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Arthur John Davenport and Genevieve Catharina deVries m. 1872

children:

Arthur, Catherine, and Sarah
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The cousins' generation:
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Arthur John Davenport II and Josette Warren m. 1893

children:

Faith Genevieve Davenport

Arthur John Davenport III
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Catherine Isabella Davenport and William Travers m. 1894

children:

Ruby Noelle Travers

Genevieve Catharina Travers
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Sarah Grace Davenport and Samuel Duncan m. 1894

child:

Thomas Ryan Duncan
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“I’M SORRY, BUT I MUST have misheard you.”

An ocean breeze tickled the back of Johnny Davenport’s neck, stirring the strands of his dark brown hair against his skin. 

Maria Covington, his lifelong neighbor and childhood friend, merely smiled indulgently at him.

“Marry me, Johnny. We’ve been friends forever, so it shouldn’t be that difficult.”

Marriage? 

It was the farthest thing on his mind right now.

He was consumed by guilt, which he was certain would weigh upon his heart for the rest of his life, and his relationship with his sister and parents were complicated by his troubled soul.

Why in the world would he dream of bringing someone else into his life, now or ever?

When she continued to smile up at him, both of his hands captured in her small, tanned ones, he blinked a few times to clear his mind. 

He hadn’t misheard her, not twice, and while the wedding festivities on his family’s lawn on the other side of the Cliff Walk wall were a loud mix of laughter and music, her voice had been clear and certain both times she spoke.

“I see I’ve left you speechless. It would be a grand way to continue the tradition of Davenport marriages here by the Cliff Walk, in the cozy realm of the yard.”

Johnny pressed his lips together tightly, wondering if Maria had become a fan of novels, as his cousin Evie was.

Her words sounded like something from the pages of a book Evie might quote, the dramatic tones apparent in Maria’s excited voice. 

“Maria! Oh, there you are!”

An exasperated sigh rose behind Johnny, and he watched Maria’s expression shift from eager, her sweet smile full of hope, to indignant, as her cheeks puffed out when she pursed her lips.

Johnny recognized the grating tones of Maria's mother's voice, and didn't blame her for reacting in such a way.

“Sweetheart, it’s time for us to leave. You have your own nuptials to take into account soon enough, and you don’t want to appear peaked when your groom arrives.”

Johnny kept his focus on Maria as her eyelashes fluttered, her own gaze shifting to her feet and then out to the foaming ocean waves. 

He couldn’t look at the water without a wash of guilt, fresh as if his family’s loss was brand new, eating at his heart, so he stared at her instead, remembering the rambunctious child she had been.

They had grown up side by side, he and his sister Faith in the castle-like mansion his grandfather built for his grandmother, oddly called Conte de Fée.

Oddly since he couldn’t imagine his practical grandmother naming anything Fairy Tale.

The Covington home, the closest structure to the Davenports’, was a strange confection that looked like layers of a cake. 

To give Maria’s parents credit, they had purchased it already built, but it seemed appropriate to Mrs. Covington's reputation as a self-absorbed, silly woman. 

A reputation Maria had inherited to a lesser extent.

Maria’s behavior now, as opposed to when she had led him down to the Cliff Walk to speak such ridiculous words, made him wonder about that reputation. 

Her thoughtful expression was pained, but it quickly evaporated as she straightened her back and lifted her chin, nodding to the presence behind Johnny.

“No need to worry yourself, Mother. I’m not going to marry some duke, because Johnny and I are getting married.”

Johnny felt his mouth fall open, and his eyes blinked furiously of their own accord. 

It was one thing for Maria to say such things to him in private, but he hadn’t had a chance to deny her.

Why was he unable to do so now, when she was claiming the impossible to her own mother?

Even as she spoke, her voice firm and sure, her eyes were locked on his, the emerald shade of them glinting in the brilliant sunlight like gemstones. 

The pleading in them was such a direct contrast to her earlier self-assurance that he couldn’t speak.

“I’m sorry, Maria. I must have misheard you. Now, I know you and Johnny have been friends since you were children, but it’s not proper for you to be alone together like this now you’re both of marriageable age. Come along, Maria.”

Maria’s eyes grew wide and her rosy lips twisted into a pout.

Johnny nearly laughed, relieved her pleading expression had shifted into one he could better deal with. 

But it worried him.

“Of course, Mother. I’ll be there in a moment, but Johnny and I are discussing our future together, so we’d like a bit of privacy.”

“Is anything wrong, Eveline?”

When Johnny’s father’s voice reached his ears, he finally turned, facing the Cliff Walk wall first to avoid the sight of the ocean. 

“Oh, Arthur. What a lovely wedding, and Ruby is such a radiant bride! Here we all thought your Faith would marry her Italian boy first.”

Maria’s mother wore a smirk that came out in the tone of her accusation, which was common when many of their social set spoke of Johnny’s sister and her suitor, who was a working class man from Manhattan.

To his father’s credit, he didn’t address Mrs. Covington’s snide remark, instead turning to Johnny with a frown. 

“Why are the two of you down here alone, Johnny? Your mother and I have been looking for you.”

Looking for him, as if he was a little boy?

Johnny didn’t like the implication, although he was sure his father meant nothing by it.

He knew his family was concerned about him, but he didn’t know how he could alleviate that, not when the burden of his guilt was so much to bear.

Maria’s hand curled into the inside of his elbow, and he fought the urge to pull away. 

It would be rude to behave that way with any woman, but especially one he had been friends with his whole life. 

The pressure of her fingers was a plea in itself, and he knew if he turned to face her, he would find a false smile on her beautiful face.

She was waiting for him to explain, the pressure of her insistent proposal left behind as she left the decision up to him. 

His father’s eyebrows rose in tandem with Mrs. Covington’s, the identical movement distracting as Johnny wrestled with conflicting thoughts.

Why did Maria feel like she had to escape this marriage, clearly arranged by her mother, and why did she come to him, of all people, as an alternative?

Surely there were plenty of marriageable young men in their set who would be happy to accommodate her, as she was an only child bound to inherit a vast fortune, business, and properties.

Was it because of Ruby’s wedding today, the convenience of Johnny’s presence here, or . . . 

“I’m sure you have a reasonable explanation, Johnny, but for propriety’s sake, why don’t we discuss it in the yard instead of here on the Cliff Walk?”

Johnny nodded at his father’s declaration, grateful for the interruption of his thoughts, which were leading nowhere.

As soon as his father and Mrs. Covington turned away, Maria tugged at his arm. 

“Please, Johnny. Please.”

Her whisper was barely audible over the surf and the sounds of the wedding party above, but the pleading tone was clear.

When he turned to frown at her, he found her eyes wide and damp, but her jaw was set.

Her determination, in spite of the tears shining in her eyes, was evident, and Johnny wondered how in the world he could betray her confidence in him. 

But agreeing to marry her would be a lie.

He couldn’t stand before God and his family and recite vows, pledging himself to Maria when he didn’t love her.

When he didn’t want to spend the rest of his life with her. 

“It’s just an engagement. That’s all.”

He stepped aside to make room for her as they approached the rocks that served as steps back up onto his family’s lawn, taking care she had sure footing so she wouldn’t slip.

But she wasn’t watching where she set her feet, her eyes on him as he guided her forwards.

“We don’t have to go through with it. I just need time.”

Time for what, Johnny wondered.

Unfortunately, time was not a luxury they shared at the moment, when the two of them finally settled on the freshly cut grass at the far end of the yard, facing their parents.

“There you are, Johnny. And Maria. Eveline. It’s lovely you could join us today.”

Johnny’s heart began to race, the thudding of it loud in his ears. 

His mother was the image of an angel, her pale blond hair, bound in a knot at the nape of her neck, nearly perfect, with tiny strands blowing in the gentle spring breeze.

He had always sought to please his parents, to protect his mother and sister from all anxiety and danger. 

But he had failed them, and every time he saw his mother, her hopeful expressions and sweet smiles once reassuring, he fought the urge to run away. 

Worse, he saw the pain in her eyes when their gazes met, as if she could tell he couldn’t bear to be in her presence. 

“Of course, Josie. It’s a lovely day for a wedding, and you must feel rather vindicated, hosting such a grand event considering your own background.”

“Mother!”

Maria gasped a reprimand, but her mother ignored her as Johnny tucked his hands in his pockets, surreptitiously watching his mother’s face as she kept her placid expression intact.

“It’s a perfect day, as you say, and we’re pleased so many of our friends could join us.”

His father took his mother’s hand, his own expression stony as he maintained his silence. 

It was uncommon for those in their social class to marry someone unequal to them in inheritance and name, and his father had done both in marrying his family’s household maid more than two decades ago. 

Just as Mrs. Covington had remarked on Faith’s suitor’s social standing, she clearly couldn’t help attempting to slander his mother in a similar way. 

Maria’s fingers dug into the skin of his arm above his elbow, the tension in her body, so close to his, undeniable. 

“Maria and I have something to tell you.”

All three parents turned to him, but his attention was entirely on the slight release he felt from Maria’s hand, as if his words eased her in some way. 

There would be no turning back now, although Johnny felt in his heart what he was about to do was right.

If Maria was desperate to escape her awful mother’s marital plans for her, there had to be a good reason. 

Although Maria had always spoken of superficial concerns, of gowns and parties, much like many of the girls he had grown up around, there was a hint of something else in her desperation. 

While Johnny had grown up surrounded by Christian ideals, with prayer as a daily habit, he had fallen off this practice since last summer, so he was surprised when he found familiar words forming silently in his mind.

Please, Lord, guide me in what I’m about to say. Let me find a way to help Maria, as I’ve only failed my family.

It was a quick and heartfelt prayer, but he felt a lightness in his chest, a bolstering of his decision to go forward. 

At least he wouldn’t have to actually marry Maria, and he was grateful she gave him this bit of information at the very least so he could play along with her proposal.

As his parents and Mrs. Covington stared at him, Johnny wondered if a simple declaration would be enough to get Maria by for the time being.

But before he could say another word, she spoke up, her tone both cheery and unshakeable.

“We want to get married.”
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Mrs. Covington’s eyes grew so wide Johnny expected them to pop out of her face, as if she hadn't heard Maria declare this moments earlier.

“Excuse me?”

His parents spoke at the same time, but Johnny kept his attention on Maria’s mother, the one person he and Maria had to convince the most.

He wasn’t sure what he could do to assist, since Maria had taken the words from his mouth as if she had read his mind. 

“Come along, Maria,” Mrs. Covington said briskly, shaking her head as she reached for her daughter, but when Maria tensed up again, Johnny rested his free hand over her fingers.

His father shifted on his feet, and Johnny watched his parents exchange a confused look, both of their foreheads creasing in the same manner.

“When is the best time for me to call upon you and your husband to formally request Maria’s hand in marriage?”

He felt Maria sigh beside him, her fingers relaxing under his touch, and his thoughts turned to the Lord once again. 

For so long, he had avoided Christ’s presence, but now, suddenly, he sought His guidance.

Maybe because this was Maria’s problem, one she had drawn him into, and not one of his own creation. 

Not a mistake he had made that broke his mother’s heart. 

He couldn’t imagine asking forgiveness from her or from the Lord, not for something so unforgivable. 

Is it wrong to want to help my friend if it involves a lie, Lord? 

“This is rather sudden, Johnny. We weren’t aware the two of you were spending time together.”

His mother’s voice pulled him from his silent prayer, her small smile hopeful. 

Did she want this for him?

A marriage to Maria, of all women, when everyone knew how shallow she was, when his own sister had made efforts to draw her into the family business, to the shelter for those in need his parents had brought to fruition before their own marriage?

Once, Maria donated a bundle of ball gowns, which Faith had accepted with thanks, but they weren’t practical for the shelter clients. 

Maria wasn’t the only one of the group of children who had grown up together here in Newport and in Manhattan who knew little about the needs of those in poverty, but her lack of awareness was important now. 

How could Johnny convince his parents and hers they believed themselves a good match, when their upbringing was so different in spirit?

“I’m sorry, but my Maria is going to be a duchess. This negates anything you could bring to our family.”

Maria groaned softly, once more appalled at her mother’s words. 

Johnny could see why she wanted a way out from under her mother’s thumb, although he didn’t take the insult personally.

He did mind the effect her words had on his parents, though. 

“It’s best we don’t converse here, with everyone watching, when this is a private matter.”

His father’s words were clipped, as if he wanted to say something else and barely brought forth those that came out as a polite declaration instead.

His mother, always sweet and kind, narrowed her eyes at Mrs. Covington, her lips in a tight line.

Johnny wanted to reach out to her, to take her hand and reassure her. 

To ask her to trust him.

But he couldn’t, not when her trust had led to tragedy less than a year ago. 

“There’s nothing to discuss. Arthur, Josette, thank you for a lovely afternoon. We do wish Ruby and Matthew the very best for their marriage, of course.”

Before anyone could respond, Eveline Covington snatched Maria’s free hand and yanked her from Johnny’s arm.

Maria stumbled but righted herself as her mother pulled her close, and without another word, the two of them hurried across the lawn, Maria struggling to glance back but finally facing forward in order to keep herself from falling.

Johnny knew Mrs. Covington’s words about his cousin and her new husband were insincere, as if she was hoping some scandal, perhaps a child born too soon after the ceremony, would give her something to gossip about in the near future. 

With his own parents looking out for his every need and happiness, he couldn’t imagine why a mother would wish to upset her daughter like this. 

Did she really think marrying Maria off to a stranger, duke or not, would make Maria happy?

“Johnny, would you care to explain?”

His mother’s words were gentle, as if she was speaking to a frightened animal, and he cringed, ducking his head so his focus was on her small feet instead of her face.

“As you said earlier, Father, it’s best to speak of it in private. I’m sorry it’s such a shock, but you should enjoy the wedding festivities for now. I certainly didn’t wish to interrupt Ruby’s special day with this news.”

When he saw his mother’s feet move, the small steps coming towards him like a warning, he backed up, and as she lifted her arm to touch him, he watched her freeze midair.

He was only hurting her by moving away, but he couldn’t bear to be so close.

His desire to help Maria, this sudden concern he felt for her, was selfish, as were his actions last summer that led to the loss of his baby brother or sister still sheltered inside his mother’s body, but there was nothing he could do about it. 

“I agree.” 

His father unknowingly rescued him from this dilemma, as Johnny wondered how he could extract himself from the conversation without openly running away.

After all, he wasn’t a child anymore, and he would need to learn to bear the weight of his guilt in a way that didn’t hurt others more than he already had. 

“We should check on our guests, although they all appear adequately fed and entertained.”

When Johnny lifted his head to find his father gazing back towards their home, he found his sister and their cousins Evie and Ruby dancing on the lawn, their hands clasped together to form a ring as if they were little girls again. 

Ruby’s veil flowed around them like a protective shield, and Johnny thought of a time not so long ago when he was at the family’s townhouse in Manhattan, worried about Ruby’s whereabouts on a dark and stormy night. 

Matthew, her best friend, longtime penpal, and now husband, appeared at her side, and as if she could sense his presence, she looked up and Faith and Evie dropped their hands, reaching for each other as they smiled conspiratorially.

The two of them walked away, giggling together as they left the newly wed couple alone.

But Matthew and Ruby didn’t seem to notice, not the way they stared into each other’s eyes. 

As if everyone else had disappeared, and they were the only two people on the lawn. 

The only two people in the world.

Johnny turned back to watch Maria and her mother disappear into her house, and caught his breath when Maria stopped at the threshold. 

She looked back at him, her body shifting enough so he could see her free hand tucked into a fist over her heart.

Too far away to see her expression, he wasn’t sure if she was angry or sad, frightened or furious. 

His lips twitched, and he caught the smile before it became visible on his face. 

Knowing Maria, she could be all those at once.

Without thinking, he lifted his hand, his palm open towards her, and he felt sure she smiled back at him. 

What have I gotten myself into, he wondered.

“Are you coming with us, Johnny?”

His father’s words sounded far away, the tone more inquiring than insistent, and it took him a moment to look away from Maria as the door closed behind her. 

The last flair of her long sage dress disappeared, and Johnny blinked a few times before turning his focus towards his parents, making an effort to avoid his mother’s gaze. 

“Yes. I’m sorry for making you wait.”

He ducked his head respectfully and walked around them, aiming to dodge further attention.

“What’s wrong with Maria?”

“She and her mother left a bit early, don’t you think?”

A barrage of questions, directed at no one in particular, came from Evie and Faith, the girls rushing towards the three of them excitedly. 

Faith, always polite and generous, wore their mother’s kind smile, and Johnny thought of the discussion he had a short time ago with Nico, her suitor. 

Understandably, Nico was apprehensive about making a formal request for Faith’s hand in marriage, considering how formidable the Davenport family was.

Especially their grandmother.

But Johnny couldn’t understand why Nico hadn’t jumped that hurdle yet, not when everyone in the family approved of the relationship, and the looks he exchanged with Johnny’s sister spoke of their love for each other. 

Strangely, the thought made him consider Maria’s glance, the eager pleading in her voice as she explained her dilemma on the Cliff Walk.

“I believe they had a pressing situation, Faith. It’s not like you to be so nosy, now, is it? Evie, on the other hand . . .”

Their father answered both of the girls’ questions in one statement that earned him a mock gasp of protest from his cousin, and a tinkle of laughter from Faith. 

“Come along, girls. I think Ruby and Matthew are about to head inside to change for their trip.”

His mother took Faith and Evie by the hand, and Johnny kept a slower pace with his father as he watched the three of them hurry off, glad his sister and cousin were close to his mother, offering her the support he clearly could not.

“Is there anything you’d like to talk to me about, Johnny?”

Without considering the question, Johnny shook his head as he kept his eyes on the women ahead of them.

A crowd of well-wishers parted to allow Evie, Faith, and his mother to get closer to Ruby and Matthew, and Johnny noticed little Claudia, Nico’s youngest sister, clinging to Ruby’s veil. 

His cousin lifted the girl, who looked so much younger than her ten years, into her arms, settling her on her hip as Claudia squealed happily. 

“I know you feel responsible for last summer, for . . .”

Johnny hurried ahead, dismissing his father’s words, and not for the first time. 

Every time his father approached him, with statements about guilt and responsibility, he ran away. 

He hoped eventually the topic would fade away, although he knew in his heart his persistent parent wouldn’t drop the subject any more quickly than the pain in Johnny’s heart would disappear on its own.

But his father didn’t chase him as Johnny walked faster, and he dismissed the image of his father’s concerned face as he heard chattering from the wedding guests. 

He held out his hand to Matthew, the crowd opening for him as it had for his mother, sister and cousin, and Ruby’s husband grasped it firmly. 

“Congratulations, and I wish you the best on your wedding trip.”

The newlyweds were taking a three month European tour, starting with a cruise from New York City to England, which was fitting since they had met as children on one such journey with their parents. 

Johnny meant to offer his best wishes to the couple and walk away, but Matthew held his hand tight, staring intently into Johnny’s eyes. 

“We appreciate that, and we want you to know how much you’re in our thoughts. How much we pray for you, for whatever weighs upon you to be lifted.”

While Matthew’s voice was so low Johnny could barely hear the words, he glanced around to see if anyone else was listening. 

Everyone was entranced by Ruby, or perhaps Claudia, who was enjoying all the attention her place at the bride’s side was garnering her. 

Ruby’s smile was bright, her hold on the girl firm and loving, but her focus was on Johnny, her eyes wide. 

Johnny’s heart ached, wishing with all his soul he could escape and hide without being conspicuous.

Wallowing in his own guilt should be his own private affair, he thought, fighting the urge to pout, but it was really just another way he was hurting his family. 

Making the ones he loved worry about him was another burden for him to bear, one he deserved, and he wished he was leaving as the happy couple was, headed somewhere far away where he wouldn’t have to face the concerned looks and well-meaning prayers surrounding him. 
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The servants bustled about the yard, gathering china plates and fluted glasses, cloth napkins in pastel colors strewn across tables, and hurried back and forth from the lawn into the house. 

Johnny’s grandmother sat alone, her chin lifted, watching them all, her position as family matriarch like a queen on her throne.

“Come along, Arthur John. You’re not too old for a scolding.”

When her small hand waved him over, Johnny wished he had followed the rest of his family inside.

But his thoughts, as always, got the better of him, and he stood in the middle of the yard brooding like a spoiled child.

He deserved whatever reprimand Grandmother Davenport had in store for him. 

“Help me up, and don’t tell anyone I asked.”

Once he reached her side, he was surprised at the request. 

She always insisted she needed no assistance, while his grandfather had no difficulty requesting it.

The older man was resting in his bedroom now, Johnny was sure, as he did every afternoon.

But his grandmother wasn’t leaving the servants’ work unsupervised, not when she hadn’t for a moment in her life before. 

“Of course, Grandmother.”

“So formal. What have you done with my grandson?”

She took his offered hand and pushed herself to stand up with her free hand on the table, tapping the wood firmly once she was upright.

Johnny smiled, as she thought he expected him to do in response to her teasing, but she frowned, the wrinkles between her eyes deepening. 

“Young people these days. Don’t think what you’re passing off as a smile fools me for one moment.”

To his surprise, she gripped his face in her hand, the roughness of her skin a shock. 

She pressed hard on his cheeks and he tried to swallow as he kept still. 

“So many people who love you and you turn away from them all. Your whole life ahead is ahead of you, boy, so you need to get a hold of yourself.”

When she released him, she tapped his cheek with a firm pat.

“You’ve always been a good child, so make things right before you’re too far gone.”

She dropped his hand suddenly and pointed at one of the maids, who noticed his grandmother’s attention and scurried away.

“Don’t you run away from me, girl. You can carry much more than that. Get back here and gather these napkins.”

When the girl stopped, Johnny caught her eye and nodded to her, hoping to reassure the maid, but she grimaced as his grandmother hurried towards her. 

He watched their interaction as he turned over her words in his mind. 

What could he possibly do to make this right?

If it was that easy, he would have done it before.

She didn’t understand, and while he knew she loved him and meant well, he couldn’t follow her advice. 

She hadn’t ever done anything as terrible to someone she loved, although she was quite the taskmaster.

Johnny took a deep breath and found himself looking back towards the Covington home, as he had done many times since Maria left the wedding party. 

Was Maria right now trying to convince her mother to approve of their engagement?

She had been so persuasive with him on the Cliff Walk . . . 

But her mother had always been pushy and determined, so Johnny couldn’t imagine Maria would be able to best her.

Pushy and determined.

Maria certainly didn’t take after any strangers, although her methods were much more charming than her mother’s. 

He thought of the sparkle in her eyes, the way the sunlight caught the emerald tint, the hopeful smile she offered when she proposed. 

Proposed a farce, of course, not an actual marriage. 

A shiver drifted down his spine, and he shook his head. 

Of all the ridiculous things the girl could have asked him. 

He rubbed his fingertips over his forehead as if the pressure could clear his thoughts, and wondered if he might find a way to leave Newport for the summer. 

The crush of visitors was growing near, and soon the small town would be full of the New Yorkers who had grown up alongside him, his sister, and cousins. 

Most of them left after the summer season, returning to Manhattan, but his grandparents and parents had chosen to stay in the cocoon of the cliffs year round, enduring the bitter winters and much reduced social calendar to their betterment. 

Many of Johnny’s friends encouraged him to come into the city for parties, which he sometimes attended, staying at the Davenport family townhouse near Washington Square, but he had no desire to spend time with other people now. 

“Maria Covington? You can’t expect anyone to believe that.”

A deep voice drew him from his thoughts as he watched his grandmother walk into the house on the arm of one of the younger footmen. 

The poor boy was nodding fiercely at whatever she was saying, clearly terrified. 

“Thomas. I didn’t know you were still here. Are Uncle Sam and Aunt Sarah inside?”

His cousin, the oldest of the five of them but shorter than Johnny, stared at him as if he didn’t understand the question. 

“Maria?”

Thomas tilted his head inquiringly and pushed his hands in his pants pockets.

As always, he was unwavering, and Johnny knew it would be difficult to put him off. 

No, it would be impossible. 

“It doesn’t matter if anyone believes it. What matters is we plan to marry.”

His cousin was two and a half years older than him, if Thomas’ estimation of his birthdate was correct, but right now, Johnny had the same feeling as when his grandmother’s gaze bore into him. 

As if Thomas was much older and wiser than his years. 

While this wasn’t the first time his cousin had made him feel this way, Johnny was quite aware his handling of this line of questioning wouldn’t only affect him, but Maria. 

“Quite sudden, wouldn’t you say?”

Johnny knew if he looked away from Thomas as he answered this question he would be admitting the lie, so he tilted his lips into a small smile and looked into his cousin’s eyes. 

“Perhaps. These things do happen, I suppose.”

It was a poor response, but he didn’t know what else to say. 

Thomas, who had been adopted into the Davenport family by Johnny's father’s youngest sister and her husband when Thomas was around twelve, had always had a more mature manner about him than Johnny.

As if his childhood troubles had made him grow up too soon, in spite of the love and attention he was given once he was within the family fold. 

No one had ever treated him as anything but a loved and wanted child, no lesser than those born into the family, and Johnny knew the close friendship between Thomas and Faith had been tested harshly when her feelings for Nico became apparent. 

Thomas stared at him as Johnny wondered if he could reveal his troubles to his cousin.

It was tempting, while they were alone here with no one to overhear, and the way Thomas had approached him, as if he wanted to know the truth . . . 

Thomas shook his head slowly. 

“You’re a terrible liar, Johnny. I hate to ask this, as it seems so out of character for you, but
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