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      “You are the only one I would let read this, Sarah—not even Papa has seen it!”

      Dressed in their pajamas and ready for bed, both girls lay upon their bellies on the bed in the room they shared, staring down at the little book that lay between them.

      Sarah Woodard gazed down at her cousin’s neat penmanship and relived through her cousin’s words the events of the day. The wedding had been an elaborate affair, though hardly something Sarah ever cared to experience. At seventeen, she didn’t feel particularly keen on the notion of abandoning her goals and dreams simply to serve a man—not any man! If Diana Halloway wished to give away her freedom and her life to that end, far be it from Sarah to condemn her for it. She and Mary, however, would never be so small-minded!

      Placing a finger at the center of the page, upon a particular passage, Sarah agreed, “That was so very funny. I cannot believe he sneezed in the middle of their vows!”

      Mary giggled, and Sarah did as well, remembering the moment with her best friend and confidante, her cousin Mary.

      “I thought Diana would swoon!” Mary exclaimed. “Did you see the look on her face when the pastor asked him a third time and he sneezed yet again rather than say ‘I do?’ How horrifying!”

      Sarah’s giggles intensified. “How dreadfully embarrassing,” she said, and rolled upon her back. She reached out and seized a pillow, clutching it to her breast, laughing.

      Mary did too, leaving the diary on the bed between them. “Gawd!” she said, and ceased laughing abruptly, reaching up to plug her nose, imitating the pastor. “Do you, Donald Alfred Salinger, take this woman, Diana Marie Halloway, to be your lawful wedded wife...”

      Sarah giggled and clutched the pillow tighter, answering, “Achoo!”

      Mary pursed her lips, trying not to laugh as she continued with her imitation. “To have and to hold,” she persisted, as seriously as she was able, “to love and to cherish, for better or for worse, until death do you part?”

      “Achoo!” Sarah replied, and burst into even more giggles.

      Mary’s imitation deteriorated into laughter. “How terribly funny!” she exclaimed. “How dreadfully embarrassing, but how funny. Good Lord, I should never ever, ever wish to marry at all!”

      “Me either,” Sarah agreed.

      The two cousins shared a look.

      Sarah didn’t know what she’d do without her cousin and her uncle. They were all she had in life. Her own mother and father had died too young to leave her even with memories. When she had been orphaned, her uncle Frank had taken her in hand and had raised her as his own, despite the fact that she had not been a blood relation, per se. Her mother and Mary’s mother had been cousins, but Mary’s mother had long been dead, and Mary’s father had upon his own decided to take Sarah into his home and his heart. He’d taught both girls to be strong. He’d inspired in them a love for academia, and he’d encouraged them to follow their dreams and to cow before no man. Sarah and Mary both had embraced his ideals and his teachings with a grateful heart. “Promise you’ll not marry,” Sarah said.

      “I do,” Mary swore, and then demanded, “You swear it too. Swear you will never marry!”

      “Ugh!” Sarah exclaimed. “Why should I wish to give up my life to a man who only wants to use me for a breeding vessel? Please!”

      “Why, indeed?” Mary affirmed.

      “Silly creatures,” Sarah muttered beneath her breath in reference to the male gender. She peered at Mary. “Except for Uncle, of course.”

      Mary smiled. “Did you hear what Papa said to Mrs. Brighton, when she inquired with concern over our lack of marital prospects?”

      Sarah grinned and flipped over upon her belly, an expression of glee upon her face.

      “He told her we were not allowed to marry a man unless he cooked and cleaned and bore children as well.”

      “How scandalous!” Mary declared, applauding her father.

      Sarah did as well, grinning. “Did you see her face? I thought Mrs. Brighton would just die of apoplexy.”

      “She has no sense of humor at all,” Mary decreed.

      “I don’t ever wish to be like that,” Sarah countered. “I want so much else in life ... I want to paint, and I want to visit Paris. And I want to visit the Louvre someday.”

      Mary turned on her side, reaching out to caress her journal reverently, as she spoke of her own dreams. “Yes, and I want to be a news reporter, I think,” she revealed, somewhat hesitantly. “I know it seems a lowly job, Sarah, but I should love to write about people. I love to watch them, don’t you know.”

      “You would make a fine reporter, Mary,” Sarah assured, watching her cousin’s uncertain expression. “I would proudly tell everyone I know.”

      “Would you?” Mary asked her, lifting her brows in surprise.

      “Of course! And Uncle would too.”

      Mary smiled softly, reassured. Her eyes shone over the prospect. “He has always, always said we should do what makes us happy inside.”

      “Yes, he has,” Sarah agreed. “We are the luckiest women.”

      Mary nodded.

      “You’re my very best friend, Mary. I don’t know what I would do without you.”

      “And you are mine,” Mary swore, “and it shall always be so.”

      “I will never leave you,” Sarah said.

      “Let us make a vow, then,” Mary proposed. “No man shall ever come between us—not ever!”

      “Never,” Sarah promised fervently. “We shall grow old together.” She grinned. “And we shall be the two happiest old women upon the face of the earth, doing whatever we please.”

      “Yes we will,” Mary agreed. “And don’t you dare go and fall in love, Sarah Woodard!”

      Sarah grimaced. “Don’t be silly. I shall never. Anyway, it would be you first, Mary.”

      “Not I!” Mary denied vehemently. “And just to be certain ... we should seal this vow somehow.”

      “How?”

      “I don’t know...”

      “I know! What would you most regret losing?” Sarah asked.

      “That’s easy, my hands, lest I am unable to write,” Mary replied.

      Sarah cast her a glance. “I cannot lop off your hands,” she told her cousin. “That’s no good. It will not do.”

      Mary giggled. “No, I don’t suppose you can. I should need my hands for more than to write with.”

      “What besides that?” Sarah prompted.

      “How about my hair? It is my one true vanity, I fear.”

      Sarah gave her cousin a nod and a knowing smile. “Your hair, then... If you marry, then you must cut off your hair.”

      Mary shrieked, her hand going to her hair. “Gawd! I shall truly never wed, then. Not ever!”

      Sarah giggled. “Good.”

      “And you?” Mary prodded. “What shall you give up?”

      Sarah had to think about it a long while. There was only one thing she held at such high value and she never wished to lose that ever in her life—her family, her uncle and her cousin. Besides that, little compared. “How about... my painting,” she proposed. “If I marry, then I shall never again lift up another brush to paint.”

      “Then we’ve a bargain?”

      Sarah smiled and nodded. “That we do.”

      “But we needn’t worry,” Mary added, “because we have each other. We don’t need some silly husband to lock himself away with his fellows in some stuffy library and smoke cigars until he goes bald.”

      Sarah grinned at Mary’s unflattering description. “Yeah... who needs them!”

      “Not I!” Mary declared once more, and both girls fell again into fits of giggles, swearing upon their very souls that nothing would ever, ever separate them.

      They laughed until they cried, and then grew sleepy.

      “It’s been a very, very long day,” Sarah said wearily, and Mary agreed, closing her eyes.

      Sarah reached out and clasped her cousin’s hand. “You’re my very best friend,” she said again, and sighed.

      “And you are mine.” Mary reached out to place a hand upon her journal. “G’nite, Sarah,” she mumbled sleepily.

      “G’nite, Mary.”

      They fell asleep together, holding hands.
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      New York City, 1886

      Somehow the daily never seemed to arrive as expected.

      Sarah’s pique was only magnified by the condescending attitudes of those men who’d stood ogling her rudely while she’d procured her paper from the corner boy—something she should never have to do, mind you, as her daily was scheduled to be delivered into her hands each day. Confound it all, despite the fact that she paid her own bills and kept her own house, someone had obviously taken it upon himself to decide her reading material for her. Well, she was not the sort to sit at her embroidery like some good little maid, and she would certainly read whatever she chose! Despotic men, all of them!

      Flinging off her coat, she hung it upon the rack to dry, swiping her hand down the length of it in annoyance. Another cold, drizzly March morn, and the filth of the city hung upon the air like a black mood. Good grief! A body could freeze to death simply walking down the street. Frowning at the trace of ash that remained upon her fingers, she shook her head and made her way into the study. All those smoking chimneys could make a person ill.

      “Shall I bring you tea, Miss Woodard?”

      Sarah started at the voice, halting abruptly. She slid the paper to her side, hiding it behind her skirts. “Yes, thank you, please.”

      Somehow he always managed to appear, even when she thought she entered as quietly as a church mouse. She smiled as she watched him pivot and go, wondering if he employed little spies to inform him. For a butler, he wasn’t particularly amiable either—not at all, to her experience. Not at all. Perhaps he was that way because she was a woman alone in the city. Not many approved of her status; no doubt it was expected of her to flaunt her wares at some idiotic soiree, instead, trying to snare herself a wealthy man to care for her. That, of course, would be so much more acceptable than enjoying one’s own company and minding one’s own affairs. The very notion outraged her.

      Only her cousin Mary had shared her convictions. Her uncle Frank had taught his daughter better. Poor sweet Mary.

      Cradling the morning edition of the Times beneath her arm, Sarah closed the door to her study and made her way to her favorite chair. Opening the paper first, as always, to the society page, she assured herself as she did so that most of what she would read there would be absolute drivel. Only one name interested her.

      Peter Holland.

      Mary’s husband.

      Was he her murderer, as well?

      Sarah had to know. And someday she bloody well would. If she spent her dying breath in pursuit of the truth, then so be it. Mary’s son, whom she had never set eyes upon as yet, deserved better than to be raised by a murdering papa. If Sarah discovered that Peter Holland was in truth responsible for Mary’s death… she would not leave Christopher in the care of a man who would have his wife murdered for the sake of her money.

      Money was evil, Sarah believed, but not as evil as Peter Holland, if the rumors were true.

      It was said that his wife’s death was entirely too coincidental. It was said he’d been on the brink of financial ruin before her death. And then miraculously, his finances had recovered.

      A bit too miraculously.

      It was Mary’s money that had saved him. Unfortunately, only Mary knew the truth of the matter, and Mary had died that night protecting her son while her loving husband had sat in a drunken stupor at the other end of the house.

      How could he not have heard the intruder?

      Why hadn’t he been there to protect his wife and son?

      Sarah wanted to know these things and more.

      Mary might yet be able to give her the answers: Her cousin had kept a journal from the time she’d learned to scribble her first words. It had been Mary’s passion—her writing. And her prose had stirred both Sarah’s heart and mind. After the murder, much of her writing had been leaked to and exploited by the press, at whose prompting, Sarah had no idea. But the unhappy details of her cousin’s marriage had been printed in excerpts by thoughtless idiots more concerned with selling papers than respecting a dead woman’s memories. The journal entries, however, had ended abruptly about three months before her death, and no one had been able to produce the final three months of her life.

      Without Mary’s journals, Sarah only knew what the papers had reported—that poor Christopher, not more than six months old that awful night, had been blinded by the glass breaking in the window above his crib.

      The intruder had entered, the Times had said, startling the sleeping mother from her bed. The screaming infant he’d abandoned as he’d escaped through the broken window, leaving the mother lying in a pool of her own blood.

      The very thought left Sarah ill.

      She hadn’t been able to sleep for months afterward, thinking of Mary, wondering if she had suffered much and regretting forevermore her own behavior toward her beloved cousin.

      Sarah’s eyes stung with tears. She had been so furious over her cousin’s perceived betrayal, she’d not even attended Mary’s wedding. In retrospect, Sarah knew she was the one at fault—not Mary. She understood that now. She should have stood by Mary’s decision—whether it was right or wrong. Good grief, it had been Mary’s right to decide. Such foolishness on her part!

      And yet… it had bereaved Sarah so much to see her cousin, her best friend, married to a man who admittedly wed her only for the heir she could produce for his name and fortune. Such ideas were positively medieval, though she knew it to be common still. Sarah had been abroad at the time, otherwise she might have, in her outraged youth, gone and dragged Mary away from the altar by her hair! Peter Holland hadn’t loved her cousin; he’d been forthright about that, at least. And still Mary had been willing to wed him, because her foolish heart had lost its way. Sarah thanked God she wasn’t so inclined!

      And yet… she had been wrong to turn away from one of the only two people in her life who had stood beside her through every ordeal.

      Sarah had gone to France with her uncle to study painting, and Mary had remained, intending to join them later. She’d never arrived to meet them, instead had sent a messenger to her papa with a profession of love for this man who had not cared a whit for her. Her uncle had taken the news quite well. With his good and kind heart he had stood behind Mary and had returned dutifully to watch his daughter take her vows. Sarah had not been so benevolent. She’d refused to watch her cousin throw her life away and had remained in France.

      She’d lived to regret it.

      For more reasons than one.

      Her uncle fell ill a year after Mary’s nuptials, and he’d passed away so quickly that Sarah had received news of his illness only days before the news of his death. She’d written to Mary with her wishes to join her, but Mary’s response had been full of anger and bitterness. In a return note, she’d informed Sarah that she was no longer welcome in her home. And so Sarah had remained in France to grieve alone. Less than six months later came the news of Mary’s death. She’d not even learned of Christopher’s birth until she’d read the report in the papers.

      Sitting blindly with the paper clutched in hand, Sarah relived the anguish of those moments.

      Even now, all these years later, she could hardly dispel the incredible sense of regret. Lord only knew, there were so many things she would do differently if only she could.

      So much she would change...

      The knock upon the door startled her. She’d completely forgotten about her tea.

      “Come in,” she said, a bit unsettled as the door opened.

      “Your tea, Miss Woodard.”

      Sarah straightened. “Yes, thank you, Hopkins.”

      He entered, bearing his tray, and she ignored the slight raise of his brows as he glanced down his nose at the paper in her hand. She held her tongue, resenting in herself the need to explain. Why should she be forced to? What man felt obliged to explain himself when caught with a paper in his hand? One he’d paid for twice at that! Having scarcely read a word of it, she refused to set it aside, just on principle. Her tea could wait.

      “Thank you, Hopkins,” she said again, dismissing him, and didn’t bother to wait until he left to continue her perusal of the morning edition. With Hopkins dismissed and her morose thoughts chased away, she began to scan the articles in earnest, finding little of interest...

      She perused an article about some new headache and hangover remedy:

      
        
        Coca-Cola goes on sale May 8 at Jacob’s Pharmacy in Atlanta, where local pharmacist John S. Pemberton has formulated his esteemed Brain Tonic and Intellectual Beverage from ingredients which include dried leaves from the South American coca shrub…

      

      

       She flipped the page. What a name for a hangover remedy: Esteemed Brain Tonic and Intellectual Beverage!

      A model Bloomingdale’s department store to open on Third Avenue at Fifty-ninth Street...

      And then ... there it was ...

      His name in bold print, as it so often was.

      Peter Holland’s personal life was fodder for gossip, and his business dealings carefully scrutinized by his peers and the press, but rarely was there a single word spoken of the one person Sarah most wanted to know about. Christopher. And here it was at last, though indirectly.

      And more.

      
        
        Wanted. Personal instructor familiar with the systems of Louis Braille and William B. Waite. Must be willing to work and reside in house, and must deal well with children. Generous pay with benefits. Willing to employ the blind. Send resume directly to Peter Holland at the corner of University Place and Twelfth Street. Applicants will be personally selected and interviewed.

      

      

      Sarah inhaled a breath, and her hands began to tremble. She was forced to set the paper aside. Good Lord ... this was precisely the opportunity she had been hoping for ... waiting for... six long years...

      “Miss Woodard?”

      It couldn’t have presented itself more propitiously. “Miss Woodard?”

      Shivering away her thoughts, she peered up to find Hopkins standing at the doorway still, the knob in hand, but he was frozen in his stance, staring at her. Waiting for some response.

      She blinked, her thoughts still upon the article, and its import. Her mind raced with unmade plans. “Yes?”

      “Are you quite all right? You appear as though you’ve a sudden malaise.”

      “Oh yes,” Sarah declared, “I’m fine, thank you.” Never better, in truth! Despite that she had hoped and prayed for such an opportunity—prepared for it even!—she simply hadn’t expected to find it this dreary morn, not when she’d checked the paper literally hundreds of mornings before to no avail.

      She peered up from the paper, placing it upon the table beside her. “I’m quite well indeed. That will be all, Hopkins, thank you.”

      This time she waited for him to leave her before rising from the chair and going to her desk. There was so much yet to be done! So little time! But no matter what it took, no matter what the risk, she was going to do this—she wanted Mary’s journals. She needed to know the truth.

      Mary’s journals had all been discovered and dissected by the police and the press, but for that one—the one that held the accounts of her days until the date of her death. Sarah wanted that diary. All her carefully laid plans would not go to waste, and Peter Holland was going to pay the consequences of his actions. Sarah was determined to see it so.

      She was going to find that missing journal!

      Opening her desk drawer, she plucked up a sheet of paper and reached for her quill. She scribbled a brief note and then called for Hopkins, instructing him to hire a messenger to deliver her message to an address on Twelfth Street. That done, she returned to the desk and plucked out another sheet. Wholly absorbed now with the task at hand, she sat down to pen her resume.

      Inadvertently, with his very own ad, Peter Holland had given her the most ingenious idea how to search his house free of suspicion. Who would ever suspect a blind instructor for the blind?
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      Most six-year-old boys might have entered a room with a boisterous shout and a slide to his knees, particularly in the case of this room, which was situated at the rear end of a long, wide corridor with bare wood floors, floors that were buffed to a brilliant, blinding shine. His son entered quietly with a smile that shone more brightly than any wood floors could possibly. His steps were cautious and yet unerring, his bearing straight and dignified.

      Pride filled him.

      “Daddy?”

      Peter Holland swallowed the knot that rose in his throat.

      Christopher couldn’t know that his father’s eyes had been trained upon him from his first glimpse of movement at the far end of the long hall. Even before Christopher had spoken, Peter’s attention had been fully riveted on his only son. It pained him that Christopher might scent his presence, hear his every movement even, but his son could never perceive the stillness of a loving stare.

      “Here, son,” he said, and his voice wavered a bit. Christopher’s smile brightened. “I knew that, Daddy,” he boasted, and spoiled the prideful boyish response with a statement that sounded entirely too mature. “I can smell your port.”

      Peter chuckled, but his gaze fell to the glass that remained ever before him upon his desk, never touched, never acknowledged, except by his child who couldn’t possibly understand its meaning. He turned away from it, his gaze returning to Christopher, but the sweet scent of the liquid lingered. He closed his eyes and took the scent into his lungs... a soft, sweet burn upon the air.

      But how much of the burn was remembered and how much was real?

      Did his son smell it the same way?

      Would he describe it as such when he had never felt the sweet, numbing heat slide down his throat?

      “Are you working, Daddy? Am I botherin’ you?”

      “Never,” Peter answered without hesitation. “Come in, son.”

      His steps were less cautious now, as Peter had never placed obstacles between his desk and his door. By design, the room was almost sterile in its decor, as was the rest of the house. And yet Christopher did not run into his arms as Peter craved. His son had never done so. There seemed to be imaginary walls between Christopher’s black world and the universe beyond, barriers that barred far more than color and light. It was as though his blindness robbed him of confidence, as well.

      But this moment, Christopher’s expression was eager, and something more. “I can’t wait, Daddy! May I stay?”

      To listen to the interview, he meant. “Christopher,” Peter protested.

      “I’ll be quiet, Daddy. I promise! I promise!”

      Peter had never a doubt. His son’s deportment had never been anything less than upright. Christ, he was an old man at the ripe age of six.

      “It’s not that,” Peter said. “I just can’t imagine why you’d wish to. We don’t even know if this will be the one, Christopher.” Neither was he certain he wished his son to hear some of the answers the applicants gave. They angered him enough with their lack of regard for his son’s condition.

      Then again, admittedly, much of what angered Peter failed even to register with his patient, young son. Certainly Christopher was wise beyond his years, but perhaps, as a father, he was a bit overprotective.

      “If you wish,” he relented.

      Christopher beamed. “Where may I sit, Daddy?”

      “How about in my lap?”

      “No!” Christopher declared at once, and halted in his step. He crossed his arms with stubborn little- boy pride, and exclaimed, “They’ll think I’m a baby.”

      Peter chuckled at his son’s alarmed expression. “Impossible, sport. You forgot to be a baby altogether. Everyone knows that.”

      And it was true.

      His son was brilliant, his mind unparalleled in its thirst for knowledge. Peter had rarely seen such a grasp of the English language in a child so young, nor had he ever witnessed such a profound sense of logic. Were Christopher not blind, Peter would have labeled his mind photographic. Even from as early as the age of three, Christopher had been able to recite a tale, word for word, after the first time it was read to him. Christopher had graduated from his crib to a mountaintop, from his baby squeals to the gentle words of a sage. Peter had no reason to believe he should wait before introducing him to Braille.

      “How about you sit at my desk,” Peter suggested, “and I’ll sit upon the divan?”

      Apparently that satisfied him, because Christopher came forward once more and Peter opened his arms to embrace his son. “I think I’ll just sneak myself a hug,” he said playfully, and Christopher squealed with embarrassed delight as Peter lifted him onto his lap.

      “Who’s coming today?” his son demanded to know.

      “Someone better than yesterday, I hope.”

      Yesterday’s applicant had come near to leaving with a bloodied nose when he’d dared suggest that Christopher wear dark spectacles in his presence always. The man was uncomfortable with the stare. Without warning, Peter had launched from his seat and the man had leapt from his own, taking his leave at once. He’d been quite fortunate. Had Peter set hands upon him, he might not have walked out the door at all.

      The day before that he’d interviewed an older woman who had never had the first contact with Braille but had cared for her blind mother until her death. The poor woman seemed to have missed the point entirely. If he’d wished to hire an escort for Christopher, he’d have done so long ago. Christopher didn’t need a bloody chaperon. He had Peter and he had his aunt for that. What he needed was to begin to learn to manage his own affairs—and the first step toward that end was to instill in him a sense of confidence that he could accomplish anything he set out to do. Matters of intellect did not seem to intimidate his son, so the next order of business was to empower Christopher with the tools he would need to achieve his goals.

      Blindness was a disadvantage certainly, but not an insurmountable obstacle. Peter refused to see it as such.

      His son would succeed despite it. Peter intended to make certain.

      “What’s his name, Daddy?”

      “Not him, son. Her.” He lifted his brows, though not for Christopher’s sake. It was something he had great reservations about, to be quite honest. He hadn’t wished to grant yesterday’s interview with the old woman either, but he never left a stone unturned—not that he was opposed to hiring a woman, but most were simply not so well lettered. “Her name is Sarah...” He leaned forward to peer over his son’s shoulder at the file upon his desk. “Sarah Hopkins. But you should call her Miss Hopkins.”

      “All right,” his son replied.

      The tinny sound of a distant bell rang, and the echo of footsteps pursued it into the foyer, heavy but distinct footfalls upon solid wood. A knock upon the door at the far end of the hall followed and then the door was opened, the caller greeted.

      Because their visitor had been expected, Gunther escorted their guest in without announcement.

      Peter stood, with his son in his arms, and peered down the hall to find not one, but two women being escorted down the corridor to his office.

      He lifted a brow at the sight of them.

      “We are being invaded,” he joked to his son. And then whispered, “There are two of them.”

      His son giggled while Peter settled him at his desk.

      “What do they look like?”

      Peter understood the question. “Not too awful scary.”

      His son covered his ears and whispered, “She sounds like Aunt Ruth!”

      Peter watched as they entered the room. The taller of the two overshadowed the other. Boisterous in her demeanor, she prattled on to Gunther, who dutifully ignored her snippy tone and answered her questions with a yes madame, no madame.

      “She rather does at that,” Peter agreed.

      Though he couldn’t quite hear their discourse, he thought her rather confident in her bearing, a positive trait in one who would teach, and an indication to Peter that she knew her position and was well at ease with her abilities. The other woman, he could not see entirely, as the boisterous one managed to shield her from his view. He moved forward to greet them.

      She—they—were hardly what he had expected.

      Both were lovely, and some bit younger than he had imagined. The boisterous one appeared to be in her early forties, he surmised, while the other couldn’t be more than thirty.

      “Mel Frank,” said the boisterous one, extending her hand in greeting.

      Peter stepped forward to accept it, and was about to bring it to his lips for a gentlemanly peck, but she wrapped her fingers about his hand and, with the grip of a deadly boa constrictor, shook it fiercely.

      Her boldness took him aback so that he failed at first to note the name.

      Mel Frank.

      She looked him squarely in the face, and with her piercing blue eyes staring back at him, the realization struck him first that she was not blind.

      She was not his applicant.

      His attention turned at once to the woman who stood behind her. He blinked then, and entirely dismissed Mel Frank.

      He forgot, even, to breathe.

      Good God, she wasn’t just lovely.

      She was damned well beautiful.

      With delicate brows that arched over dark spectacles and a princess nose, she exuded a sort of little-girl charm. Auburn strands escaped her otherwise neat coiffure, and framed her face with gentle highlights that contrasted with her rich dark hair. But it was her lips that caught his attention, and held it—full lips that seemed formed to suit a man’s pleasures. Not those of a child at all.

      Did she know how to use them? The thought stirred his loins.

      “Mr. Holland,” Mrs. Frank said, drawing his attention once more. “May I introduce to you my employer, Miss Sarah Hopkins.”

      Miss Hopkins stepped forward, and Peter held his breath. His heart began to hammer.

      “How do you do?” she replied at once, and extended her hand, as Mel had done. Only her gesture wasn’t nearly as bold. He was so stunned by the sight of her that his hand remained at his side.

      He couldn’t remember the last time he had been so instantly taken with a woman.

      Breaking free of his stupor, he took her hand but refrained from kissing it, merely shook it. He had the indication from both women’s demeanors that a gentleman’s kiss would be an entirely unwelcome gesture. Though Sarah’s manner was not nearly as forward as Mrs. Frank’s, her carriage was filled with the same haughty defiance, despite her obvious handicap; she couldn’t see him.

      Peter’s first thought was that he wished she would remove her dark spectacles so he could see the color of her eyes. The mischievous shape of her brows intrigued him and he found himself peeking down over the rim of her spectacles, trying to get a glimpse. And then his focus shifted to the spectacles.

      Blind, she was blind.

      He was ashamed to admit that the notion left him slightly unnerved. His gaze fell once more to her lips, not quite able to meet her eyes, despite that she couldn’t spy his.

      And yet, to his stupefaction, and despite her disadvantage, for the first time in so long, surrounded by such disparate female company, Peter found himself at a loss for words.

      “Do come in,” he managed, still not quite able to tear his gaze from her lovely lips.

      Slightly pouty.

      Unpainted.

      They looked so soft... he longed to brush a finger across them. Like the velvet blush of a rose petal... they begged to be touched.

      Hardly by design, he held her hand a bit longer than was appropriate.
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      Her hands were trembling.

      Sarah prayed he wouldn’t notice.

      Confound it all, this wasn’t going to work.

      Good Lord! This, of course, was the man who had turned her cousin’s heart. Of course he would be beautiful. For him, Mary had cast away all her values. For him, she had thrown away her life!

      Sarah tried to remember as she stared into his eyes—deep blue, and piercing in a way she’d never experienced before. In that instant she was grateful her own eyes were shielded, for she doubted she could have hidden the thoughts that were going through her mind.

      There was something slightly wicked in the way he gazed at her... something slightly thrilling about the way his eyes lowered to her mouth... lingered there.

      It gave her a delicious but unwelcome shiver.

      Resisting the urge to turn away, she reminded herself that a blind woman could not be cowed by what she could not see. And she tried to appear oblivious, tried to appear blissfully unaware of his lips, which parted once more to speak. Sensual lips that promised a lover’s gentle kisses...

      Another shiver raced down her spine.

      She closed her eyes.

      He was Mary’s murderer, she reminded herself—a heartless wretch.

      “My son, Christopher,” he said, introducing the boy who sat behind the desk with a wave of his hand—a gesture she wasn’t supposed to see.

      She could scarcely hide her gasp of surprise at his introduction.

      How could she have failed to notice the very face she most wished to see?

      Swallowing the lump that rose in her throat, she resisted the urge to turn to him fully, to drink in the sight of Christopher Holland with her eyes. So long she’d waited for this moment! She tried to focus on Mel’s advice, and instead tilted her head toward the sound of his voice when he spoke, seeing him first through the sound of his little-boy voice.

      “Hello,” the boy said quietly, and the single word was the sweetest greeting Sarah had ever heard. It was the dulcet voice of a six-year-old angel.

      Peter Holland’s brows lifted. “Forgive me,” he said, “I certainly didn’t intend to startle you with his presence, but... you see... my son wishes to personally... er... conduct this interview.”

      He smiled a devastating smile that Sarah wasn’t supposed to react to. Because she wasn’t supposed to see it. A reflex, she was quite certain. He probably couldn’t help himself, she thought sourly. He was very likely quite used to stealing hearts and charming young women to death.

      And still her heart quickened its pace.

      “Have you objections to his presence?”

      Sarah resisted the urge to turn and stare at her cousin’s child. “Not at all!” she replied, and tried not to sound overeager. “He’s the one I most need to impress, is he not?”

      Peter chuckled at her question. “He is at that,” he agreed, and seemed to relax a bit in his stance. He turned to his son. “Ready, sport?”

      “Yes, sir,” the boy replied.

      In the meek sound of his voice, there was little evidence of his tempestuous mother, and the realization filled Sarah with grief.

      And yet, she determined, how could there be anything of Mary in him at all when Mary had had so little influence upon his life?

      “Very well,” Peter continued, dismissing his butler with a nod. He turned to Mel, motioning toward the facing chair. “My apologies,” he said, “but as you see, I’ve only the one. I was expecting Miss Hopkins alone, I’m afraid—though I should have anticipated perhaps. If you will see her to her seat, you are welcome to the divan yourself.” And with that he dismissed Mel and sat on the corner of his desk.

      Mel, bless her heart, suddenly took a servile role, quite unlike their entrance, which was anything but deferential and caused Sarah to wince. Taking Sarah gently by the arm, she led her to the chair as though Sarah were indeed unable to find the black leather monstrosity on her own. Sarah did her part to appear awkward though not entirely helpless—she couldn’t quite manage helpless.

      Mel bent to whisper in her ear. “Eyes closed,” she demanded.

      Sarah closed them at once. And suddenly it was all she could do not to run screaming from the room. All that kept her focused and calm was the strength of her purpose… and the little boy sitting not more than five feet from her.

      Christopher was the reason she was here, she reminded herself.

      Opening her eyes, she sat facing the enormous desk, trying not to weep with joy at the sight of the six-year-old child seated behind the hulking piece of furniture, his little face barely visible above the papers stacked there. She tried to keep a blank expression. And yet she dared not look away, dared not twitch a brow at the sight of him. She could scarcely keep her hands from trembling as she sat inspecting her cousin’s child for the first time, her emotions in melee.

      Her uncle would have been overjoyed to see him this moment.

      He looked so like Mary, with his tawny hair and his upturned little nose. It saddened Sarah that her uncle had not lived to set eyes upon his only grandson—her sweet uncle who had sworn his two girls were all that any papa should need. She could almost hear him speak the words as though he were standing over her shoulder, and the sensation choked her breath away.

      “If I recall correctly...”

      Peter Holland, too, had been gazing at his son, and shifted his attention suddenly, crossing his arms as he turned to assess her. Sarah spied him from the corner of her eye, but dared not acknowledge his renewed regard. She continued to stare at the desk, at Christopher, repressing her emotions.

      “Your resume states you studied at L’Institut National des Jeunes Aveugles in Paris? Quite a feat for someone so young, much less...”

      “A blind woman?” she finished for him, recognizing the tone and wholly offended by it. She lifted her chin, tilting her head, though kept her calm, taking Christopher’s presence into consideration, and recalling her purpose. It wouldn’t suit to begin railing over the iniquities of male supremacy, though it galled her nevertheless. “You need not finish, Mr. Holland,” she told him. “I hear it in your tone. Do you not believe a woman capable of academics?”

      “I did not say that, Miss Hopkins.”

      Sarah was certain she heard amusement in his voice now—a note that only further provoked her. “It is Miss Hopkins, is it not?”

      “Yes, it is, Mr. Holland. And you need not have said a thing, sir. Pardon my speaking so plainly, but I am blind, not deaf, nor am I stupid.”

      He had the audacity to chuckle at that. “No, you are not, I see quite clearly.”

      Sarah didn’t quite appreciate his good humor. “My apologies once again,” he offered, and managed to sound sincere, despite the laughter that tinged his voice.

      “In any case,” Sarah continued, bolstered now by a renewed sense of injustice for the plight of her gender, “I did not study Braille at the Institute. You misunderstood my letter of credits. My late tutor was a retired professor there.”

      “I see,” he said. “And how long have you been using the Braille code, may I ask?”

      “Five years,” Sarah lied, prepared for his question. She was well rehearsed. “Long enough to lament the fact that there is too little published as yet.”

      “Yes, I tend to agree,” he said. “But I shall remedy that for my son’s sake, I assure you.”

      Sarah swallowed and forced her reply. “He is quite a fortunate child to have such a caring father.” The praise sat like acid within her belly, burning with her anger.

      He glanced at Mel. Sarah refrained. She didn’t dare look at Mel, didn’t dare give herself away.

      “And in what capacity does Mrs. Frank serve you?” he asked her then.

      “She is both my friend and my aid. She sometimes assists with instructions, as well.” A greater understatement Sarah had never uttered. Mel’s knowledge of the Modified Braille code and her work with the sightless would be the key to effecting this plan. Though Sarah had anticipated having to teach Christopher someday—hoped to at least—she only knew the minimal. Without Mel, she’d never have been able to complete this ruse.

      He seemed to be studying her. “I have but a few more questions, if you might indulge me.”

      Sarah braced herself. “Certainly.”

      He lifted up her resume, scanning it.

      Sarah’s gut turned as he read over her lies. “Your credentials are excellent. I’ve no reason to doubt them, but it is essential I understand your commitment...”

      He sounded all the world like a loving, caring father, but Sarah knew better. “Of course,” she replied.

      “Why Braille? Why not the New York Point System?”

      “Well,” she began, “I must confess my resume is a bit misleading as it stands.” She took a deep breath—it was more than a bit misleading! “Braille is in fact the system I was primarily taught, but I am also familiar with the New York Point System. My preference, however, is a rather new code, the Modified Braille.”

      His brows lifted. “Modified Braille? I’m afraid I am not familiar with that one.”

      “Yes, well, it has yet to be accepted by the British Braille authorities, though it has been used with some success at the Perkin’s Institute in Boston. It is quite similar to Louis Braille’s system, but the new code’s key feature is that the most frequently recurring letters are represented by the smallest number of dots. Therefore, it may be written and read more quickly.” She glanced at Mel out of the corner of her eye and saw that she was nodding her approval. “The New York Point System, on the other hand,” she continued, encouraged, “though at present it receives much favor, is a bulky and confusing system. I wouldn’t recommend it at all.”

      “And so you would propose to teach my son this Modified Braille?”

      “The choice is solely at your discretion, of course, Mr. Holland. I am merely giving you
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