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Praise for HEART OF THE OCEAN

“Multi-award winning author Heather B. Moore writes with a new voice in her paranormal historical romance, Heart of the Ocean. Meet her host of enthralling characters in a story set against the backdrop of Puritan New England, gossip driven New York society, and nineteenth century Europe. Experience a love that grows over time to rescue Eliza Robinson from mortal danger and ghostly terror.”

—G. G. Vandagriff, Whitney Award Winning Author, The Last Waltz

“A tortured spirit seeks restitution on the rocky cliffs of New England, but only Eliza Robinson hears her voice. Eliza must solve the crime that took the woman’s life, before she loses her own, or her heart. Heather B. Moore brings readers a perfect blend of mystery and romance in this tale of ghostly spirits, unsolved murders, and unwanted proposals.”     

—Lu Ann Brobst Staheli, Best of State Educator & Author, A Note Worth Taking

“Heart of the Ocean by Heather Moore is a story that will appeal to all readers, no matter what genre you like to read. It is a well-written historical romance, with a ghost story, heart pounding suspense, and very strong characters. I was immediately pulled into Heart of the Ocean from the first page with Heather's excellent way of storytelling.”

—Mindy Holt, Book Reviewer www.minreadsandreviews.blogspot.com 

About the Town of Maybrook

By 1839, large assemblies of Puritans were no longer in existence. The religion had fractured as leaders and members expanded their beliefs. Yet, in the fictional town of Maybrook a small group of people managed to preserve their lifestyle, guarding their traditions as the outside world advanced rapidly. The people of Maybrook clung to their property, keeping all things modern outside their borders. They protected their own, and most importantly they kept their secrets . . .

Thus sing I to cragg’d clifts and hils,

To sighing winds, to murmuring rills,

To wasteful woods, to empty groves,

Such things as my dear mind most loves.

—Dr. Henry More, 1614–1687
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SEPTEMBER 1839 

“Jump.”

Eliza swung around, searching for the source of the voice—a woman’s voice. Wind tugged at her wool coat, and streaks of rain pelted her face. Maybe it’s the wind. Again. It was the same voice she heard on her walk out to the cliffs. But that’s impossible. There’s no one here. She turned to face the sea and realized she was only two steps from the edge of the cliff where the jagged rocks sloped into the surf dozens of feet below.

“Jump now.”

Eliza backed away from the cliff’s edge, heart pounding as she peered into the gray drizzle for any sign of the woman. I’m imagining it . . . or it’s in my head. She shuddered and pulled the coat tighter around her body. 

Shunning the treacherous drop-off a few steps away, Eliza closed her eyes against the incoming storm. Waves crashed below, sending vibrations through her body. The seagulls had long since abandoned their screeching cries and had found shelter among the jutted rocks. Am I losing my mind? With what she’d endured the past few months, it was entirely possible.

“Don’t be afraid.” 

New cold shot through her at the sound of the woman’s voice. Eliza opened her eyes and stared at the furious foam dashing against the dark rocks below. 

“Who are you?” she yelled into the wind. 

No response. 

What’s happening to me? “Now I’m talking to myself and hearing voices,” she muttered. Feeling a sudden dizziness, she took several more steps away from the edge, as the ocean surged and spat out sea spray. The menacing clouds compressed into a deeper gloom, and the wind picked up its pace, as a force outside her seemed to urge her forward. 

Aunt Maeve had said the New England coast was not for the faint-hearted, and Eliza understood why. Not only was September the most active month for hurricanes, but apparently the ghost stories she’d heard in town had just proven themselves credible. Unless the voice is inside my head. Then I’ve truly lost my sanity.

She turned from the cliff’s edge and hurried to the lighthouse, clutching her coat and bending against the furious gale. Eliza had told her aunt she’d only wanted to see the incoming storm for a moment. But by the time she reached the crumbling lighthouse, she was panting, shivering, and thoroughly soaked. 

“Come back,” the voice said, slicing through Eliza. As she increased her pace and focused on the lighthouse door, she tried to block out everything else. Just get there.

The splintered door swung wide before Eliza reached it, and the wind slammed it against the wall. Aunt Maeve stood in the entryway at the base of the stairs, bundled up in a thick cloak and heavy boots, lantern in hand. 

Her aunt was here, real and solid. Relief surged through Eliza. She wasn’t in a horrible nightmare.

“’Bout time you came back.” Maeve glared at her. “I thought you’d decided to take a swim.” The woman’s white-streaked auburn hair had come loose from its customary bun, wispy across her shoulders. It looked almost pretty. 

Eliza knew better than to believe her aunt was cross. “I’m ready to go back to the house.”

Maeve held the lantern high and narrowed her gaze, but through her stern Puritan demeanor, a twinkle showed in her eyes. “It’s a good thing, too. I almost had to come for you myself. There aren’t any men near enough to send on such an errand.” She tilted her head, motioning for her niece to follow.

No men indeed. Precisely why Eliza wanted to come to this Puritan farm in the first place. She’d had enough of men, and their deceitful ways, to last her a lifetime. Maeve gripped Eliza’s arm, bringing her thoughts back into focus. In the few seconds that Eliza had been inside the lighthouse, the wind had multiplied in strength. She clung to her aunt as they exited, and together they ran to the cottage, sodden skirts whipping their legs. The distance was not far, but with the wind slicing through their clothing, time seemed to slow, and it felt an eternity had passed by the time they reached the front door. Once inside, it took both of them to push it closed.

Maeve clasped her hands to her chest and fought for normal breath as she leaned against the wall. “On my life, it’s going to be a big ’un. Leave your wet things here. We’ll clean up later.”

Eliza stripped off her coat then removed the wool scarf covering her head. Her hair was plastered against her cold face.

Maeve chuckled. “You look like a wet dog.”

Eliza pulled her dark blonde hair free of her face, grateful to be inside the cottage—away from the cliff, away from the voice, and most importantly, away from the judgments of men.

“Aye, you’re shivering as a dog would,” Maeve began.

“And so are you,” Eliza countered with a smile. 

“I’ll put the tea on.” Maeve left the entryway and hurried to the kitchen. 

Eliza moved into the hearth room, knelt before the fireplace, and threw a thin log onto the starving glow. She settled onto her heels, trembling from getting soaked, and from hearing that strange woman’s voice. Her skin prickled as gooseflesh rose on her arms. Was it my imagination? Or was there someone out there?

Here, inside the humble, yet comfortable, cottage, it was hard to believe she’d heard a voice out on the cliffs that had commanded her to jump. It must be my imagination. That was it—the wind, the rain, the churning ocean—it had all combined to disorient her.

Eliza exhaled, feeling relieved as she looked around the room and let the familiar calm embrace her. Aunt Maeve’s cottage was plain, a welcome change from Eliza’s home in New York City. The whitewashed walls, a rocker, a pair of stout chairs positioned near the hearth, and a threadbare sofa against the wall made up the simple room.

Soon the warmth from the fire began to thaw her stiff fingers, and when they were nimble again, she combed them through her wet hair. A burst of wind blew down the chimney, making the fire waver. Eliza shuddered again, thinking about the woman’s voice. Jump . . . Don’t be afraid. What did it mean? Why did the voice want her to jump from the cliff? 

Eliza leaned toward the fire, letting her hair fall over her face to dry in the heat. She’d been in Maybrook for nearly a month now. Everything about it was different than her high society life back in New York. No complaining mother, no docile father, no stab-you-in-the-back suitors. Even now, her stomach churned at the memory of her recent beau.

Mr. Thomas Bertram Beesley III. Even the name was repulsive. So proper; so arrogant. Plump was putting it nicely. Kind was overdoing it. And filthy rich, an understatement. He’d be mortified to see her in such modest surroundings now. Why couldn’t the wealthy men also be handsome, humble, and totally and completely in love with her?

Eliza smoothed her hair back and pulled her knees up to her chest. She gazed at the flames, relishing the peace and absolute quiet save for the crackling fire.

Her aunt lived a humble life, though it hadn’t always been that way. Maeve had once been a young debutante in New York, but she had fallen in love with a Puritan man and moved to Maybrook, where she had remained ever since. What would it be like to throw all conventions in society’s face? Live my own life, free from the shackles of high-brow culture? Sparks shot out from the fire, close to Eliza’s skirt, so she scooted back, shaking out the dancing sparks.

Maeve entered the room, two teacups in hand. “Here you are.”

Eliza turned and accepted a steaming cup. “Thank you.” Dry enough now to sit on the sofa, she sat as the wind howled its way around the house, sounding nothing like the voice on the cliff.

“There now, dear, you’ll grow used to ol’ Mr. Wind,” Maeve soothed. She retrieved a bit of mending from the nearby basket and settled into the rocking chair. After threading a needle, she began to sew even stitches along the torn hem of an apron.

Eliza brought the teacup close to her lips and inhaled the sweet fragrance. She sipped the liquid, relishing the warmth moving down her throat. The wind suddenly increased its tempo, sending rapid bursts through the chimney and into the hearth. Eliza shivered and looked at her aunt. “When you’re here alone, don’t you feel afraid?”

Glancing up from her sewing, Maeve said, “When my husband was alive, I never gave the storms a second thought. After he was gone, I found I didn’t mind the weather, even being alone. I believe this old house protects me.”

Eliza gazed about the room—the glow of fire reached to the far corners, making the place look cozy. She understood how her aunt felt secure. But what about the voice on the cliff? Had her aunt experienced something of that sort?

“What did your mother say in her letter?” Maeve asked. She set down the apron and reached for her cup of tea.

“She’d like to come and visit.” Looking again at her aunt, Eliza took in the woman’s now carefully arranged hair and twice-mended pinafore. 

“That would be nice,” Maeve murmured, with a slight lift of her brow.

Eliza refrained from letting out an exasperated sigh. “I don’t want her to come. I don’t want to hear about the latest dance, or what everyone wore,” she said. “It’s hard enough to read her letters, but at least I can put them away and forget about the things that don’t truly matter. Having her here—that would be . . . it would be unbearable!”

Maeve nodded before taking another sip. “I had the same feelings once. Felt I was drowning in an ocean of greed.” She hesitated then leaned forward on the rocker. “When I met Edward, I saw my escape. It was probably an extreme choice to leave everything behind, but I loved him, and I’ve been happy here.”

The nostalgia in her aunt’s voice enveloped Eliza like a soft blanket, calming her spirit. “Maybrook is so unassuming,” Eliza said. “As long as you’re an upstanding citizen, no one cares which house in Paris made your dress, or how many people attend your coming-out party.”

“You’re guaranteed none of that here,” Maeve said.

But there were other things here, things Eliza hadn’t encountered in New York City—like a ghostly woman’s voice. “Do you believe in ghosts?” she blurted, immediately regretting such a foolish question. 

Maeve’s forehead creased. “Have you been listening to the village stories?”

“No.” Eliza wished she could take back her question. Her parents had specifically told her to ignore the superstitious tales among the Puritans. It was one of the agreements Eliza had made before coming.

“It’s true that Maybrook is nothing like New York City.” Maeve lowered her gaze. “But things around here are not always what they may seem.”

“What do you mean?” A slow chill crawled up Eliza’s neck. The same chill she’d felt at the edge of the cliff. She placed her tea cup and saucer on the floor beside her.

“As I said, in this house, I’m protected.” Maeve lifted her gaze.

Eliza nodded and folded her arms. The room remained cold in spite of the fireplace.

“But what I’m about to say . . . your parents would have me hanged for.”

Eliza inhaled. What could Maeve possibly tell her that would have her parents so upset? “I won’t say anything.”

“You are nineteen now, a grown woman, and it’s time you knew about such things,” Maeve said in a slow voice. “To answer your question, Eliza, yes, I do believe in ghosts.” Her eyes seemed to glow as she took up the mending again. “The woman who lived in this house watches over me.” 

Flinching, Eliza clasped her hands together. “Oh . . . I . . .” Her aunt’s response did not bode well, not after the voice, not after the order she’d heard on the cliff less than an hour ago. She wanted to tell her aunt what had happened, but no words would come. 

A smile tugged the corners of Maeve’s mouth. “You think I wouldn’t believe in ghosts?” She gave a long, slow look toward Eliza, then continued, “Everyone dies and leaves their body. We just don’t talk about what happens when a spirit refuses to leave our world.” 

“Have you . . . seen or heard the ghost?” Eliza practically whispered.

“I didn’t say that.” Maeve tied a knot in her stitching. 

Her aunt hadn’t actually seen or heard anything, so maybe it was Eliza’s imagination too? Relaxing her tightly gripped hands, the blood returned to Eliza’s fingers, creating a sharp needle-like pain. Just then, something banged on the window. Both Eliza and Maeve jumped.

“Only a falling branch.” Maeve tied a second knot and snipped the end of the thread.

Questions whirled through Eliza’s mind. Her aunt’s words were far from comforting, and with such a wild storm outside, it took everything in her not to start at every sound. She retrieved her cup with trembling hands and took another sip of the tea, hoping the hot liquid would put some calm into her. Another piece of debris hit the window, and the cup shook in her hand. 

“She was about your age, and her name was Helena Talbot,” Maeve went on, oblivious to the tempest outside.

“Who?” The ghost? Eliza’s mind added the second question. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to hear this story on such an awful night. She couldn’t very well excuse herself. And do what, stay awake in the dark? Listen to the frightful storm alone?

“His name was Jonathan Porter,” Maeve continued. “Some say he was ten years her elder. I suppose he could have been even older than that, for all the places he’d seen.” 

A shrill whistle knifed its way through Eliza’s chest as the wind vibrated the clapboard walls. She huddled against the sofa, wishing that the fire were brighter and the storm had already passed.

“It’s been twenty years since Helena was lost. Some say she’ll come back.” A soft smile spread across Maeve’s face. “Others say they can hear her voice on nights like this.” She paused as the wind screeched in confirmation.

The voice. The one she’d heard on the cliffs. Eliza tried not to tremble.

“Scandal surrounded Helena, and Helena’s mother never forgave her, never even visited her daughter’s illegitimate baby,” Maeve said. “It’s said that ol’ Mistress Talbot went mad from hearing her daughter’s tortured spirit cry during the night.”

Tortured spirit? “What happened?” 

“Helena disappeared. Then her mother lost her mind. The townspeople said that Helena had thrown herself off the cliff, but a body was never found.” Maeve smoothed the apron on her lap and began to rock slowly. “Ole Mistress Talbot used to comb the cliffs looking for her daughter. One night during a terrible storm she climbed upon a horse, driven to search for her daughter yet again, but she plunged off the cliff and fell to her own death. Mother and daughter were both gone in the same year.”

Why had Mistress Talbot mounted a horse in such a storm? The woman had been mad indeed. Had she heard her daughter’s voice at the edge of the cliff? Eliza could very well imagine the absolute terror of the mother. Eliza’s eyes stung as she imagined the poor woman, lost, cold, wet, falling to her death.

“I suppose I’m getting ahead of myself. You see, after Jonathan Porter returned to England, Helena discovered she was with child.” Maeve’s voice brought Eliza back to the story. “Mr. Porter was a wealthy bachelor, and he should have married her properly. Weeks passed with no word from him, and eventually the minister and town authorities banned Helena and her growing belly from public sight.” 

“She was banned from sight?”

“Helena’s shame was so great, she couldn’t even accept visitors,” Maeve said, her expression grave. She sipped at her tea, closing her eyes briefly. “The poor dear lived alone—couldn’t face her own family or any of the townspeople for the disgrace of it.” 

A pang twisted inside Eliza. Alone. Pregnant. Disgraced. “Wasn’t there anyone she could turn to?”

“Oh, some took pity and left baskets of food at her doorstep, but only on the darkest of nights.” Maeve looked past Eliza as the candles in the room flickered. “The night of her son’s birth, there was a violent storm—the townspeople had never experienced such a one. By morning, Helena’s place was hardly recognizable, yet she’d delivered a healthy boy despite it all. She stayed away from town for the first year. Her mother never came to visit the baby.”

What sort of mother refuses to see her own grandchild? Eliza wondered. The madness of Mistress Talbot must have been a mixture of grief and guilt. 

“I still remember his dark locks and black eyes . . . He was only three years old when his mother disappeared.” Maeve stared at the fire as if seeing it all in her mind. Her voice quavered, and after a deep breath she said, “Someone found the boy wandering the edge of the cliff all alone, looking for his mother. Many think his mother drowned.” 

Thinking of a little boy out in the dark all by himself, made Eliza feel ill. She twisted her hands, trying to comprehend the incredible tragedy—for Helena, for her mother, for her baby. “What happened to the boy?”

Maeve folded the apron she’d been mending. “Little Jon? Reared by the old spinster Ruth. The boy was a quiet lad. He moved to the big city some years back, and the town hasn’t seen him since.” She rose and busied herself with collecting the tea things. “I found Helena’s journal in the lighthouse a few weeks ago. Strange that it would show up after all of these years. Maybe you can help me read it since my eyes aren’t what they used to be.” 

“Can I see it now?” Eliza asked. 

“Later. I left it in the lighthouse. It seemed disrespectful to move it. For all I know, I found it exactly where she put it.”

Eliza wanted to know what was in the journal. The wind outside had mellowed, but it was still raining hard. Rising to help Maeve clean up, Eliza said, “Maybe her journal will tell us what really happened to her.”

“Perhaps.” Doubt crossed Maeve’s face. “It may answer why her spirit can’t rest, but I don’t know if that’s such a good thing.”

“Why not?” Eliza felt a bit lightheaded.

Maeve hesitated. “Because, my dear, this is the house where Helena delivered her poor child and where she lived the three years until her disappearance. Was it an accident? I don’t know. But I do know that her sorrow of raising a fatherless son must have been inconsolable, because each time a storm rolls in, people claim they can still hear her crying.”
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After Maeve retired for the night, Eliza lay curled in her bed underneath a heavy goose-down cover. What had become of Helena Talbot? And why had her lover never returned? The voice Eliza had heard had to be Helena. Had the woman thrown herself off the cliff? And if so, was her spirit now obsessed to make another person to do the same? The thoughts rocked through her.

Eliza burrowed deeper into the covers, but warmth wouldn’t come. She closed her eyes, desperate to take her mind off of the deep chill that Maeve’s story had brought. What would her parents think about the sordid details of a despairing ghost? Eliza’s parents had decided that if she spent a few months with her aunt, it would give the gossip columns a chance to cool over Eliza’s rejection of the pompous Mr. Thomas Beesley. When he had made his intentions clear, and she turned down his marriage proposal, her family was spurned by the inner circles of New York society. 

Eliza’s face grew hot with familiar indignation. It hadn’t happened all at once, but with subtle nuances here and there. A dropped invitation, a neglected garden party. It isn’t fair. Why should she have to marry a forty-plus-year old man, because he was her father’s business partner and very wealthy? She cringed at his image in her mind. Thomas was shorter than Eliza by several inches, and his middle so large that she wondered how he laced his shoes in the morning. What appalled her most was his constantly running nose—and commentary to match.

When rumors circulated that Thomas was about to ask for her hand, Eliza had brushed them off. Her parents had always respected and spoke highly of the man, but they had never alluded to a possible union. To her dismay, a short time later at the company’s annual charity picnic, he proposed on bended knee. Over the sound of exploding fireworks, he took her hand and asked, “Miss Eliza Robinson, will you bestow upon me the honor of becoming my wife?”

She had stared at him, wondering if she had heard right. Her mind spun as Thomas smiled with hope and waited patiently. 

“I’m sorry,” Eliza began, but quickly stopped when she saw his reddened complexion deepen to purple. She had made a fool of him. He left in a hurry, and by the next morning Eliza discovered that it was too late to make her apologies. Thomas had already confronted her father, who apologized profusely, then came straight up to lecture her. But Eliza refused to change her mind, and by evening, the gossip columns were in full swing, painting her as a heartless flirt. 

At least, she thought as her eyes grew heavy, Helena never had to worry about printed gossip columns in Maybrook. 

***
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The sound of shattering glass startled Eliza awake. Head pounding, she bolted out of bed and grabbed her robe. The windows in her bedroom shook from the howling wind—ready to burst. Had her aunt broken something? Fallen? Eliza slipped on her shoes before hurrying out of her room.

“Aunt Maeve?” she called. She nearly stumbled as she descended the stairs in the dark. When she reached her aunt’s room, she found the door locked. Eliza pounded on the wood. “Are you all right in there?” A burst of cold air hit her bare ankles as she shook the handle. “Aunt Maeve!” 

The whining grew louder—or was it crying? Gooseflesh on her arms spread to her neck until the hair on her head prickled. Something was wrong. Her aunt couldn’t be sleeping through all of this commotion.

Eliza frantically kicked at the heavy door, but there was no give. She dashed into the kitchen and scrambled in the dim light for anything to use to break the door handle. Finding a cast iron skillet, she hurried back to her aunt’s room. 

She froze. The door now stood ajar.

“Aunt Maeve?” she called again in a shaky voice. “Can you hear me? Are you all right?” As she stepped into the room, a cold wind cut through her muslin nightgown. Shards of glass lay haphazardly on the plank floor. Eliza’s gaze moved to the broken panes of her aunt’s bedroom window. And then Eliza looked toward the bed. Maeve lay motionless, her face turned away, hidden in the shadows. 

Eliza gripped the skillet in one hand and walked to the bed. “Aunt Maeve?” There was no answer. 

As she circled the bed, terror caught in Eliza’s throat. Maeve’s head was facing her, eyes closed. Eliza reached out and touched her aunt’s hand. It felt like cold clay. 

Eliza felt as if she’d been punched in the stomach. She backed away from her aunt, staring in horror at the still figure. 

Aunt Maeve was dead.

She slowly backed out of the bedroom. As she passed through the doorway, she turned, her hands stretched out before her. She made her way down the hall until she reached the kitchen. Her foot caught on the rug, and she fell headlong into the sideboard.

She cried out. Her forehead burned with pain and her ankle throbbed. But she couldn’t stop to examine or tend to her injuries—she had to find help. She took several breaths then pulled herself up by holding onto the sideboard.

Dizziness stunned her, and she sank to the ground, pain pulsing through her. She exhaled as tears burned her eyes. This wasn’t the moment to give into the pain. I have to get help. Eliza crawled to the front door. She had to get to the barn and saddle the horse. When she reached the front door, she pulled herself up by the handle, and opened it. Debris swirled everywhere outside.

Rain drove nearly sideways in the fierce wind. Limping precariously on her injured foot, Eliza made her way through the yard. She was soaked in seconds and wished she’d put on her coat. 

Her head pounded, and she realized that the sound she thought was in her head was really that of an approaching horse. She turned to face the horse as the animal grew closer, shielding her face from the driving rain to see. 

The rider reined in his mount, stopping mere inches away from where Eliza stood. She stretched out her arms. “Help me,” she gasped.

***
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Eliza awakened with a start. White curtains above her billowed in the soft breeze. Where am I? She rose to her elbows and groaned. Her head throbbed something fierce, and her mouth was parched. Sinking back into the pillow, she carefully touched her forehead, finding it covered with a bandage. The sleeve of her nightgown was different, and she realized she was wearing someone else’s, faded but clean. What had happened to her own clothing? She turned her head and saw that she was in a small simple room. A rocking chair stood in the corner, with a patchwork quilt thrown over the back. Her gaze roamed to the opposite corner, where a lone basin sat atop a washstand. 

The sound of lowered voices reached her ears. It was his voice—the man who had saved her last night. As Eliza strained to hear the words, the memory of the previous night returned. 

She squeezed her eyes shut at the images—finding her aunt’s body, falling against the sideboard, crawling through the house, facing the storm, a man riding into the yard on a horse. Despite the chaotic weather, the man’s face was etched in her memory—dark eyes and black hair as wild as the storm’s surf. Opening her eyes again, Eliza stared at the white curtains fluttering above her. Where was she? The voices from the other room had fallen quiet. A door shut.

“Don’t leave,” Eliza whispered. She wanted to find out who had helped her. Pulling herself out of bed, she stepped onto the wooden floor. She gasped in pain when her foot touched the ground, but she gritted her teeth and hobbled to the window. A horse came into view, and for a brief moment, Eliza saw the man’s profile before he turned and galloped away from the house. It was him—the man who had found her.

“Up already, love?” came a voice from the doorway.

Startled, Eliza turned and looked at the wizened woman who had walked into the room. “Where am I?” 

The woman’s blue eyes peered through delicate folds of aging skin. “Thou are in my house.”

“And who are you?”

“Ruth.” The woman flashed a nearly toothless smile. “Thou hast had quite a night. Why don’t thou climb back into bed, dear, and I’ll bring thee a hot cup of tea.”

Eliza obeyed and drew the covers around her. She would ask more questions of the Puritan woman when she returned. Tears burned as she thought about her aunt. What had happened to her? Was Maeve’s body still in the cottage?

“Here thou are.”

Eliza took the cup of tea gratefully.

“Jonny said he found thee outside Maeve’s cottage.”

Perhaps the woman didn’t know that her aunt was dead. “Maeve is my aunt. Last night I found her . . .” She bit her lip.

“I know about Maeve. Thou told us last night. And I knew Maeve had her niece, Eliza Robinson, staying with her.” Ruth placed a gnarled hand over Eliza’s arm. “I’m sorry we haven’t met until now.”

Eliza blinked back tears. She was sorry too, sorry for a lot of things.

“Don’t worry, dear. Jonny went to fetch the constable,” Ruth said. “Has Mistress Maeve been ill, dear?”

“No,” she whispered, finding it difficult to speak. She took a sip of tea. The flavor was strong and burned her throat as she swallowed, making her eyes water more.

Ruth patted Eliza’s shoulder and said, “It’s my special medicinal tea. Thou wilt gain thy strength back quickly.”

Eliza blew on the tea before taking another scorching sip.

“We’ll have to make arrangements for thy aunt.” Ruth’s voice was kind. “Doest thou know what her last wishes were?”

“No,” Eliza said, new tears forming. “I have no idea.”

Ruth sighed. “She never did want to outlive her husband.”

Eliza thought of her uncle, who had died a few years back. He was a quiet man with a warm and steady manner. Maeve and her husband had come to visit her family in New York once or twice, but their simple ways were out of place there. The Sunday activities were unbearable for them, and they had spent the day in the guest room, reading the Bible. Later, her father explained that laughing and speaking in a loud voice was prohibited on the Sabbath for Puritans, along with other worldly activities.

Ruth crossed the room and opened the window wider, letting in the morning breeze. 

“Is Jonny your son?” Eliza asked.

Ruth turned, a flicker of sorrow in her eyes. “In a manner of speaking, yes. His mother died when he was young, and I took him into my care.”

And then Eliza knew. Jonny was . . . “His mother was Helena Talbot?” 

A shadow passed over Ruth’s face. “Thou hast heard of her, I see. Aye, Helena was her name.” She pursed her lips and fell silent. She seemed reluctant to say more.

Exhaustion pulled at Eliza; she closed her eyes. Ruth murmured something about sleeping, and Eliza was grateful to oblige, as she allowed herself to sink into nothingness. 

***
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Someone touched her shoulder, and Eliza startled awake. 

An elderly woman stood over her. Eliza remembered it was Ruth and that she was in the woman’s house because of the awfulness of the night before.

“The constable’s arrived,” Ruth said. “He’ll want to ask thee a few questions.”

Eliza smoothed her hair as Ruth left to answer the door. She sat up, adjusting the quilt about her. Her head throbbed, and her throat felt thick. A few moments later, Ruth led the constable into the bedroom. He bore a striking resemblance to Thomas, with a plenty wide girth. Eliza swallowed nervously.

“Good mornin’ miss. Sorry t’hear about thy aunt.”

The constable’s dark eyes glinted in the morning light, and his mouth worked beneath his heavy mustache. It was his nose that reminded her most of her rejected beau—it twitched and sniffed persistently.

“About what time didst thou find her?” the constable continued, shuffling a step closer.

Eliza clasped her hands to steady their trembling. “I’m not certain. The sound of breaking glass woke me. It wasn’t very late, but with the storm, we went to bed earlier than usual. Her door was stuck . . . and when it opened, I found her . . .”

The constable frowned. “Did thou hear any other sounds coming from her room?”

“Only the wind and . . .” She paused.

“And?” the constable prompted.

Eliza stared past him. “The wind sounded so strange. I thought I heard someone crying.”

A sudden movement from Ruth caught Eliza’s attention. Ruth’s hands were gripped into a tight ball and her face had drained of color. “Crying?” she whispered.

The constable looked at Ruth, then back to Eliza, his thick eyebrows raised. “Most likely the wind, ma’am. Or perhaps the poor woman was crying right before her murder.”

“Murder?” Eliza whispered.

His eyes hardened. “That’s right, miss. Thy aunt was murdered. God rest her soul.”

It took Eliza a moment to comprehend. “How?”

He looked from Ruth to Eliza as if unsure what exactly to say. In a quiet voice, he said, “Thou must tell me, Miss Robinson.”

“How would I know?” Surely the constable didn’t think that she . . .

His eyes bore into hers, and she shuddered involuntarily. 

“You can’t think that I . . .” She looked to Ruth for help. 

Ruth folded her thin arms. She stared straight at the constable. “Now, sir. You can’t believe this poor girl is a murderer.”

He turned his gaze on her. “Maeve O’Brien’s skull was crushed. I aim to find who did it to her, even if I have to imprison a few people to do it.”

Eliza covered her mouth with her hand. Ruth rushed to her side and spoke quietly, as heaving sobs tore at Eliza’s chest. “How could this happen?” Eliza cried out. Disbelief and anger and horror coursed through her. Hours before, Maeve had been telling her a ghost story, cozy in the hearth room, sewing on her lap.

Ruth sat on the bed and wrapped her arms around Eliza. “Hush, dear. The constable will find whoever did this.”

“Thou are correct. I will find the culprit.” He cleared his throat. “Thou wilt have to come with me, miss.” He took a step forward. “Thou are under arrest for the murder of Maeve O’Brien.”

Ruth rose from the bed. “Sir, is that really necessary?”

The constable said nothing, merely stared Eliza down.

Ruth reached out and patted Eliza’s hand. “Go along now. Thou wilt be cleared soon.” But her trembling voice betrayed worry.

In a daze, Eliza rose from her bed. This can’t be happening. She stepped on the cold floor, and pain shot through her sore ankle. 

“Wear these,” Ruth said, handing over the shoes that Eliza had been wearing the night before. They looked like they’d been cleaned.

“This way,” the constable said.

Eliza followed him, her mind numb as they left the house and walked to the waiting buckboard. Ruth followed and placed a cloak about Eliza’s shoulders before she climbed in. 

“Thou are making a mistake, sir,” Ruth said. “The girl’s harmless.”

The constable turned and faced the woman. “Are thou willing to stake thine own reputation on it, woman?”

Eliza’s heart sank as Ruth took a step back, shaking her head. Eliza hadn’t really expected Ruth to risk anything for her, but the woman knew the town and the law better than Eliza did—where would she be without her?

“Jonny will tell thee—” Ruth began.

“Jon has to worry about his own neck right now,” the constable interrupted. “Until I know why he was at the O’Brien house last night, he’s a suspect as well.”

Eliza stared at the constable. He’d arrested that man who’d helped her too? Panic shot through her. She couldn’t go with the constable. Her parents knew nothing about this. She had to send a message to them. How could she face jail? She gripped the seat and made a move to stand, but the constable climbed in next to her and urged the horse into motion.

She fell back against the seat. It was too late.
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Three
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Eliza stared through the dark iron bars. The cold cellar was damp, with water dripping from the ceiling in a rhythmic fashion. This crude jail is no place for a woman, she imagined her father saying. She pulled the cloak given to her by Ruth around her shoulders. Shivering, she thought of how last night she was snuggled in her warm bed; tonight she was surrounded by concrete walls.

A low curse from the next cell reached her ears. It had to be Jonny. When she arrived at the jail, she’d been led past his barred cell, feeling his eyes watching her. The constable already arrested Jonny before going to Ruth’s place.

Eliza let out a breath, gathering her courage. “Are you all right?” she called.

Silence greeted her. 

She tried again. Maybe he hadn’t heard. “Are you ill?”

“I’m in jail,” he said with a scoff. His deep voice seemed to fill the small space with an echo.

Eliza bit her lip. It was her fault he was here. “I’m sorry.”

He spoke again. “Did you kill her?” 

She drew a breath in sharply. “No.” How could he accuse her? Because she lived with her aunt? How did he arrive so fast at the cottage—how had he known to come? Suspicion knotted inside her. “Why were you riding by the cottage in such a storm?”

There was a brief moment of silence, as if Jonny had realized what she was accusing him of. “I thought I could make it all the way to Ruth’s in the storm, but it grew worse than I expected. I knew Mistress Maeve lived nearby, so I planned to take shelter in the barn until the worst passed.”

She didn’t know this man. Could she believe him? 

“It’s God’s truth,” he said. 

Exhaling, Eliza realized she did believe him. She couldn’t explain why, but she decided to trust her instincts.

“I’m sorry about what happened to your aunt. She was a good friend to Ruth over the years, although I didn’t know her well.” There was a shuffling sound from the other side of the wall, and then he spoke again. “As soon as my father’s lawyers find out, the constable is going to be sorry.”

This surprised Eliza. If Jonny was Helena’s son, then . . . “Your father’s alive?”

“I see you’ve heard the local gossip.” Bitterness was evident in his voice.

“Only from my aunt—” She cut herself off.

A door banged in the distance, and soon a man appeared with a trencher of gruel. He slipped the wooden dish through the bars and set it on the floor in Eliza’s cell. “Thank you,” she said. The man grunted and shuffled to Jonny’s cell. There was no spoon with the gruel, so she had to sip the nourishment.

Night came and along with it, inky blackness. Eliza huddled on the moldy cot and hugged her arms against her body. Her heart seemed to beat in tandem with each passing second. The occasional sound of a door banging reached her. Otherwise the jail was silent as a grave, and she heard no sound from Jonny. 

She had almost forgotten the companion adjacent to her when he spoke. 

“I’m Jon Porter, by the way,” he said in the quiet stillness. “We haven’t been properly introduced.”

Eliza swallowed. “I’m Eliza Robinson, niece to Maeve. My parents sent me here for a while to . . . help my aunt.”

He said nothing for a moment, then, “My father recently died. I never met him. He sent money to pay for my education, but there was never a personal letter or an invitation to meet him. You can pass that on to the townspeople.”

A rebuttal caught in Eliza’s throat. She didn’t know what to say. Seconds turned into minutes, and presently she smelled the sweet, robust scent of cigar smoke. She knew it would be futile to try to explain things to him. He must hate her, and it was her fault.

Quiet tears slipped onto her cheeks. Soon her body trembled. How long would she have to remain in this dreadful place? It wasn’t until dawn began to invade the cell that Eliza at last fell into an uneasy slumber.

***
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“Wake up, girl.”

Eliza opened her eyes. As the cloudiness of sleep disappeared, she recognized the figure standing over her. 

The constable studied her with ill-concealed contempt. “Thou are free to go.” 

“How—”

“The evidence against thee isn’t strong enough yet. Therefore I must let thee go, but thou wilt have to stay in town until the charges can be formally cleared.” The constable turned and left, leaving the barred door wide open.

Eliza listened to his footsteps echo down the corridor. She licked her cracked lips. Glancing around the damp cell for the last time, she rose from the cot and adjusted the cloak about her shoulders. She ran her fingers through her tangled hair  as she walked out of the cell, still limping. The corridor was quiet as she passed by Jon’s cell, which now stood empty. When she reached the stairwell, she paused, sensing someone behind her. She turned to see a rat scurry past. 

She walked up the stairs, her legs stiff and cold from the night in the cell. A jail guard waited for her at the top and motioned for her to follow him outside. Heavy clouds discolored the sky, looking pregnant with rain, although not a drop fell now. She followed the guard around the building and stepped through another doorway into a narrow room with a bench and two desks. A grizzled man was seated at one of the desks. 

The guard said nothing, and Eliza stood in front of the desk for a moment, waiting until the man looked up. Finally, he noticed the visitors and peered at her through his spectacles. “Thou must be the young lady who was released.”

“Yes, have they found my aunt’s murderer?” Eliza clenched her hands in front of her. 

The man shook his head. “The constable is still investigating.”

Eliza blew out a breath, disappointment filling her. 

“After you sign this release, thou are free to go,” the man said, pushing a piece of parchment toward her. “When Mr. Porter was released, he petitioned for thy freedom as well.”

“He freed me? But how?”

“Why, turns out he’s a lawyer.” The man grunted. “And he told the constable, ‘You can’t keep that girl without evidence.’ Thou had best be going, miss, before the constable finds another excuse to keep thee ’ere. Mr. Porter left for the city and won’t be available to help again.”

Relieved she was free, yet disappointed she couldn’t thank Mr. Porter properly, Eliza bent and signed her name on the parchment. “Thank you.”

The old man nodded, then said in a gruff voice, “May God keep thee.”

The guard stepped aside as she passed through the doorway. The last few hours seemed like a dream. Had she really spent the night in a jail cell? She clasped the rough woolen cloak about her and started toward the road that led to Maeve’s. She dreaded going back to the place where her aunt had died. 

Yet she had no choice but to return. The main road passed right through the commons, and as luck would have it
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