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			London

			September, 1868

			Please let him be there. If he hadn’t come to the Duke of Bledsoe’s ball, she didn’t think she could bear it.

			He must have been invited. She’d done enough hinting to the duke’s daughter that she’d be very, very pleased if Macrath Sinclair was invited, along with his sister Ceana.

			She’d waited so long already, a whole day, since seeing him. She’d told herself that all she had to do was be patient a few more hours. That refrain had sung through her mind all during the time her maid had dressed her hair, when the gown needed a few last minute stitches to keep one of the silly bows in place, and when her gloves were handed to her. Only one more hour, she’d thought as she was inspected by her father and Mrs. Haverstock, turning in a slow circle so her appearance could be judged.

			To her surprise, neither her English chaperone nor her father had said a word. Nor had her father frowned, his usual expression in her presence. He only nodded, a sign to precede him into the carriage, Mrs. Haverstock following.

			The carriage wheels had been too slow. Her heartbeat had been too fast. Hours, decades, eons later they were finally at the Duke of Bledsoe’s home, only for it to take forever before the carriage got to the head of the line and they could leave the vehicle. Because of the crush of people, there was another interminable wait to climb the steep stone steps, and yet another to enter the ballroom.

			Would he like her hair? Her maid had done it in an intricate style tonight. What about her new scent from Paris? She’d thought about him the moment she uncapped the flacon, wondering if he would think the rose scent too strong. Would he think her high color attractive? She couldn’t help herself; the thought of seeing him after an absence of twenty-four endless hours reddened her cheeks.

			Dear God, please let him be here. Please. She’d promise a dozen things, only let him be here.

			She heard Mrs. Haverstock behind her, greeting friends. Moving away, she scanned the crowd for a sight of him.

			Thank you, God. There he was. There, just beyond the pillar in the ballroom. Standing there, looking out at the crowd as the music surged around him.

			She made herself wait, watching him. He was so handsome in his elegant black evening dress. He stood on the edge of the ballroom, a man with the studied gaze of a person twice his age. His stature was of someone who knew himself well, who’d gone through his own personal battles and won his wars.

			Several women stopped, their looks intent. Suddenly, she felt a fierce possessiveness, and wanted to clamp her hands over their eyes to stop their acquisitive looks.

			He was hers.

			He turned in her direction, his eyes lighting on her. There it was, the smile she’d been anticipating. Slowly at first, dawning with merely a quirk at the corners of his lips, growing as she walked toward him.

			She wanted to race to him, throw herself into his arms, press her hands against his chest and feel the solidness of him. Otherwise, she might believe she’d dreamed him, conjured him up from a lonely girl’s prayer and a wishful woman’s yearning.

			He was as perfect as any daydream could create him, but he was no illusion. He was Macrath and she was enthralled.

			“Are you well?” she asked on reaching him. A full day, nearly twenty-four hours, had passed since she’d seen him last, and anything might have happened in the interim.

			The smile she’d watched from across the room was now directed solely at her. How wonderful, that an expression could have such warmth, like the sun spearing directly into her.

			“I am well, Virginia,” he said. His voice, warm and low, held a roughness that chafed her senses. “And you?”

			She was just now starting to heal. The last day without seeing him had been unbearable. She was shriveling up inside for lack of one of his warm smiles. Without seeing his beautiful blue eyes and hearing his Scottish accent, she was not quite herself.

			How did she tell him something like that? It seemed like he knew, because his smile faded and he reached out one hand to hold hers.

			She could hear people around them, but it was like a bubble surrounded Macrath and her. No one was important. Nothing else had weight.

			“You’re beautiful,” he said.

			She smiled, pleased he thought so. Few people did. She was too retiring to be noticed most of the time.

			When she just shook her head, he said, “You’re the most beautiful woman in London.”

			“You’re beautiful as well,” she said. She didn’t mean handsome, either. He was a gift from God, a creation of masculine beauty.

			Even his laugh was glorious.

			“Will you dance with me?” he asked, still holding her hand.

			He seemed as loath to relinquish it as she was to step back. Prudence dictated that she do so, at least until Macrath spoke to her father, but prudence could go to blazes for all she cared now.

			She was gloriously, madly, spectacularly in love with Macrath Sinclair and she didn’t care who knew.

			“I’d rather go into the garden,” she said, daring to tell him the truth. She wanted another kiss from him, another stolen embrace.

			“It looks to rain,” he said.

			“Do you care?”

			“Not one whit.”

			“I don’t either. Besides, it’s forever raining in London.”

			“You’ll find that Scotland is the same in some months.”

			“I won’t care,” she said. “It will be my home.”

			“Soon,” he said, the look in his eyes growing more intense.

			Perhaps she should thank Providence that the weather was souring. Otherwise, she might make a fool of herself in the garden, demanding kiss after kiss.

			“Virginia,” a voice called, breaking the spell.

			She blinked and turned her head to see her father standing not far away.

			Her stomach dropped, and she looked up at Macrath with apology in her eyes.

			“I’m sorry,” she said, “but Father’s calling me.”

			“I understand. Shall I accompany you?”

			“It’s best you don’t,” she said. “I’ve no doubt done something wrong.”

			“When I meet with him tomorrow, I’ll tell him the press of business demands a speedy marriage. We’ll be in Scotland before you know it.”

			She would be with him wherever that was: in a corner of the garden, in a vestibule in the ballroom, in a hallway, a servant’s stair. The location didn’t matter, as long as she was with Macrath.

			She squeezed his hand, then turned and reluctantly walked away, glancing back with a smile. Her father led her to an anteroom and closed the door.

			“I’ll not have you making a fool of yourself over that Scot,” he said.

			She held herself stiffly, as she did whenever he issued a dictate. The slightest indication that she disagreed with him would only make the punishment worse.

			Now, she concentrated on the floor between them, hoping that he wouldn’t see her inability to look him in the face as disrespect.

			“I’m sorry, Father,” she said.

			Docility was better than rebellion. Easier, too, because she’d once tried to debate a point with him and had been severely punished for doing so. Her governess had taken great delight in using a birch rod. The lesson being that few things were worth physical pain.

			Macrath was, and she wondered if her father knew it.

			“People will look at me and wonder at the lack of control I have over a female in my own household.”

			She’d heard a variation of that comment all her life. Ever since coming to England, however, it had grown more difficult to listen to him, and maintain some appearance of humility while doing so.

			“I’m in love with Macrath, Father,” she said, the first time she’d ever admitted such a thing to him. She glanced up at him to find his eyes had narrowed. “You’ve agreed that Macrath could call on you tomorrow,” she hastened to say.

			After that, her future would be assured. She would be Macrath Sinclair’s wife.

			“I’ve already picked out your husband and it’s not that Scot.”

			Her hands were still clasped in front of her. She bowed her head again, her gaze on the crimson patterned carpet. She’d think of anything but her father’s words. Her mind, unaccustomed to joy, had forced her imagination to produce something more familiar, her father’s derision.

			“You’re going to be a countess, daughter. How do you feel about that?”

			She was going to be sick.

			Slowly, she lifted her eyes, unsurprised to find him smiling.

			“But you agreed to meet with him,” she said.

			“It’s done, Virginia. We’ve just now finalized the arrangements. You’re to be married within the month to the Earl of Barrett.”

			Turning, he extended his hand and a woman stepped out of the shadows. “Your future mother-in-law, Virginia. The Countess of Barrett.”

			She gave the woman barely a glance, intent on her father. She said the one word she never said, one tiny word she’d learned had no power in the past. Perhaps it would work now.

			“Please.”

			The world halted, stilled, hung on a breath of air.

			“There’s no fussing about it; the deal has been struck.”

			“But you agreed to meet with Macrath.”

			He scowled at her. “I won’t tolerate your rebellion, Virginia.” Turning to the woman, he said, “I’ll have her chaperone take my daughter home, your ladyship. Perhaps a few weeks of contemplating her future will make her grateful for it.”

			The woman merely nodded.

			“There won’t be any entertainments until after your wedding,” her father said.

			Did it matter?

			She’d be confined to her room, but she didn’t care. She’d sit and stare out at the world, her body in one place, her soul and heart in another.

			Virginia only shook her head, unable to speak, flooded by a sense of despair so deep she was certain she was bleeding inside.
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			London, England

			July, 1869

			The ferns near the window wiggled their fronds as if they wanted to escape the room.

			Virginia Anderson Traylor, Countess of Barrett, wiggled on the chair and wanted to do the same.

			She sat in the corner of the parlor, swathed in black. Her hands were folded on her lap, her knees pressed together, her head at the perfect angle.

			How many times had she thought about this scene? In the last year, at least a dozen or more, but in her imagination she’d always been surrounded by weeping women rather than sitting a solitary vigil.

			She stood, unable to remain still any longer. She’d been a good and proper widow for nine hours now. For the last four, she’d watched over her husband’s coffin alone.

			Her thoughts, however, had not been on her husband.

			A dog howled, no doubt the same dog that howled for three nights straight. Ellice, her sister-in-law, thought he’d announced Poor Lawrence’s death.

			The parlor where she sat stretched the length of the town house. Two fireplaces warmed it in winter, but now it was pleasantly temperate. The room had been refurbished with the infusion of money she’d brought to the marriage. The wallpaper was a deep crimson, topped by an ivory frieze of leaves and ferns. Four overstuffed chairs, upholstered in a similar crimson pattern as the wallpaper, squatted next to a tufted settee. A half-dozen marble-topped tables, each adorned with a tapestry runner, filled the rest of the available space, their sharp corners patiently waiting to snare a passing skirt.

			No doubt Enid meant for the room to be the perfect showplace in the Earl of Barrett’s home. What her mother-in-law had accomplished, however, was a parlor reeking with excess. Even the potpourri was overpowering, smelling so strongly of cloves that her nose itched and her eyes watered.

			The coffin was crafted of polished mahogany, wider at the shoulders and narrow at the feet, with three brass handles on each side. A round brass plaque over where Poor Lawrence’s heart would be was engraved OUR BELOVED.

			Not her beloved, and he hadn’t shown much love toward his family. The hyperbole, however, was expected of them. So, too, all the mourning rituals that would be carried out in the next year.

			Perhaps Lawrence had arranged for his own coffin and the plaque was a last thumb in the eye to his wife, mother, and sisters.

			For her sitting, she’d insisted the top of the coffin be lowered. The other members of the family would probably want to view Poor Lawrence once more.

			“A bad heart,” Enid had called it. A bad disposition as well, although perhaps she shouldn’t fault him for being angry at the circumstances he’d been dealt. A semi-invalid since birth, he’d been limited in what he could do, to the point of being imprisoned in this house.

			Poor Lawrence was what she called him in her thoughts. To his face, she’d been a proper wife. “Dearest husband,” she’d said on those occasions when he allowed her to visit him.

			“Dearest husband, how are you feeling?”

			“Dearest husband, you’re looking better.”

			“Dearest husband, is there anything I can bring you?”

			He never answered, only slitting his eyes at her like she was an insect he’d discovered in his food.

			Lawrence was, whether it was right to say such a thing about the deceased, a thoroughly unlikable person. Yet John Donne, the poet, stated that every man’s death was a loss to be experienced by all mankind.

			With age, Lawrence might have changed. He might have become a better person. He might have even been generous and caring.

			How foolish it was to ascribe virtues to the dead they never owned in life. Lawrence wasn’t a hero and he wasn’t kind. Look at how he’d thrust them all into poverty.

			She could easily understand his antipathy toward her. After all, didn’t she feel the same for him? Why, though, would he treat his sisters and mother with contempt? Why punish them when it was obvious they hadn’t done anything but treat him with kindness and care?

			Every day, Eudora and Ellice called on their brother. Even if Lawrence wouldn’t see them, they still returned, time after time. Eudora selected books she thought he’d like to read from their library. Ellice relayed stories to him of their days and the world outside the house.

			Enid was as fond as any mother could be, worrying about Lawrence’s health, querying his attendant about his cough, his color, his weakness. Despite his wishes, she insisted the doctor make regular visits, and listened when his examination was done.

			What had Lawrence done to repay them? Guaranteed they would forever be dependent on others.

			He could, just as easily, have given some of her father’s money to his mother—or to her—to ensure their future was secure. Or he could have spent it on personal property not subject to his will.

			But he hadn’t done anything kind or caring.

			At least, now, she would never again have to pretend to be a loving wife. These sleepless hours were little enough sacrifice for such blessed freedom.

			Custom dictated the curtains be drawn, but she’d opened them at midnight, unable to bear the closed-in feeling of the room. The mirror was swathed in crepe. Candles sat burning on the mantel beside a clock stopped at the time of Poor Lawrence’s death.

			The room celebrated death, but she’d never been afraid of death. She was not overly fond of the dark, heights, or the ocean, however, and she detested spiders.

			“The world is not going to swallow you whole, Virginia,” her father had said more than once. “There’s no reason to be a timid little mouse.”

			She circled the bier, her fingers trailing over the polished top of the coffin, closer to Poor Lawrence in death than she’d ever been in life except one time, the night their marriage had been consummated, six months after their wedding. On that occasion, he’d kissed her, so passionately it jolted her. The coupling, however, had been a painful experience, one she’d not wished to repeat. To her relief, he felt the same and they never touched again.

			Enid, Dowager Countess of Barrett, pulled open the sliding doors of the parlor, then closed them just as quickly.

			Her mother-in-law was stocky and short, her shoulders as wide as her hips. When Enid headed toward her, it was like facing a solid wall of determination. Enid’s brown eyes could be as warm as chocolate sauce. Now they were as cold as frozen earth.

			“Have you decided?”

			Even though it was just before dawn, her mother-in-law was dressed in a black silk dress with jet buttons. Her hair was pulled back from her round face and contained in a black net snood. Although she wore a full hoop, she expertly navigated the room filled with furniture, moving to occupy a chair close to the bier.

			“What you propose is so ...” The words trailed away.

			“Practical? Logical?” Enid asked.

			Virginia walked to the window, trying to find some way to respond.

			“Do not think Jeremy will support us, my dear. He will banish us from this house with a quickness that will surprise you. What he doesn’t do, his harridan of a wife will. They’ll care nothing for what happens to us.”

			“Would you?” she asked, glancing over her shoulder at her mother-in-law. “If the situation were reversed, would you care for Jeremy and his wife?”

			“And their brood of children?” Enid sighed deeply. “I don’t know. They’re badly behaved children.”

			Virginia bit back a smile. Yes, they were, and she dreaded any occasion when she had to encounter Jeremy’s seven children.

			If Lawrence had left behind one child, they wouldn’t be having this conversation.

			Her mother-in-law was a planner, witness her brilliance in arranging a marriage between Lawrence, an invalid, and an American heiress. One thing Enid hadn’t been able to do, however, was inspire Lawrence to bed his wife on more than one occasion.

			She rarely called Enid “Mother,” falling back on a habit of not addressing her at all unless it was in the company of others. Her own mother had died at her birth, a fact she’d been reminded of endlessly as a child. Not by her father, who seemed surprised when she was trotted out for his inspection at Christmas and during his one summer visit. A succession of nurses and governesses, all hired to tend her and keep her out of her father’s way, ensured she knew her entrance into the world had been accompanied by the greatest tragedy.

			She couldn’t even imagine her mother’s disembodied voice on this occasion. Would she have sided toward logic and survival? Or would her mother have been horrified at Enid’s suggestion?

			“Something must be done,” Enid said. “You know as well as I.”

			The title was going to pass to Lawrence’s cousin, Jeremy. He was a perfectly agreeable sort of person, pleasant to Virginia when they met. She didn’t see anything wrong with him assuming the title. The problem was, everything Lawrence had purchased since receiving the bulk of her estate: the numerous houses, parcels of land, dozens of horses, farm equipment, and furnishings. Lawrence had ensured they would also go to his cousin by willing them to the “male heir of his body.” Without an heir, the property traveled back up the family tree to Jeremy.

			Without any cash or assets they could sell, they’d be penniless.

			All she had was her quarterly allowance, and it wouldn’t buy more than a few bottles of perfume. She had her mother’s jewels, but they were more sentimental than valuable since her mother evidently had not been ostentatious in her dress. One good ruby brooch and a carnelian ring could be sold. How much would those bring her? Not enough to care for all the people who needed to be supported.

			They were in dire straits, indeed.

			Unless she produced an heir to the estate.

			What Enid was proposing was shocking. Somehow, she needed to get with child and quickly enough that he would be viewed as Lawrence’s heir.

			“It’s a solution to our dilemma,” Enid said. “Have you given any thought to it?”

			She nodded. She’d thought about nothing but their situation in the last four hours. God help her, but here in this room with her husband’s body in a casket, she’d thought about nothing but him.

			Macrath.
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			London

			A year earlier

			When they’d arrived in London, Virginia had no idea she’d be heartily tired of the city within the month.

			Tonight’s ball was the third in two weeks, and the tenth engagement. Through it all, she saw the same people in different attire. The muscles of her face ached from smiling. Her feet hurt from walking on hardwood floors in her thin kid slippers.

			She wanted to put her feet up, first, and second, she couldn’t wait to read the broadsides her American maid had smuggled to her. Her father had come to her room, interrupting them, so she’d folded them quickly and stuffed them into her reticule, and all night she’d been dying to see what the talk of London was now.

			She slipped away, retreating to their host’s library. Settling into the corner of the settee and tucking her feet beneath her, she retrieved the broadside and smoothed it with her fingers.

			On Monday an inquest was held at the National School, before Mr. Worley, coroner, to inquire into the cause of the death of Thomas Newbury, a boy who was found dead with his throat cut in a pea-field, near Haversham.

			A sad, a cruel dreadful deed,

			To you I will unfold, The murder of a little boy,

			As base as e’er was told;

			Murdered by a cruel man,

			At Haversham we hear,

			Near the town of Newport Pagnell,

			In the county of Buckinghamshire.

			“There’s a better light over here,” a masculine voice said.

			Startled, she dropped the paper, then bent to pick it up, pressing it against her chest.

			“I do apologize,” she said. “I thought the room was empty.”

			She glanced toward the two massive leather chairs arranged in front of the fireplace. The speaker wasn’t visible.

			“As you can see, it’s not,” he said.

			“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt your ...” Her words trailed off.

			“Reverie? Contemplation? Solitude?”

			“Yes, all that,” she said. “Your musing. Your considerations. Perhaps even your meditations.”

			He peered around the side of the chair, his smile surprising her. Or was it his intent blue eyes she saw first?

			Her father always said she looked half finished. God had certainly taken the hue from her pale blue eyes and given it to this man. His eyes were such a startling blue she noted them from across the room.

			The color reminded her of midnight over the Hudson, when the sky seemed like a curtain behind which a celestial lantern hid, revealing the night to be not black at all, but a deep and rich blue.

			“My escape, most like,” he said. “Are you doing the same?”

			“I’m afraid I’m doing worse than that,” she said.

			An eyebrow lifted. “Are you absconding with something belonging to our hostess?”

			“Of course not.”

			She debated whether to confess. To her father, a broadside was coarse and common. No one in proper company ever confessed to reading them. Nor was she to associate with people who did so.

			“I was reading a broadside,” she said. “About a horrible murder.”

			“Were you?” He didn’t frown in dismay at her. Nor did he suddenly seem coolly aloof. He merely relaxed there, a handsome stranger who had evinced more curiosity about her than anyone had since arriving in England.

			She stood, walked to the two chairs, and without invitation sat in the one beside him. What a handsome man he was. His mouth and eyes seemed paired in humor. His face was lean, the planes of it sharpened rather than shaped. Nothing about him was soft or genial, but she wanted to smile at him as she stared.

			While she couldn’t tell since he was seated, he seemed to be tall. His shoulders were broad enough, taking up the width of the chair. His legs were stretched out in front of him, crossed at the ankles. If there had been a roaring fire in the fireplace, she could understand why he’d escaped the entertainment. Since the evening was a temperate one, he must have retreated here for privacy.

			She wanted to apologize for intruding. Instead, she handed him the broadside.

			“It’s about a murder of a young boy.”

			“Are you given to studying murder?”

			She sighed. “I’m not very brave,” she confessed. “I don’t think I could bear an actual murder. But I do like reading about things that would terrify me otherwise. Besides, I’m very interested in what’s going on around me. How can anyone not want to know what’s happening in the world?”

			“I thank providence for people like you.”

			“Do you?” she asked, surprised. “Why?”

			“I own a company in Scotland that prints broadsides.”

			She sat back, clasping her hands together on her lap. “Are you jesting? Or making fun of me? I realize a great many people don’t think highly of broadsides, but why would you say such a thing?”

			He handed back the paper, smiling at her. “I wouldn’t think of making fun of you,” he said. “What man in his right mind would ridicule a beautiful woman?”

			Now she truly knew he was jesting. No one ever called her beautiful. Smart, perhaps, when she was dressed in the fashions her father had ordered. Perhaps even handsome when her hair was done correctly and she stood straight and tall, as her governess always instructed. But she’d never been called beautiful. Not even once, by the kindest person.

			Her cheeks warmed and she was instantly filled with two conflicting wishes. She wanted to flee as quickly as she could. Yet she wanted to stay and talk with him at the same time.

			“It’s called the Sinclair Printing Company,” he said. “We operate in Edinburgh. Have you ever been there?”

			“This visit to England is my first outside New York,” she said. “I’m from America.”

			“I discerned that,” he said with a smile. “From your accent. It sounds almost English, but it’s not.”

			“You are not the first person to say that,” she said, looking down at her reticule. “My nurse was English and maybe I speak the way I do because of her. But everyone else has an accent, too. Such as yours. I could tell you were from Scotland.”

			He leaned his head back against the chair, his hands resting on the arms, the pose of a man at ease.

			She didn’t feel the least relaxed.

			For the first time since she’d come to England, she was speaking with a truly handsome man. Even better, he was talking to her, and they were conversing about something more important than the weather.

			“Do you print newspapers as well?”

			“We do. Well, I don’t. I don’t run the company anymore. I’m involved in something else.”

			His name was Macrath Sinclair and he was in London, he told her, to escort his sister.

			For the next hour they talked of politics and broadsides, books and plays. Each thought London overwhelming at times, with traffic an endless obstacle. Each thought Londoners unbearably arrogant, topped only by the French, who were arrogant and smelled bad. Neither had an affinity for English food, or the melodramas of the day, preferring to read instead. His humor was dry yet he was polite enough to laugh at her few jests. They talked of everything, some subjects not considered proper in mixed company. She was, however, as she’d told him, fascinated with history and, too, intrigued by English politics.

			“I’m an American,” she said, “and supposed to mind my manners. I’m not to be too inquisitive.”

			“Have you always minded your manners?”

			She smiled. “I have, yes.”

			“That’s right. You’re not very brave. Are you really so cowardly?”

			She sighed again.” I hate heights,” she said, “and spiders.”

			He merely smiled at her, so charmingly that she found herself breathless.

			With great regret, she left him finally, glancing back as she made her farewells, thinking that the miserable voyage to England had been worth it if only for this night.
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			London

			July, 1869

			The eastern sky was growing pink. A day would pass, then another, and finally Poor Lawrence would be laid to rest.

			“Can you think of some other answer?” Enid asked.

			Virginia turned to face her mother-in-law.

			“The law does not see women as people, Virginia, but only as a man’s limb. His leg, his foot, or whichever appendage you want.”

			For a moment, a ghost of a smile appeared on Enid’s lips, then vanished.

			“Your entire inheritance is gone, Virginia. Everything your father left you.”

			“Did Lawrence do it on purpose?” she asked. “Did he want us desperate?”

			Enid tapped her fingers against her lips as if holding back improvident words. Finally, she sighed deeply. “I don’t know. I don’t know. I would hope he hadn’t.”

			They regarded each other somberly.

			“Search your memory, Virginia. Is there no friend of Lawrence’s? Or a person who might have come calling on my girls?”

			Macrath. In this room, he seemed even more substantial than Lawrence in his casket.

			Had Lawrence any friends? She’d never seen any visitors to the house. The closest to a friend was his attendant, but Paul was paid to be devoted.

			As far as her sisters-in-law, Ellice was only sixteen and Eudora didn’t seem interested in attracting a suitor.

			“You do agree, don’t you, Virginia?” her mother-in-law asked now.

			“I’m not sure I can do such a thing,” she said.

			But, oh, to see him again. To smile at him once more.

			“May I speak frankly, my dear?”

			When had she not?

			“Sexual congress needn’t last long,” Enid said.

			Poor Lawrence hadn’t been interested in sexual congress. Or perhaps he simply resented being a pawn in his mother’s schemes. She had evidently been included in that resentment. Poor Lawrence had retreated to his suite of rooms early on in their marriage, rarely emerging.

			“Seduction isn’t all that difficult, Virginia. All you need do is suggest your willingness and the male will do the rest.”

			She had the most absurd wish to giggle. Her mother-in-law was giving her lessons on debauchery.

			“However, you need to copulate regularly. You’re young and healthy. Nothing should prevent your getting with child.”

			She felt like a chicken, scolded because it hadn’t recently laid an egg.

			“Is there no one to whom you could appeal?” Enid asked. “No one at all? Wasn’t there someone before you married Lawrence?”

			Macrath. Dear God, was she a terrible person for having kept him in her heart all this time?

			She turned and faced the window again. Streaks of yellowish light bathed the street in front of the town house, stretching to illuminate the park in the middle of the square. She wanted to throw open the sash and breathe in the cool dawn air. She wanted to be gone from this place, from Poor Lawrence.

			“Yes,” she said, speaking to the window. “I know of someone.”

			Macrath.

			Was he married? Nearly a year had passed since she’d seen him, and yet she could conjure him up so well he could be standing there, his dark blue eyes intently fixed on her.

			What would have happened if her father had allowed her to marry Macrath Sinclair? Would her life be filled with joy, or the insane excitement she always felt when he was near?

			Her heart stuttered around Macrath. Her palms became moist. Her emotions were too close to the surface, almost as if she were preparing to shout in joy or weep in despair.

			A magnificent man, Macrath Sinclair, one who’d commanded her thoughts even during her marriage.

			She’d almost been brave once, because of Macrath.

			“He lives in Scotland,” she said, feeling her heartbeat escalate as she spoke.

			“All the better, then,” Enid said. “Far enough away no hint of scandal will touch you.”

			“No hint of scandal?” she asked, turning. “What kind of a widow would travel in such conditions?”

			“One who does so in secrecy,” Enid said. “In the dead of night, if need be.”

			“Could we not appeal to Jeremy’s generosity?” she asked.

			The Dowager Countess of Barrett sighed audibly. “I have already done so. He is sensitive to our plight, he says, but will not attempt to break the entail. Don’t expect any help from that quarter.”

			Now was the time for her to protest, to say Enid’s suggestion was foolish. Try as she might, she couldn’t see a brighter future for them, not with Poor Lawrence spending her fortune in such a profligate way.

			“Do you have the courage, Virginia?”

			No, she didn’t. But what other option was there in the face of such unfair laws? A woman had no rights to anything, least of all her own money.

			The door suddenly opened and her two sisters-in-law entered. Virginia was engulfed in a flurry of weeping, black silk and arms enfolding her in a comforting embrace.

			“Dearest Virginia,” Eudora said. “How are you faring?”

			Enid’s oldest daughter was tall, gliding when she walked. Her demeanor and poise was of a woman twice her age. Every once in a while, however, Eudora smiled, and the expression hinted at a younger and more carefree girl, one capable of mischief.

			She wore her hair parted in the middle and swept into rosettes on either side of her head. A matronly style but one suiting her, as did the black she now wore. Even dressed in mourning, one noticed her dark eyes and long lashes, a creamy complexion, and full pink lips.

			“Is she Mediterranean?” someone had once asked about Eudora, and the question had reminded Virginia of lithographs she’d seen of Roman women, even to the prominent nose and regal looking brow.

			If Eudora had any flaws at all, it was that she loved to shop. A few times each week Virginia accompanied her, walking through the Pantheon, the Burlington Arcade, Davie’s warehouse on St. Martin’s Lane, or the Soho Bazaar.

			They invariably returned empty-handed from each one of their outings, simply because Lawrence refused to give them any pocket money and Virginia’s quarterly allowance wasn’t that large.

			“Oh, sister, was it awful?” Ellice asked.

			Ellice was the opposite of her taller older sister. She fidgeted. She squirmed. She could not sit still for more than a few minutes at a time. Her brown eyes were always sparkling with curiosity. “Why do you suppose” was the phrase starting most of her conversations. Her brown hair was always coming loose, and she was forever being lectured by her mother on comportment, manners, what to say and when. Unfortunately, she had, on more than one occasion, offended people by speaking what was on her mind.

			If Eudora was Enid’s joy, Ellice was her trial.

			Virginia had never considered they might be the saving grace of her marriage. Eudora and Ellice had become her sisters in truth.

			“I’m fine,” she said, answering both of them.

			Stepping back, she met Enid’s gaze. The three of them and all the servants in the house were dependent on her decision. She honestly didn’t know what would happen to them once Jeremy ascended to the title.

			“I’ll consider it,” she said to Enid.

			“Consider it quickly, Virginia.”

			With a few parting words, she left the three of them to sit with Lawrence’s coffin. Eudora wept with quiet dignity. Ellice was noisier and more effusive. Enid, like her, was concerned more with survival than grief at the moment.

			Slowly, she closed the sliding doors behind her.

			“I would be happy to assist you in any way, Countess.”

			Startled, she turned to find Paul Henderson standing there, watching her.

			Paul was an extraordinarily handsome man. With his dark brown eyes and thick brown hair, he garnered a woman’s attention. His features were perfect as well, even if his mouth might be considered a bit too large. Of average height, he was more muscular than most men of her acquaintance.

			He would need to be, having been Lawrence’s attendant. Paul had bathed him, cared for him, acted as valet and secretary. In the latter role, he’d summoned the solicitor whenever Lawrence wanted to spend more money. Paul had gone to Enid and told her what Lawrence was doing. Because of his warning, they had some inkling of their dismal future. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have known until after Lawrence’s death.

			Paul had been in Lawrence’s employ for five years and was considered almost a member of the family. Or as much as the Earl of Barrett would consider anyone beneath him to be part of his inner circle. Poor Lawrence was, regrettably, a snob, which was probably why he’d looked down his patrician nose at her. Her only pedigree had been a fortune, and she didn’t even have that now.

			Paul’s eyes sparkled at her, and held what she perceived as a glint of humor, hardly proper for this moment. She moved aside so he could enter the parlor. Instead, he stood there studying her.

			He made her uncomfortable and always had, as if he saw through the pretense of her marriage. But, then, he would know better than most, wouldn’t he, caring for Lawrence as he had?

			He knew how many times she’d visited her husband, how many occasions Lawrence agreed to see her, and how long each of those visits lasted.

			Did Lawrence complain about her after she left? She wouldn’t have been surprised. Paul was a confidant, and since she’d never seen anyone visit Lawrence, probably his only friend.

			She took a step back.

			Something about Paul bothered her. She didn’t like the look in his eyes when he studied her, or the small smile playing around his mouth.

			With Lawrence dead, was there any reason he should still be employed? All their expenses must be examined closely from this moment forward.

			“I would do anything to assist you. Anything at all,” he said. His smile vanished, but he didn’t look away. “Please consider my offer.”

			Dear God, how much had he heard? She wouldn’t put it past Paul to listen at doors. Yet how could she blame him for doing so, since it was how he’d gathered the information about what Lawrence had done?

			She’d kept her concerns to herself. If she’d confessed to Enid that Paul made her uncomfortable, her mother-in-law would have simply looked at her with her nostrils flaring and a pinched mouth—an expression stating, without words, that she was being American and foolish.

			“Thank you,” she said, moving away from Paul.

			He followed her, coming entirely too close. She stepped back but he only smiled, tracking her until her back hit the wall.

			Leaning close, he spoke softly. “Are you afraid of me, Virginia?”

			“Of course not,” she said, pushing her fear down. She wouldn’t let him see how panicked she was.

			But when he reached out and trailed a finger down her cheek, she shivered. His eyes narrowed but he didn’t move away.

			“I wouldn’t hurt you, Virginia. You’d enjoy it.”

			Grabbing a tendril of her hair, he wound it around his finger, pulling her closer.

			She froze, keeping as still as she could even when he breathed against her temple. Closing her eyes, she prayed he’d move away.

			Instead, he pressed a kiss to her cheek.

			“I would promise you would feel nothing but pleasure in my arms, Virginia. You might come to yearn for it.”

			She slid to the left, ducking below his arm, scurrying down the hall. Turning, she looked back to find him studying her intently, almost like she was a mouse in truth and he a hungry cat.

			In that instant, she made up her mind to travel to Scotland. Macrath would be at the end of the journey, and she’d somehow find the courage to seduce him.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 4
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			Four days later Virginia settled into the coach trying to prepare mentally for her journey. Dawn crept on the horizon, bathing the rooftops pink. A faint honeysuckle-tinged breeze cooled her cheeks. Birds nesting in the nearby trees called out a morning song, bidding her be about her task.

			Lawrence’s funeral had been the day before, and Enid lost no time making arrangements. They were to travel only by carriage. Even the stops at the inns were to be done surreptitiously. Her maid, Hannah, and the coachman would arrange for rooms, and she would use the back entrances. No one was to know the newly widowed Countess of Barrett was on her way to Scotland.

			Her father had insisted she be given a diverse education. Therefore, she was prepared, if she must, to be a governess. Perhaps a man of wealth would want a slightly used countess to instruct his daughters. She could easily see an American hiring her, bragging about her title. “She’s an American, you know. Became a countess. My gals deserve the best.”

			Getting a position wouldn’t help the rest of them, however. Someone might employ Eudora, but where would Ellice go? What would happen to their mother? She could not, however much she tried, imagine Enid trimming hats.

			How would they earn their living?

			They had no time left, not enough for Eudora to finally be serious about finding a husband. Ellice was too young, and she doubted Enid had given any thought to remarriage.

			She, herself, would not countenance marrying again. Her union to Lawrence had been distasteful enough. The only saving grace was he seemed to dislike her presence as much as she’d grown to dislike his. But what if she married a man who insisted on bedding her every night? That would be a worse situation.

			Enid reached into the carriage, pressing a cup of warm chocolate into her hands.

			“A fortifying beverage,” her mother-in-law said.

			She finished the chocolate and returned the cup. Sitting back against the cushions, she adjusted the leather gloves over her hands. She didn’t see the back of the town house, Hannah arranging the baskets of food in the storage area below the carriage seat, or Hosking, the coachman, standing by the open door.

			Ceana Sinclair told her in the beginning that Macrath was a brilliant inventor.

			“He makes ice, Virginia,” she had said. “Just imagine, his machine can generate ice for you any time of year.”

			He made ice, of all things, and in that small way Macrath Sinclair was playing God. Yet, in this journey she was about to make to Scotland, so was she.

			London

			A year earlier

			“Why are you looking so distressed?”

			Virginia turned at his voice. Her mood abruptly became better as she smiled at Macrath.

			“I’m to be personable this evening,” she said, tugging on her gloves.

			A bad habit of hers, according to Mrs. Haverstock. A lady never draws the eye to aspects of her appearance. Tranquility is as vital to a lady as beauty, the woman often said. An aura of peace is a quality you must cultivate.

			“I’ve never known you to be anything but personable,” Macrath said, moving to stand beside her. They looked out over the dancers from their place on the terrace.

			She sighed. “That’s because you’re too much like me. We’d much rather talk about scientific experiments than people or politics.”

			“But your dancing partners don’t?”

			She glanced over at him.

			Tonight he was dressed in formal black, his gold and black vest a brilliant example of embroidery. His black hair was brushed back, the perfect frame for his unforgettable face.

			When she looked at Macrath, she remembered those museum visits with Mrs. Haverstock, and all the statues unearthed from various places and brought to England. A Greek god, a Roman citizen, men with faces that lived on through millennia because of the placement of strong bones and features. Macrath’s face was similar, but brought to life because of his intense blue eyes and a mouth that fascinated her. She liked to watch as he talked, the way he formed the letters. How he smiled when she didn’t expect it.

			“I’ve noticed how popular you’ve been tonight.”

			“It’s father’s money,” she said. “It makes people very polite.”

			“On the contrary, I think it’s you.”

			She glanced back at the dancers, feeling a surge of warmth at his words. Macrath could change her mood from dreary to delighted just with a smile. Conversely, when he wasn’t at an event, it seemed to drag, each hour tied to a tortoise.

			“I have heard excessively about horse racing tonight. Or gossip. People are very interested in other people.”

			“Politics is about people,” he said, “and you’re interested in politics.”

			She considered the matter, then nodded. “You’re right. I have no place being judgmental, do I?”

			“As long as we’re listing your faults, I suspect you aren’t to be on the terrace, either.”

			She smiled. “Yet you’re standing right beside me.”

			“Perhaps I’ve been sent to teach you how to be more personable,” he said.

			“I’m not to be seen with you as much,” she said. “People will get the impression that you’ve singled me out, which would be off-putting to other potential suitors.”

			“I hear Mrs. Haverstock in there somewhere.”

			She nodded. “Mrs. Haverstock possesses many opinions about a great many things.”

			“Mostly foolish ones, I think. The woman’s daft if she thinks you’re not personable. You’re more intelligent than any woman here, and more beautiful.” He glanced at her. “What would you rather be, intelligent or beautiful?”

			She thought about the question for a moment. “I should say intelligent, shouldn’t I? Intelligence would last you your whole life, while beauty fades. But what woman doesn’t want to be considered beautiful?”

			“You needn’t worry. You have both.”

			She turned to him, placing one of her gloved hands on his arm. “The opinion of a friend,” she said.

			“Not just a friend,” he said. “She’s right in one regard. I have singled you out.”

			She dropped her hand, even though she liked touching him. Eyes were everywhere, and someone was sure to tell either her chaperone or her father that she’d been standing too close, and was too intent in conversation with Macrath Sinclair.

			“Have you?”

			“Not just a friend,” he said again. Turning, he drew her back into the ballroom.

			As they started to dance, she looked up into his eyes. If she were a more courageous woman, she’d tell him the truth.

			She’d singled him out, too.

			London

			July, 1869

			One of Paul Henderson’s first memories was of his father telling him he needed to learn his place in life. Even as a child, he ascribed to a higher role, a better spot in the hierarchy that was English society.

			As the son of a chimney sweep, he’d started working with his father at the age of five, sent up into narrow, airless chimneys with a brush and a rag with orders to do good or he’d have his ears boxed.

			On Sundays the old man gustily sang in church, striking him on the shoulder if he didn’t participate as well. He’d grown to loathe “All Things Bright and Beautiful,” his father’s favorite:

			The rich man in his castle,

			The poor man at his gate,

			God made them, high and lowly,

			And order’d their estate.

			Upward migration rarely happened in the United Kingdom. From the time he was twelve, escaping the life of a flue faker by running away, he’d been determined to be more than what God had made him. He wanted to go to America, one of the few places where a man was allowed to climb the rungs on a societal ladder.

			Until then he’d become a stable boy, working harder than the others, watching and learning from the men who rented the carriages. At seventeen he’d applied as a footman at one of the great houses, again learning from those who weren’t aware they were being studied. He spoke with precision, always watching that hints of his childhood accent never appeared.

			For ten years he kept his own counsel, woke an hour earlier than the rest of the staff, and learned to read thanks to a maid who’d been willing to teach him as a labor of love. He never stole, always performed each duty flawlessly, and on those odd occasions when he failed in some measure, promptly acknowledged his error.

			By the time he was thirty, he’d saved some money for the trip to America. After hearing of a position open to care for an invalid earl, he’d once again applied, this time with glowing letters of recommendation, and a confidence about his appearance gained through years of sidelong looks and coy female smiles.

			He hadn’t planned to fall in love with the Countess of Barrett. He hadn’t wanted to feel an odd possessiveness about her. Why he did was understandable, given the circumstances in this strange household.

			She didn’t feel the same for him. Like most servants, he was invisible. He went out of his way, however, to ensure she was aware of him. He conversed with her. He brought her tea. He complimented her.

			Four days ago he’d offered to take her to his bed and get her with child.

			She’d rebuffed him. She didn’t realize he was the best solution to the dilemma the Earl of Barrett had created.

			If it hadn’t been for him, they’d never have known until too late.

			They owed him something for his loyalty.

			Lawrence had thought it a wicked jest to give him money. He’d taken it, and tucked it away in his savings even as he hated the man. Lawrence hadn’t been generous; he’d given away the money solely to wound his wife.

			The woman who was, even now, entering a carriage with her maid, intent on Scotland.

			What was in Scotland that she couldn’t find here? No one could love her as much as he did. No one could comfort her like he could. Not one person could protect her as well as he did.

			He forced a smile to his face as she turned to stare right through him. She glanced away, not seeing the love he freely offered.

			From this moment on he would have to change things. He wasn’t going to be invisible to her anymore. No, he was going to ensure she knew exactly how he felt.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 5
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			Drumvagen, Scotland

			July, 1869

			Virginia had expected Drumvagen to crouch on top of a mountain like a brooding medieval monster of black stone.

			Instead, Macrath’s home was so unexpected she could only stare.

			Built of gray brick the color of London soot, the house was massive and square, with four tall towers on each corner topped with a cupola bearing a different animal-shaped wind vane.

			Twin sweeping staircases extended like two embracing arms in front. She’d never seen its like, even in America.

			What was she doing here?

			The wind ruffled the strange growth on either side of the road. Stocky purple flowers swayed amid fields of yellow blossoms. The mountains in the distance hinted at wildness, that Scotland was not sunk into history like England.

			She pressed her fist against her chin, bit her lips and studied the approach. She had asked Hosking to halt the carriage on the side of the road, needing the time to compose herself. Hannah sat silent beside her. A good English maid, her mother-in-law had said when she’d announced the girl’s employment last year. Someone who would know English society.

			Hannah and she were nearly the same height and size. The girl’s hair was brown, her eyes hazel, green flecked with amber. When she chose to smile, she was attractive, but was the perfect lady’s maid, rarely showing any emotion.

			As to society, Hannah hadn’t been tested in the last year. The only society Virginia had seen was when she’d accompanied Eudora shopping or to an occasional dinner party or a ball. As a married woman, she was considered enough of a chaperone, and was forced to sit with the older widows and matrons.

			Several American women had married into English society. When she greeted each of them, it was with the hope they could compare experiences, possibly find some common ground. But each woman she met appeared to be radiantly happy. But then, none of them had been married to Lawrence.

			What would her countrywomen think about her mission? That it was the height of idiocy and immorality, no doubt. The same sentiment she would garner from her sisters-in-law if they knew. What story had Enid given them to explain her absence? Conversely, they might view her presence here as an act of courage. Each of them considered her brave for coming to England to arrange a marriage.

			She hadn’t been brave at all. She’d simply been her father’s daughter, and her father, once he was set on a certain course, could not be dissuaded.

			No, she wasn’t at all courageous, especially at this moment, staring at the house perched so close to an angry sea. She didn’t like the ocean, and seeing it now brought back memories of the voyage to England.

			Her father had laughed at her fears.

			“How do you propose we get to England, Virginia, if it isn’t aboard ship?”

			She hadn’t answered
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