walk while they’re at it.”

			Since his grandfather was seventy-two, perhaps he had the right prescription for longevity.

			The earl abstained from sweets, using William Banting’s diet as a plan for eating. He walked each morning and evening around the house he’d recently purchased outside of Edinburgh. He laughed a great deal, and he was rumored to have more than one mistress after his beloved wife of thirty years had died three years ago.

			He had never questioned his grandfather as to his mistresses, but he wouldn’t have been surprised. The old man enjoyed all the passions of life.

			“Oh, I remember now,” his mother said, interrupting his thoughts. “The Earl of Denbleigh’s sister-in-law. That’s the one.” She lifted a finger and pointed at him, as if he’d deliberately withheld that information.

			“As lovely a girl as you’ve ever seen. And her gowns? I understand the earl paid for an exquisite wardrobe as well.” She frowned. “Wasn’t there some scandal about her?”

			Gently placing his hand on her elbow, he led her away from where the orchestra was tuning their instruments. He hoped they played substantially better than they practiced.

			“There was an accident,” he said, hoping to stifle her curiosity about Catriona’s past.

			“What’s that?” She wrinkled her nose again. “I don’t remember hearing anything about an accident.”

			“It was in London, Mother,” he said.

			“Still, I should have heard.”

			He was curious why she hadn’t. His mother was very involved in Edinburgh society. Perhaps the Earl of Denbleigh still had some power to silence the gossips about Catriona. Or, perhaps simply disappearing from the social scene had something to do with it. His mother, however, always on the lookout for a suitable match for his two younger brothers, should have known if anyone did.

			He’d managed to dissuade her from matchmaking on his account by veiled hints about Anne Ferguson, a perfectly acceptable girl who’d charmed his mother and flattered his father. The former was easily done; the latter was a triumph.

			“There you are, Rhona,” his father said, marching toward them with a look of determination in his eyes. Everything Kenneth Thorburn, Lord Serridain, did was accompanied by that same look.

			His father’s face was florid, his eyes narrowed, his mouth pursed in a grim line. If anything, he seemed to have gained more weight in his midsection in the seven weeks since he’d seen him last.

			If his father didn’t calm himself, he’d collapse of a stroke, a premature death putting an end to his lifelong ambition of becoming the Earl of Caithnern.

			“We need to lead the procession,” his father said, barely sparing a glance for him.

			His mother patted her husband’s arm as if to calm him. The gesture, often repeated, never appeared to have any effect.

			A pity the man didn’t listen to anyone—not his father, the earl; and certainly not his son, a physician. Mark had given up trying to dispense medical advice when the only reaction was a dismissive gesture or a cutting remark.

			“Are you ready?”

			His mother smiled and nodded, moving toward the ballroom.

			“The Duke of Linster,” she said, glancing back at him. “He was rumored to be courting her.”

			Mark’s father frowned at him, as if he’d deliberately taken his mother’s attention away from the festivities for some selfish purpose. He only nodded, having had years to come to grips with his father’s antipathy.

			He had a great many faults, according to his father. He didn’t value his unique position of being in line to inherit an earldom. He didn’t appreciate the family reputation. Nor did he attempt to comport himself with dignity.

			As far as his curiosity, another besetting fault, he should leave that trait to other men, those who didn’t have a certain position in society to maintain. Instead, he seemed to enjoy getting his hands dirty, or even worse, trafficking with derelicts and the unfortunate unwashed.

			Poverty, according to Lord Serridain, was an affliction, one that was contagious.

			Once, he asked his father if he wanted him to be more like his brothers, inveterate gamblers and drunkards, neither of whom showed any desire to grow up and make a life for himself.

			His father had sent him a cold look and said, “Neither Jack nor Thomas has gone out of their way to humiliate me, Mark. You can do a great deal for the poor of Edinburgh without touching them.”

			Now he watched as his father and mother greeted their guests, his father inclining his head in a royal nod. His mother was more egalitarian, stopping from time to time to make a comment on a woman’s appearance or to share a word.

			The feeling of alienation was so familiar, he didn’t even note its presence. He didn’t belong here, and hadn’t, for a long time. Each time he made an appearance at his parents’ home, the gulf seemed to have widened between him and his father.

			“Are you concerned about one of your patients?”

			He turned to find Anne Ferguson at his elbow. His smile came naturally, both in appreciation of her appearance and the compassionate look in her warm brown eyes.

			“You were frowning,” she said, smiling up at him.

			Her brown hair was arranged in a complicated style, with little pink pearls entwined in it. Her dress was pale and pinkish, and he made a mental note to compliment her gown, something he often failed to do. Women liked that sort of thing, he’d been told.

			“My mind was on other things,” he admitted. “You’re looking lovely this evening.”

			Her cheeks turned rosy as she touched his arm in the same soothing gesture his mother had used earlier. Did women think men were fractious cats?

			“You look tired, Mark,” she said, her voice low so as not to be overheard. Calling him by his first name was an intimacy brought about from their long acquaintance. It also hinted at their future alliance, but so did her fluttering lashes.

			“It was a long day,” he conceded.

			“You have to rest more. What good would it do for all your patients if you allowed yourself to become ill?”

			“I’m not ill, Anne,” he said. “Nor am I that tired. It was simply a long day.”

			She looked surprised at his tone. He didn’t need to be managed, or treated as if he were five and had played too long with his tin soldiers.

			“What have I done?” she asked, dropping her hand and taking a step back.

			“Nothing,” he said.

			She was sensitive and he’d been curt. He picked up her hand and kissed the tips of her fingers in apology.

			Such a gesture in a crowded room was tantamount to a declaration. He realized it the instant she did. While she wore a radiant smile, he felt a sinking sensation in his stomach, as if he’d fallen from a great distance.

			She patted his arm. “Dear Mark.”

			Her next words would be something to the effect that her father approved of him, and how delighted her mother was that they danced so often together. He didn’t believe in precognition, only recognized the pattern of similar evenings.

			“I’ve made the final arrangements,” she said. “As well as sending out the invitations.”

			He stared at her. “For what?”

			Anne sighed. “I knew you would forget. The party we discussed. You are going to come and greet our guests with me.”

			He remembered now and nodded.

			“I’m sure it will be a wonderful entertainment,” he said.

			Before she could tell him any more about the party, he stepped away, bowing slightly and mumbling some excuse about having to attend to his grandfather.

			A cowardly escape, and as he left, glancing back at her, he realized she knew it as well.

			Catriona sat watching until, as the hours passed, the clock’s ticking grew monotonous and strangely reassuring. When all was quiet around her it felt as if only she were awake, a creature caught and held by midnight.

			Standing, she made her way to the bureau, pulled out a drawer and withdrew the heaviest of the veils she’d had made, replacing the shorter veil she wore during the day.

			This one covered her to her waist and was so impenetrable she could stand beneath a gas lamp and not be seen. Viewing the world through gauzelike lace was a difficulty she’d learned to accept.

			She’d been told, by a well-meaning fool in London, that she would forever walk with some difficulty. Her left leg had been deeply cut, the damage in the muscle causing her to limp. She was counseled to accept the disability as a price for her survival.

			When she hadn’t responded to that absurd statement, the physician left the room, no doubt disappointed that she hadn’t complimented him on his wisdom.

			Had her own father talked to his patients in such a way? She doubted it. Her father had been kind but not given to false good cheer. He’d been compassionate and loving, and only once intensely cruel.

			She pushed thoughts of her parents from her mind, went to the door and removed the chair. When she was satisfied that none of the staff was abroad and Aunt Dina had retired, she slowly left the room.

			The gaslight at the end of the hall was at the lowest setting. The flame lent the air a yellowish hue as well as a noxious smell. If she asked Aunt Dina to extinguish the lamps, she’d have to give her a reason, which is why she kept silent. These nightly walks were private, and belonged only to her.

			She slipped down the back stairs, halting at the landing.

			Was the obnoxious footman somewhere around? She didn’t want another confrontation with him.

			She rarely saw anyone when she left the house. Once or twice she’d narrowly missed Artis locking up for the night, but she knew the maid’s schedule now, and adjusted her own to it.

			Number 17 Charlotte Square belonged to her brother-in-law, and was, she’d been told, among the most prestigious addresses in Edinburgh. Charlotte Square consisted of four long buildings facing each other like the sides of an ornate crown. In the middle was an expanse of mature trees and landscaped lawn. The building facades were ornamented like palaces, with Corinthian pillars, pedimented centerpieces, and steeply pitched roofs guarded by sphinxes.

			Each town house was fronted by a black lacquer door, a wide series of steps, and topped by a fan window that let in the light on sunny days. Iron railings sat on either side of the steps, ending in graceful inverted trumpets. In front of each residence was a gas lamp on a fluted column, its square base mounted to the pavement.

			If carriages passed this way at this late hour, they did so in reverent silence. Not for Charlotte Square the rowdiness or the drunkenness of other Edinburgh neighborhoods.

			Occasionally, the residents of the square entertained, and when that occurred, she postponed her walk, unwilling to take the chance of being seen. Tonight there were no parties, no well-attended dinners, simply the gas lamps shining over frosted grass and trees that remained still and arthritic in the cold night air.

			The square was draped in a blanket of cold and silence. A quiet winter night that echoed only her footsteps. The sky wasn’t truly black, but a strange gray, illuminated by the streetlamps. A snow sky, perhaps, with hints of more storms to come.

			Two of the gas lamps had been extinguished by the wind. She walked, staying away from the remaining lamps when she could, keeping to the deep shadows around the trees.

			At first she limped, but that was to be expected. She’d done nothing more today than sit in place or walk around her rooms. If the weather held, she would walk around the square four times, as usual. This midnight regimen gave her something to do and perhaps even extended her life by one more night.

			When her mother died, she’d wanted to curl up in a ball and simply sleep the day away. Her sister, Jean, pelted her with sayings of a positive nature, until she had no choice but to rouse herself. Her sister always believed in good outcomes, even in the midst of dire circumstances.

			Perhaps she ought to adopt Jean’s attitude. After all, her sister had acquired an earl for a husband.

			What would Jean do in her situation?

			Your beauty is not all you have to offer the world, Catriona.

			She recalled what Jean had said a month earlier, on her arrival in Edinburgh. She hadn’t bothered to comment, because doing so might hurt her sister’s feelings.

			Ever since she was a child, people had come up to her mother and said such wondrous things. “Oh, isn’t she a beautiful little girl!” “What bright color hair she has!” “What an exquisite face!” “She’ll melt the lads’ hearts, she will.”

			How could Jean understand? Her sister had always been plain. People had never gasped aloud at her appearance in a doorway. Nor had men danced attendance on her, in hopes of winning a smile or more.

			Yet marriage had somehow enhanced Jean’s looks. Her smile was always present and her eyes sparkled, no doubt because Jean was with child.

			She was going to be an aunt, Catriona thought.

			If they trained the child from

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
KARENJRANNEY

USA TODAY BESTSELLER






OEBPS/images/Chapter_Open_Dingbat_fmt.jpeg
)





OEBPS/images/Lass_TitlePage_fmt.jpeg
KARENJRANNEY

The
LassWoreBlack





