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“Progress, Mr. McQuaid. I’m a great believer in progress.”

“Bear,” he reminded her.

“Bear.” Her breath quickened. “And in the men who make progress happen.”

“Men who make progress.” A wicked grin curled one side of his mouth as it lowered toward hers. “Does that include me? Am I making progress?”

“Progress?” Her gaze sought his as she felt his breath bathing her lips. “I believe you’re one of the most progressive men I’ve ever met.”

Shameless hussy, some small prune-proper part of her whispered. But the pounding of her heart and the stark new sensitivity of her skin inured her to it.

He dragged his lips lightly across hers, back and forth, mesmerizing her with the “almost” of the kiss that was coming. If she raised her chin just a fraction of an inch, she would fulfill that luscious promise of contact, but she would also end this delectable suspension in time and desire. And it was so entrancing to hover just at the threshold of pleasure, experiencing new sensations of wonder and longing.

Then, with a soft rushing sound that might have been her breath escaping—or his—he ended the suspense …
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Baltimore
Late April 1887

“You don’t need a loan, Mr. McQuaid, so much as you need a miracle.”

The diminutive loan officer looked down his gold-rimmed spectacles at Bear McQuaid and gave him an excessively polite smile.

It was the second time in as many days that Barton “Bear” McQuaid had seen that look on a banker’s face. He wanted nothing more than to replace it with a grimace of pain from a fist connecting solidly with a nose. Instead, he rose and tucked his maps and documents under his arm, thanked the man for his time, and walked out. Moments later he stepped onto the street where his partner, Halt Finnegan, was waiting for him.

“How did ye get on?” The big Irishman pushed off from the lamppost he was leaning against, but stopped at the sight of Bear’s grim expression. “We didn’t get it, did we?” He ripped off his Western hat and slapped his thigh with it, releasing a small cloud of dust from the brim. “Miserable … sidewindin’ …” He trailed off into a blistering curse that was all the more potent for being soundless. “Makin’ ye get an appoin’ment, to get delivered bad news. We oughta—”

“No, we oughtn’ta.” Bear grabbed his partner’s arm and kept him from charging back into the bank. “Look—you bruise a knuckle or two on him … then the police will bruise a few on you … then I’ll have to stick up for your mangy hide … and ten years from now we’ll both be toothless, scarred up, dead broke, and just getting out of prison.” Halt eased and Bear released him.

“What do we do now?” Halt demanded, rolling the lingering tension from his shoulders. “We ain’t got much time. Them land office boys won’ wait long for proof of our ownership of th’ right-o’-way land. Them grants depend—”

“We’ll find another banker.” Bear settled his wide-brimmed Western hat on his head and searched the street for a sign of another financial institution. “Then another. Then another, if necessary. The city’s lousy with bankers, and we only need one. The right one. A man with a soft spot in his heart for railroads.” He grabbed Halt’s arm and dragged him along. “Or a soft spot in his head. Anyway … the next time I try to put the touch on a banker, you’re coming with me.”

“No I ain’t.” Halt stopped dead on the pavement and glared at Bear, who squared off and glared back. It was a contest for a moment, but the outcome was never really in doubt; the power of Bear McQuaid’s stare was legendary around Billings, Montana. Almost as legendary as his independence.

Barton McQuaid had had to make his own way in the world from a tender age, and as a result, had made it his policy not to ask anything or expect anything from others. But as he worked to put together the land and resources he needed to build his railroad line, he learned there were some things a man simply couldn’t do by sheer force of will no matter how capable or determined he was. Funding something as costly and complex as a railroad line was one of them.

For the last six months he and Halt had worked their way across the country, in search of the money they needed to exercise land options they had contracted and use those options to secure government grants. Over and over they had come close to securing loans, only to have the deal fall through when their potential investors insisted on taking charge of the enterprise. Colorado silver men, Kansas City beef barons, and St. Louis bankers alike watched in frustration as Bear McQuaid headed farther east in search of loans with fewer strings attached.

The simple fact was that it strained every fiber of Bear’s being to have to ask for money from strangers … citified strangers, at that. His Westerner’s self-reliance chafed at having to submit his hard-wrought plans to the judgments of men who had never had to raise calluses in order to eat or to wonder if they would ever see another sunrise during a frigid winter night on the high plains. But if he had to bend his stubborn will, he would do so in order to build something of his own, something lasting, something that would make both his fortune and his mark on the world. And if he was willing to make that sacrifice, Halt Finnegan had better be prepared to make it, too.

“Oh, you’re coming, all right.” Bear’s face hardened to weathered bronze.

“Come now, Bear, me lad,” Halt said in a brogue suddenly as thick as potato soup. “Ye know these Eastern bank fellas don’t like doin’ business with Irish.”

“Yeah, well … if you’re so damned Irish, then brush up on your blarney. Because I’m not going in there again without a partner.” His legendary stare intensified. “I’ve got a partner … don’t I?”

The next afternoon they sat together in the spacious walnut-paneled office of the president of the Mercantile Bank of Baltimore. Across a huge, highly polished desk sat a rotund and impeccably dressed man, templing his fingers and studying them with a gaze that was somehow both unnerving and disarming.

Philip Vassar, they had learned, owned one of the three largest banks in Baltimore and, despite his enormous personal wealth, continued to run the bank on a daily basis and make most of the decisions about major business loans. Bear took that information as a good sign; it meant Vassar was a man who understood the value and satisfactions of hard work. When their letter of introduction—from the territorial governor of Montana—was taken seriously and they were shown into Vassar’s presidential office, Bear shot a hopeful look at Halt. The Irishman tucked his chin and shoved his hands deeper into his pockets, wearing a look that said he would rather be shoveling boiler coal than sitting down to talk money in a banker’s office.

“We are launching a railroad venture that you should find quite interesting, Mr. Vassar,” Bear began. He went on to describe their proposed railroad line, unrolling his maps, detailing their meticulously drawn estimates, and laying out the option contracts and promissory letters from the land office in Washington. Vassar asked pertinent questions and seemed genuinely interested in the spur line they intended to build. He stroked his chin thoughtfully, nodded, and even smiled once. More hopeful signs.

But when the presentation was over, a deep silence descended. Bear shifted uncomfortably in his chair and glanced at Halt, who squirmed more or less discreetly. Vassar seemed to be measuring them inch by inch, turning them inside out, examining them as men as well as financial risks.

“Well, gentlemen,” Vassar finally began, then paused to clear his throat. “Yours is a most interesting proposition. Railroads are opening all of the riches of the West to us and this project would certainly make lucrative connections. Who is your primary competition for these right-of-way grants?”

Bear tensed. Vassar was nothing if not astute. He obviously knew enough about men and railroads to understand that the possibility of free land alongside every mile of track laid would draw not only great interest, but also fierce competition.

“To be honest”—Bear shot a glance at Halt—“there are two major competitors. One is James J. Hill and his Chicago, Milwaukee and St. Paul. He likes to build his own spur lines. Then there is Jay Gould of the Northern Pacific, who would like nothing more than to move in on Hill’s operation. A couple of lucrative spurs or short lines would give him bargaining power with Hill. But we got there first, optioned the land on the only logical route through two major valleys. Our right-of-way will cut through some of the finest wheat land in the West. Once the track is in place, that land will be golden in more ways than one. And of course, I’ve already mentioned the timber in the upper reaches.”

Vassar thought about Bear’s response for a moment, then frowned. “A tempting proposal, gentlemen, assuming all is as you said.” He canted his head, regarding them from a different angle. “If only it were in the next county, or even in this state, you would have your money within the hour. But I am afraid I must decline the opportunity. I simply cannot invest the kind of capital you require on a venture so far from here … in such perilous country … in competition with men whose reputations and resources far outstrip your own.”

“Of course it’s far away.” Bear shot to the edge of his seat. “That’s where railroads need to be built—where the money is to be made!” He clenched his hands resting on the maps covering the banker’s desk. “Look, Mr. Vassar … as a full partner, your profit from the land sales alone would far exceed the profit from any sort of investment you could make here in Baltimore.”

“I simply cannot commit my shareholders’ money to such a risky venture. And my own personal holdings are not liquid enough to permit me to back you at the level of your needs. I’m afraid you’ll have to find your funding elsewhere.” Vassar watched the exchange of glances between Bear and his partner. “Perhaps Gephardt, over at the First Baltimore.”

“We a’ready seen th’ little bas—” Halt muttered.

“He’s … not interested.” Bear glowered at Halt, who clamped his jaw shut and lowered his scowl to his boots. “We would appreciate any other suggestions you might make … another bank … perhaps a private investor.” He stood, ran his hands back through his hair, and began to gather up the documents.

Vassar gave a contemplative “hmm” as he watched Bear’s movements and assessed his reaction. After a moment, he reached for a pen, dipped it in a silver ink pot, and wrote something down on a small vellum card. “I believe I do have a suggestion for you. You seem knowledgeable and well-spoken, a presentable enough fellow. If you won’t take this ill—” He handed Bear the card, and Bear studied his expression before glancing down and reading the names aloud.

“Martene and Savoy.” He looked up with guarded relief. “Are they bankers or investors?”

“Tailors.” Vassar got to his feet and stuck his thumbs into his vest pockets. “The best in Baltimore.”

Bear scowled, then stiffened as the sense of it struck. Tailors? He asked for financing and got clothing advice instead?

“I like you, McQuaid. You’re a forward-thinking fellow. I believe you will take that suggestion in the spirit in which it was intended. Now as to your funding …” Vassar indulged in a quirk of a smile. “I doubt you’ll find a banker in Baltimore willing to give you the kind of money you need. However, there are other avenues to acquiring such assets … other sorts of ‘alliances’ that can prove most profitable for a presentable fellow such as yourself.”

Frustration rose with a bitter taste up the back of Bear’s throat, preventing him from catching Vassar’s meaning at first.

“I take it you are an unmarried man?”

The suggestion so astonished Bear that it took him a moment to be able to respond. Better clothing … other “alliances” … He looked to Halt and then back at the banker with disbelief.

“I want no part of that sort of ‘funding.’ ” His voice sounded choked. “I am a railroad man, not a fortune hunter.”

Vassar sighed. “Pity. You would find Baltimore brimming with possibilities. We seem to have a surfeit of eligible females just now. However, if you are determined against—”

“I am.” Bear’s voice vibrated with conviction.

Vassar shrugged. “Well, then, I suppose your best chance in Baltimore is probably Diamond Wingate. She has been known to be accommodating in such matters. Come to think of it, my wife is giving a little party next Saturday and she will most certainly attend. I could introduce you to her there, if you’d like.”

“I repeat, I’ll have no part of romancing a female for money.”

Vassar gave a short laugh. “You mistake me, Mr. McQuaid. Miss Wingate is an investor. She has considerable assets, many of which are suitably liquid. And she is known to be generous. She supports a number of philanthropic and entrepreneurial projects, and is widely known as Baltimore’s foremost … proponent of ‘Progress.’ Of all the investors in Baltimore, I truly believe her to be your best hope for funding your railroad line.” The banker’s direct and unwavering regard caused some of the heat in Bear’s temper to drain.

“We appreciate your offer, Mr. Vassar, but by next Saturday we should have letters of credit in hand and be on a train bound for Washington.”

Vassar seemed to take the rejection in stride. He rose and extended his hand to both men, wishing them luck.

By the time they reached the street, Halt could no longer contain his outrage. “Nervy bastard. We ask for a loan an’ he gives us a tailor!”

But Bear was staring at the card in his hand, caught hard in the grip of something he hadn’t experienced in a very long time: embarrassment. He had a sketchy idea of what his face looked like, and that only because he had seen it in the peeling mirrors of the bathhouse he used every morning. But what he had seen was enough now to shame him.

He looked rough, edgy. His sun-darkened skin resembled weathered stone and his hands were as hardened as a ditchdigger’s. He looked down at his callused palms and for the first time noticed how much of his arm showed below his too-tight sleeves and how much of his boot showed below his too-short pants. The sight shocked him. He must look as if he’d been melted down and poured into somebody else’s clothes.

Clearly, he’d been out West too long, where a man was judged mainly by what was inside him, his strength, skill, and character. He had forgotten the most basic tenets of Eastern society: appearance determined acceptance, and acceptance determined opportunity.

He spotted the darkened glass of a nearby shop window and made for it. His full-length reflection caused him to wince. The fellow looking back at him was tall and rangy, with hair that was too long and a suit that was too tight. His tie was knotted, his buttons were straining his coat fabric, and his worn Western boots were beyond the aid of brush and polish. Halt stood alongside him in a dusty Western hat, chambray shirt, and ancient string tie … looking done up like a sore thumb and acting every bit as touchy.

Who in his right mind would lend money to men who looked like them?

“How much traveling money do we have left?” he demanded.

“Three hundred or so.” Halt was puzzled by the way his partner glowered at the pots and pans in the dry-goods shop window. Then he realized Bear was using the glass as a mirror, and he too began to examine their reflections … making a face at himself.

“It might be enough,” Bear muttered.

“For what? What are we goin’ to do?”

“We’re going to find a barber.” Bear wheeled and struck off down the street, searching the sign boards and shop fronts for evidence of the familiar red-and-white-striped pole. “Then we’re going to find this ‘Martene and Savoy.’ And then we’re going to find us another blessed banker!”

Four days passed before Bear McQuaid was again shown into banker Philip Vassar’s office. This time, his dark hair was neatly trimmed, a handsome new coat skimmed his big frame, and a pair of new shoes padded softly over the Aubusson carpets. His face, however, was drawn and his mood was nothing short of grim.

“I won’t take up your time, sir.” He came straight to the point. “I would like to know if your offer to introduce us to that investor is still open.”

Surprised, Vassar lowered the document in his hand, removed his spectacles, and leaned back in his chair. “Why, yes, it is.” He ran his gaze over Bear and nodded, clearly pleased by the improvements in his appearance. “However, the party is only four days away, and you would need evening dress.”

“By Saturday, I’ll have it,” Bear declared fiercely.

Vassar assessed his crackling determination and gave a chuckle.

“I just bet you will.”

“Well?” Halt asked when he stepped out into the street.

“It’s all set. Saturday night I’m going to Vassar’s house to meet this rich old lady. What the hell was her name? Sparkle? Twinkle?”

“Nah … Ruby or …” Halt squinted and scratched his bristled chin as if it helped him remember. “Diamond something. Yeah, that was it.” A bit more scratching and he had the rest. “Diamond … Wingate.”

“Miss Diamond Wingate.” Bear winced at the name and struck off down the street. “I never thought I’d have to sink to charming money out of women.” He realized Halt wasn’t beside him, and turned to locate him. Finnegan stood on the pavement with his fists propped on his waist.

“Yer not meanin’ to romance th’ woman?”

“If you weren’t my partner, I’d lay you out flat,” Bear growled, grabbing him by the arm and dragging him along. “Besides, she’s probably old enough to be the ‘ol’ granny’ you’re always swearing by the grave of. Come on. We’ve got four days to get me some proper evening clothes and to figure out how to make old Miss Wingate forget how to say the word ‘no.’ ”

“That awful rabble collected around the gates … Basil Wingate would never have stood for it.” Evelyn Stanhope Vassar sat glued to the carriage window the next day, as she and her family passed the Wingate estate on their way home from a day in the city. When the motley assortment of indigents and hopefuls loitering around the entrance to Gracemont were completely out of sight, she settled back into her seat and felt her daughter’s stare. “Sit up, Clarice,” she said defensively. “And don’t slouch. Gentlemen don’t like girls who slouch.”

A sigh issued from behind the open newspaper beside her, and she cast an irritable look in her husband’s direction.

“If she would just choose someone and get it over with. It’s simply not fair to the rest of the girls for Diamond to keep the eligible men in Baltimore in suspense.” Upon further reflection, however, she had to admit there was plenty of blame to go around.

“Ridiculous men. Do they think they all can marry the same girl? You know, don’t you, Philip, that there hasn’t been a single engagement announced in Baltimore this season. Not one.” She raised her chin and looked balefully at her dimpled dumpling of a daughter. It was her one ambition in life to see her only offspring happily and advantageously married.

The paper lowered enough for a canny pair of eyes to become visible.

“It won’t be much longer, my dear,” Philip Vassar said.

She started and turned to him. “What makes you say such a thing?”

The paper crumpled toward his lap. “You will be ecstatic to know, dear wife, that your relentless wheedling has finally borne fruit.” He gave his daughter a covert wink and she blushed. “I have taken steps.”

“Steps?” Evelyn’s eyes widened and her maternal instincts rose to a full quiver. “What sort of steps?”

“I have invited a business acquaintance to your little party on Saturday.”

“A business acquaintance?” Evelyn deflated.

“A gentleman acquaintance,” Vassar clarified, giving her a meaning-filled glance from the corner of his eye.

“A gentleman?” She brightened and glanced at Clarice. “Is he rich?”

“About as rich as a church mouse, I believe.”

Evelyn grew annoyed with his inscrutability. “How, pray, does my entertaining this pauper of yours help our Clarice?”

“He needs a loan. He’s building a railroad out West and needs funds. I’ve promised to introduce him to Diamond Wingate.” He smiled with a hint of satisfaction.

“Don’t be obscure, Philip.” She grew impatient. “How can you possibly think she’ll be interested in a penniless fellow who wants to take buckets of her money out West and pour it all over the ground in some wild railroad—” She halted, remembering the nature of the young woman in question.

“Oh.” Her eyes widened further. “Ohhh.”

Vassar enjoyed watching his wife discover his genius. He started to raise his paper again, but Evelyn stopped it halfway up.

“But if he really is penniless …”

Vassar fixed her with the long-suffering look of a prophet trapped in his native land, then returned to his reading.

“I believe the fellow has … other … assets.”


TWO
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The walnut-paneled boardroom was filled with the light of the afternoon sun, the scents of waxed wood and India ink, and a low, continuous drone of numbers.

More money, Diamond Wingate realized.

“The electrical water-bath can-sealing process … one hundred thirteen thousand. The new valve-and-jet combination for using gas in cookstoves … fifty-seven thousand this quarter. That new man-made medicine, ‘aspirin’ … only seventeen thousand. But they plan to advertise in ladies’ journals, business quarterlies, family magazines, newspapers. The Remington Company investment … profit distributions amount to—”

A lot more money.

“—a total of ninety-six thousand. Those ‘typewriting’ machines are selling hand over fist.” There was a corroborating murmur from around the room and a muted crackle of dry paper as a page turned in a ledger. “Swift’s refrigerator cars”—the voice droned on—“one hundred seventy-two thousand. Guardwell safety pins … twelve thousand … and branching out into other sewing notions. Proceeds from the new Baltimore glassworks … twenty-nine thousand. People seem to have taken to getting their milk from glass bottles. Ives’s photoengraving process … thus far, only eight thousand. But every major newspaper and magazine up and down the coast is clamoring for the process.”

It was a blessed avalanche of profit!

The litany of incomes halted as Diamond looked up from the ledger and into the faces of the men seated around the long table.

“In short,” she said, eyeing them through the demiveil of her elegantly feathered hat, “we’ve made another pile of it.”

“I should say so, miss.” The secretary of the board, standing by her chair, lowered the ledger he held and smiled proudly at his fellow directors. “Another whopping pile of it, in fact.” The others around the table nodded and murmured to each other in congratulatory tones.

Diamond sat back in her chair at the head of the board table, staring at the balance sheet and considering the report. It wasn’t exactly unexpected news. She always made money. Not on every investment or venture, true; but she made a large-enough profit on enough of her investments that her fortune had grown from sizable to nothing short of extraordinary in the last eight years.

A smothering feeling settled over her chest at the sight of those long, complex figures on the balance sheet. More … there was always so much more … She took a deep, determined breath and dispelled that feeling.

“Excellent,” she said, with conviction. “Just excellent.”

Smiles of relief, arm-clasps, and handshakes were exchanged all around the table … only to stop dead when she continued.

“Now, let’s get down to business.”

The secretary frowned. “But we have been down to business.”

“Old business,” she said, closing the heavy book on the table before her. “I can take the general books with me and look them over this evening. I think it’s time for some new business.”

Every man in the room tensed at those words and glanced at the door, recalling the collection of people they had waded through as they arrived for the meeting. She was going to give away money. Again.

This had happened after each of the last several meetings of the Wingate Company Board of Directors. Perhaps it was a reaction to the numbing recitation of accounts, or a realization of the staggering sums that her wealth involved, or simply the excessively charitable taint of her upbringing … whatever it was, something caused Diamond Wingate at the end of each glowing financial report to suffer a raging bout of philanthropy. She insisted on throwing open both the doors and the treasury of the Wingate Company and inviting the enterprising elements of Baltimore to make her a proposition.

And the enterprising elements of Baltimore responded. Aspiring financiers, market speculators, would-be investors, social reformers, commodity brokers, charity mavens, down-on-their-luck businessmen, itinerant preachers, and get-rich-quick schemers … everyone, it seemed, had a proposition of some sort for Baltimore’s “Patroness of Progress.” Since daybreak that morning, a crowd of citizens in the grip of a determined entrepreneurial spirit had been collecting outside the doors of the Wingate Company offices … crowding into the upper hallway, clogging the sweeping staircase, filling the downstairs lobby, and spilling out into the street.

Diamond turned to a chair by the windows where a portly older fellow with enormous muttonchops had been reduced to a semiconscious state by the combination of a comfortable chair, warm sunshine, and boredom.

“Hardwell,” she called. “Hardwell!”

“Whaaa …?” He snapped upright, blinking against the bright light.

“The numbers,” she prompted.

He rubbed his face, looked around, and scowled as he recalled where he was and why he was being called. Retrieving a glass fishbowl from under the side of his chair, he carried it to Diamond at the head of the table.

“Are you sure you want to do this, my girl?” Her erstwhile guardian frowned as he placed the bowl on top of the ledger in front of her.

“Absolutely,” she said, rising to address her gentlemen directors. “You’ll be relieved to learn that I’ve come up with a plan to avoid the … problems … we had after the last board meeting.” The tension around the board table was palpable. “I know you’re probably remembering that little misadventure with the soap suds in the outer office.…”

“It took weeks to restore the files and paperwork,” the secretary declared.

“And what about the disaster caused by that lunatic on buffalo back who wanted to start a wild animal park?” Hardwell added with a glower.

“Well, it wasn’t his fault the poor beast didn’t take well to green corn feed,” she said, though with a bit less certainty. “And anyway, the rug was probably due for a good—” She waved it impatiently aside. “That is all in the past. I’ve come up with a much tidier and more efficient way to hear business proposals. I’ve decided to hold”—the gentlemen board members seemed to be holding their breaths—“a lottery.”

“A lottery?” The secretary exchanged puzzled looks with the others.

“Over the last three months, whenever I was approached regarding a business proposition, I responded by giving out a numbered business card. I informed the applicants that they should present both that card and themselves here this afternoon to participate in a lottery. The ten people holding cards with numbers corresponding to the numbers we draw from this bowl will each have a chance to present business proposals to the Wingate Companies.”

She paused, searching their faces and finding only reserved judgment.

“Don’t you see? This will eliminate the chaos that occurs when people feel they have to compete for the opportunity to make us a proposal.”

After a moment, the secretary of the board looked at the others around the table and shrugged. “Well, I suppose it has to be better than … What can it hurt?” Following his lead, the others gave hesitant nods.

Visibly pleased, she stirred the pieces of paper on the bottom of the bowl, then pulled out one after another, until ten numbers lay on the tabletop.

“Number fourteen will be our first applicant.” She turned to Hardwell Humphrey. “If you’ll be so good as to summon our first presenter.”

Diamond’s first lottery winner proved to be a big German meat cutter who smelled faintly of schnapps and proposed a novel method for stuffing sauerkraut inside of wieners. Number thirty-three was a pair of genteel older ladies who had come to plead the plight of “barefoot” natives in tropical regions. They wanted funds to buy and ship shoes to missionaries … shoes, in their cosmology, being somehow fundamental to both salvation and godly behavior. Number forty-seven clanked and rattled through the door with a prototype of a mechanical chopper which could be used on an astonishing range of edible material, from cow silage to cannery beets. His demonstration with a bag of said beets left a worrisome crimson-purple puddle on the floor. In every case, she wrote out a bank draft and assigned a director to oversee the project.

Next came number sixty-four, a fellow with an idea for a mechanized bread bakery, who also left the boardroom with a bank draft in his hands. Then came an enterprising young chemist with a new formula for bug spray … which he demonstrated by attaching a jar of it to a hand bellows and pumping the room full of noxious kerosene-based vapors. The directors staggered to the windows with handkerchiefs over their noses and frantically fanned away the fumes while Diamond dabbed at her tearing eyes and wrote out another draft.

When the air had finally cleared, Diamond looked up to find several board members standing shoulder to shoulder, staring at her.

“Sauerkraut inside wieners … mechanical food choppers … bread from a machine … now we’ve nearly been suffocated by poisonous vapors.” Only one spoke, but they all glowered. “You’ll never see a penny from such nonsense.”

Diamond assessed their forbidding expressions, smiled, and played her trump card. “I believe that was exactly what you said about the electrical water-bath can-sealing process. And if memory serves, it made us one hundred thirteen thousand this quarter alone.”

That gave them pause for a moment. Then another director spoke up.

“But five thousand dollars just to peel a few beets—”

“Is a bargain … if it leads to an efficient new machine for peeling and processing food,” she answered, sensing that their uneasiness required a broader response. “I know it is sometimes difficult for you to understand why I feel so strongly about this. But I’ve been blessed with means far beyond my needs, and with that blessing comes a great responsibility to use my wealth for the benefit of others. Progress can be a very expensive thing. And it has to start somewhere.”

They lowered their gazes and shifted their feet and, one by one, retreated to their chairs to see what else Diamond Wingate and “progress” had in store.

“That’s ten,” Hardwell said with an air of finality, an hour later, ushering the tenth lucky presenter to the door. “I’ll send the others home.”

“You see?” Diamond, feeling somewhat vindicated in her largesse, rose, checked the pinning of her hat, and began to draw on her gloves. “No major catastrophes. And you must admit, we discovered some interesting prospects in our lottery.” She looked to her treasurer. “How much did we spend?”

“I’ll have the number for you in just a moment.” The treasurer adjusted his spectacles and began a quick bit of arithmetic, which had to be redone when something disrupted his concentration. By the time he looked up with the answer, Diamond and everyone else in the room was staring at the door in alarm.

Noise was rising beyond the heavy walnut panels: a cacophony of voices and scuffling sounds, overlayered by Hardwell Humphrey’s beleaguered voice.

“Please—go home! I’m tellin’ you, Miss Wingate and the board are not seein’ anybody else today!” The door flew open, admitting both the sound of the chaos from the outer office and Hardwell … who careened around the edge of the door and then planted his back against it, slamming it shut.

“They’ve gone mad—the lot of ’em!” Hardwell panted as the other directors rushed to help him hold the door against the mob outside. “Stark ravin’ looney—wavin’ cards an’ demandin’ to see you!”

Thuds from the other side threatened to force open the door as more directors rushed to pile hands and shoulders against it. Diamond was distraught at the demands of the unruly crowd on the other side.

“It was a lottery,” she said in disbelief. “I told them they would have a chance … I never promised them that we would hear and fund them all.”

The door thudded back a few inches and the people outside spotted Diamond through the opening.

“There she is!”

“Miss Wingate, we need yer help!”

“Miss Wingate—you’ve got to look at my fertilizer spreader!”

Arms and legs snaked through the opening, forcing the door back despite the gentlemen directors’ best efforts.

“This way!” Hardwell grabbed her elbow and dragged her toward a door half hidden by a drape at the far end of the room. It was an exit onto a rickety set of fire stairs that led to the alley behind the Wingate building.

“I have to talk to them, Hardwell.” Diamond’s resistance stopped him at the door. “I have to make them understand.”

“They’re not of a mood to listen,” he declared with a glance past her. “She who gives and runs away, lives to give another day! Come on!”

The board members, unused to such primal exertion, suddenly gave ground. The door swung open and people surged into the room. “There she is!” They spotted her near the exit and headed for her. The Wingate directors scrambled to re-form ranks, but their struggles bought only a short delay. It was just time enough for Hardwell to throw the bolts and plunge out onto the narrow iron scaffolding.

Clinging tightly to the railings, they descended the precarious stairway to the floor of the alley. As they hurried toward their carriage at the far end of the narrow lane, they saw Ned, Diamond’s veteran driver, rushing around the corner beside the coach with a frantic look on his face. Behind him came a small crowd of people … carrying rolled-up blueprints, legal folios, and contraptions, and waving Diamond’s business cards. Spotting Diamond and Hardwell, Ned jerked open the door, vaulted up onto the footman step, and beckoned them on.

The crowd reached Diamond and Hardwell just as they reached the carriage. There was a moment’s confusion in which Diamond was buffeted and momentarily deafened by the shouting. Ned and Hardwell were able to keep their feet, and with their help she hoisted her skirts and climbed into the carriage. Hardwell hurtled in after her, the door slammed, and a moment later the heavy black landau lurched into motion. A howl of disappointment rose from the crowd and followed them down the street as they sped away.

Inside the coach, Diamond and Hardwell Humphrey sat in stunned silence for a moment then slowly began to right hats, tug jackets back down into place, and brush skirts and trousers. Diamond looked up at the broken egret feather hanging over the brim of her tailored hat and gave a long-suffering sigh. Some days it just didn’t pay to be the richest young woman in Baltimore.

A stifled sound of surprise caused her to look up. Hardwell was staring out the carriage window wearing an incredulous look.

“Gawd A’mighty. Don’t they ever give up?”

Diamond leaned to the window to see what had caused his reaction. Someone was pursuing the coach on foot down the dusty street.

“Miss Wingate—I implore you!” The fellow’s lanky arms and legs churned as he came abreast of the coach. “If only you will have a look at my … motorized steps … see how practical …” He managed to launch a bundle of papers through the front window, and it rolled onto the floor between their feet.

Hardwell’s response was to stick his head out the window and shout: “Go away—d’you hear?”

“If she will only”—the fellow panted, clapping one hand over his jiggling bowler and rescuing his spectacles with the other—“listen to my proposal …”

“Miss Wingate is not acceptin’ any more blessed proposals!” Hardwell struggled briefly to raise the stubborn window glass, then abandoned it to thump the roof of the coach with his fist, signaling their driver to go faster. The petitioner matched the coach’s quickening pace for only a few more strides.

“Miss Wingate!” His strained voice began to fade. “You’re my last hope!”

Diamond turned to look through the oval rear window at the fellow’s spent and doubled figure disappearing into the dust. When he was no longer visible, she sank back into her seat and smoothed her skirts again, finding her roused feelings harder to settle.

The plaintive edge in the man’s voice—in all those disappointed voices—permeated her thoughts until it seemed to echo through every chamber of her heart. “… my last hope …” The sight of his heroic effort refused to fade from her mind. He was one of many, so many, who were desperate for help. And she always seemed to be their last hope.

Why was it that she was never anybody’s first hope or best hope?

She knew the answer, had known it for a long time. It seemed to be her destiny in life to be a safety net for others, especially those on society’s leading and trailing edges. Why else would she have been saddled with such a huge fortune, unearned and undesired?

She looked up to find her former guardian watching her troubled expression through narrowed eyes.

“I could have at least listened to him,” she said.

“Motorized steps.” Humphrey snorted. “Of all the silly—you just got finished givin’ away thousands of dollars to fools like him.”

“Invested,” she corrected. “And I could have invested thousands more.”

Hardwell stared intently at her, then threw up his hands and gave a huff of exasperation. “You can’t fix the whole world, you know.”

“I’m not trying to fix the whole world.” She lifted her chin. “I’m only trying to make the world a little better … doing what I know to be right … what I was raised to do.”

Hardwell reddened and grumbled wordlessly before sinking back against the seat and crossing his arms. She had him there and they both knew it.

Hardwell Humphrey and his wife, Hannah, had to take much of the blame for Diamond’s excesses of generosity. They had been appointed her guardians upon her father’s untimely death, eleven years ago, and—having had no children of their own—did their best to raise Diamond in accordance with what they believed to be a proper Christian upbringing. To see that she wasn’t spoiled and made selfish by the luxury around her, they exposed her to the needy of the world and instructed her in the grave responsibility that accompanied her wealth.

Their efforts were richly rewarded. From her earliest days with them, she showed a remarkable aptitude for compassion and philanthropy. She eagerly gave money, food, and clothing to whoever asked and understood, at an exceptionally young age, the idea that helping people to make their own way in the world was infinitely more desirable than just giving them handouts. By her sixteenth birthday she had already helped to start several new businesses and charities through personal donations and unsecured loans.

But as she neared the fateful age of eighteen, her generosity had developed a worrisome notoriety and Hardwell and Hannah began to suspect that they might have overdone the “take-off-thy-cloak-and-give-it-to-them” aspects of her training. Hoping to remedy their miscalculation and prepare her for the life she would lead in Baltimore’s highest society, they approached the wife of one of Baltimore’s leading financiers for help. Evelyn Stanhope Vassar, having a daughter near Diamond’s age and thinking it might be good for her daughter Clarice to have a companion in her first season, agreed to oversee Diamond’s entrance into society.

Diamond’s debut, near the end of her eighteenth year, was a success by every possible standard. She was the phenomenon of Baltimore’s social season; well liked by her peers, adored by matrons, fawned over by gentlemen, and sought out by the scions of Baltimore’s elite. But there her progress along an orderly and predictable course of feminine expectations stopped.

She had become not only the wealthiest young woman in the state, but also the most stubbornly and legally independent. Whether by intention or oversight, the wealthy and powerful Basil Wingate had left his entire estate to her unentailed and unencumbered. Since the day she reached the age of eighteen, there had been no one to tell her no … or to require her to say it.

“You know, don’t you … it’s not that we’re opposed to your improvin’ things for people?” Hardwell said, his amicable face growing somber with concern. “It’s just got all out of hand. You can scarce set foot outside the house without bein’ set upon. Down-and-outers forever collectin’ around the blessed gates. And then every time you go to town it’s somebody like that sob-sister orphanage female with her gaggle of glum-faced kids layin’ in wait for us at Hurst Purnell last week. And that lunatic who stormed the carriage house—”

“He only wanted to show me how his machine could shine my boots.”

He wagged his head and engulfed her slender hand in his. “Yer too softhearted, Diamond girl. Look at what happened with those people whose houses burned in the Hampden Street fire. It took a full week to clear out the mess they left in the outbuildin’s.” He shook a parental finger. “You can’t go on forever handin’ out money as if you’re the world’s sweet auntie and your money is penny peppermints.”

She frowned at him. If only her money were just penny peppermints. One huge pile of sugar candy that could he left out in the rain … to melt away …

“You have to learn to say no, girl.” He studied her face and the look in his eyes betrayed his conclusion about the likelihood of that happening anytime soon. “Or find somebody who can say it for you. A husband, for instance.” His gaze and tone both sharpened. “Seems to me the only thing you haven’t said yes to in the last five years is a proposal of marriage.”

Diamond squirmed under his stare.

“Ohhh! We almost forgot!” She lurched to the window. Holding on to her hat by its narrow brim, she stuck her head out and called up to Ned: “Be sure to stop at the tailor’s for Robbie!”

Hardwell groaned quietly. “As if we haven’t had enough trouble today.”

Having effectively diverted Hardwell, Diamond settled back in her seat and proceeded to finish the conversation in her own head … at least her half of it.

A husband. Her eyes narrowed. She needed one like a duck needed overshoes. Imagine her having to bend her knee and bow her will to a tightfisted man with a passion for naysaying. Imagine having to put up with someone telling her how, when, and where she couldn’t spend her own fortune. Spending money was the only thing that made her life bearable.

True, there had been a time—not so long ago—when she had considered marrying. A husband, she had believed, was her only hope of having children and creating a family. And “family” was the one thing that for all her wealth and privilege, she had never had. The possibility of creating a family of her own held such powerful allure for her that she had sat atop the matrimonial fence for four long years, unable to surrender to the expectation that she must marry and turn control of her life over to a man, but equally unable to renounce her desire to have children and make a family of her own.

Then, three months ago, her cousin Robbie appeared.

A woman of questionable appearance and background arrived on her doorstep with the orphaned boy in tow, claiming the coarse little urchin with the atrocious grammar was Diamond’s first cousin and insisting on a reward for returning him to the bosom of his family. On the basis of the ancient letter the woman produced and a striking physical resemblance between herself and the boy, Diamond had taken him straight into the placid and predictable household she shared with her aging guardians. And things hadn’t been the same since.

She thought of Robbie’s energy, his enthusiasm, and his irreverence for the rigid conventions of the society into which he had been thrust. He was a light-fingered, quick-witted, ill-mannered disgrace. She smiled.

She now had the makings of a real family: Hardwell and Hannah as companions and surrogate parents and Robbie on whom to vent her maternal urges. Her life was virtually complete. What on earth would she do with a man?

Her pleasure faded to a pensive frown as she slid her fingers over the outline of folded envelopes through the embroidered velvet of her purse.

What on earth was she going to do with three?


THREE
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Martene and savoy were the finest tailors in Baltimore. Their shop was a masterpiece of understated elegance, lined with pristine mahogany shelves containing bolts of the finest fabrics and set with marble counters bearing a sumptuous array of gentlemen’s haberdasheries. It was as close to a gentlemen’s club as any establishment of that kind in Baltimore. Only the very well-to-do could afford the expensive imported fabrics and fastidious tailoring offered there.

Diamond paused on the step, before the etched-glass doors, to smooth the peplum of her jacket and check the tilt of her high-crowned hat. When she stepped inside, the smells of the place—the tang of dyed woolens, the smell of hot irons on starched linen, and the pungent taint of the spent pipe tobacco in the smoking stands—filled her head, rousing memories of when she had come here years ago with her father. She scanned the shop for Robbie. Surely they had completed his fittings by now; it had been more than three hours since they dropped him off on their way to the board meeting.

She called out to the proprietor, Monsieur Martene, who made it a habit to greet each of his wealthy and influential customers personally. When there was no response, she strolled among the counters and tables, peering this way and that, investigating. The place was eerily silent, without even a clerk or apprentice in sight.

Then from the rear door that led to the fitting rooms and workshop she heard muffled thuds, the sound of rising voices, and Robbie’s fear-tightened tones denying that he had anything to do with … something.

“Robbie?” She rushed for the door to the fitting rooms, using the sounds of growing conflict as a compass. “Robbie, where are you?”

In the doorway she bumped into a harried Monsieur Martene, who recoiled, recognized her—“Mademoiselle!”—and was so overwrought that he seized her by the wrists and pulled her through the curtains.

She was dragged down a short passage toward the fitting rooms, which were actually a series of cubicles set apart by standing mirrors, dressing screens, and the occasional set of sagging curtains. Dust filled the air in a visible haze and Monsieur Martene put out an arm to halt and keep her from stumbling over something on the floor. When she looked down, she found an aged dressing screen lying in ruins at her feet.

The center of the row of fitting rooms had collapsed. Screens and mirrors had collided and toppled like dominoes, taking down with them all but a few faded drapes, which could be seen clinging by one end to their dangling supports. From the shocked, unnatural silence and the amount of dust still in the air, the calamity seemed to have just happened.

“Lemme go, mister!—I—I swear—I didn’t do nothin’—honest!”

Small, wiry Robbie Wingate, hanging by the neck of his velvet-bound riding jacket—arms and legs wriggling—was held aloft by a tall, disheveled man wearing a layer of dust and a glare of outrage.

“You didn’t do nothin’? Where do you think this mess came from?” The man raised him even higher off the ground, which set him flailing. “You were climbing around on the damned things and caused them to fall over!”

“Robbie! Let him go this instant!” Diamond demanded, straining against Monsieur Martene’s grip. At the sound of her voice Robbie began to wail.

“Help—help me—he’s gonna kill me!”

“Don’t give me ideas,” the man ordered, narrowing his eyes.

“Non, non, please, monsieur—there is no harm done!” the tailor cried, struggling to restrain both Diamond and the anger of his beleaguered patron.

As Diamond wrenched free, the man thrust Robbie out to arm’s length, glowered at her, and drawled, “Is this yours?”

The fear in Robbie’s face and the fact that his accuser was standing knee-deep in chaos struck her at the same time and she hesitated … just long enough for the man to drop Robbie on his rear.

“Owww!” The ten-year-old scrambled to his feet, rubbing his bottom, skittered across a collapsed screen, and threw himself into Diamond’s arms.

“Are you hurt?” She raked her fingers through his dusty hair and did a cursory visual inspection of him before wrapping him in a protective hug. Looking up, she she met the stranger’s fiery gaze head-on. “How dare you handle him like that?” she demanded. “He’s only a child.”

“Who has climbed the walls, swung from the curains”—the man’s voice lowered until it vibrated like rolling thunder—“and made a first-class menace of himself for two solid hours.”

“He is ten years old,” she declared hotly.

“Condolences, ma’am.” He gave her a sardonic nod. “Imagine what he’ll be like when he’s twenty.”

Her mouth opened but his unthinkable rudeness had momentarily deprived her of words. She looked down at Robbie’s face, cradled in her hand, and found his blue eyes rimmed with unaccustomed moisture. “It’s all right, Robbie.” She directed him to the door and gave his back a pat. “Go … join Hardwell in the coach. I’ll be there shortly.” Robbie swiped his eyes and, with a chastened rounding to his shoulders, hurried out.

When he was gone, she turned back to the big stranger and found him pushing wrecked furnishings aside and stepping across them, headed straight for her.

“That’s it? Just a hug and a pat and a ‘Mommie’ll make it better’?” He gave a snort of disgust. His drawl suggested Southern origins, but was nothing like the mid- or deep-South accents she was accustomed to hearing. “No wonder rich boys grow up to be selfish, arrogant bas—snakes in the grass. They never have to apologize, never have to make amends, and they never get the piss and vinegar thrashed out of them.”

Suddenly Diamond was scrambling to defend herself as much as Robbie.

“Look to your own conduct and language, sir!” She was outraged. “No amount of annoyance or inconvenience can excuse such crude language and infamous behavior.”

Standing her ground, returning him stare for stare, she couldn’t help but see that the vest he wore was actually a coat in progress, with padding sticking out of the armholes and no sleeves, and that his shirt was minus studs and hanging open, baring the entire length of his chest. Shock struck as she realized she was glimpsing naked male flesh … that she had just entered a private male sanctum, a place where men routinely disrobed and bared themselves. Jerking her gaze from him, she felt herself reddening from her breasts up.

“You have behaved reprehensibly toward a child who—”

“I’ve behaved—Look, lady, I came here to be fitted for a suit of clothes, and your precious ‘child’ brought the damned walls down on my head!” He lowered his head and sifted through his dark hair to expose a burgeoning goose egg. “How’s this for ‘inconvenience’ … and this …?” He held up a dangling lapel and pulled out the thigh of his trousers. “How’s this for ‘annoyance’?” There was a sizable rip where a seam used to be, and his demonstration parted the fabric and bared a shocking piece of thigh. A hairy, naked male thigh.

“Tell me I didn’t have reason to drop him right on his annoying little—”

“We fix, monsieur.” Monsieur Martene intervened, gesturing frantically as if trying to smooth a disturbed nap. “We fix all … tout de suite! We finish the clothes with our compliments.”

“No, no, Monsieur Martene.” Diamond glanced at the little tailor squirming at the edge of her vision. “You will put this ‘gentleman’s’ garments on my bill. I insist.”

She straightened her shoulders and turned for one last salvo, and discovered that the man had closed the volatile inches between them and now towered over her … big and dark and disheveled, with eyes like molten copper. Waves of heat radiated from him; she could almost feel his pulse beating on the air around her. Her only rational thought was that she had never encountered a man like him before … so rude and opinionated … so physically overwhelming.

Her gaze dropped to his bare chest and fixed on smooth, hard mounds of flesh tipped with dark flat nipples and supported by smoothly defined ribs. Stunned, she slid her gaze still lower. His midsection was a tautly sculptured rectangle and as he shifted some of his weight from one leg to another, the thick, ropelike muscle over his stomach contracted sinuously. She swallowed hard. It was as if she were seeing beneath that sun-bronzed skin … witnessing a body working within a body. Then it registered that his chest and stomach were just as tanned as his face. He must have gone shirtless. Outside. Frequently.

She couldn’t move or look away. Awareness of him seeped through her every pore. His eyes narrowed slightly. His lips parted. His chest—that mesmerizing expanse of flesh—seemed to be rising and falling faster.

Say something, she thought, anything!

“I believe”—she swallowed hard—“an apology is in order.”

“Very well. I accept.” His voice was so low and resonant that it caused sundry unmentionable parts of her body to hum.

Her physical response temporarily eclipsed the meaning framed within those vibrations. His words registered only when his provocative smile appeared. He seemed to know what was happening inside her and he—he accepted?

“I didn’t mean—” She saw the glint in his eyes deepen. “Ohhhh!”

She managed to turn on her heel and made it to the door without colliding with either Monsieur Martene or his insulting customer. The little tailor followed, showering her with apologies until she turned to him at the street door.

“If you would be so good as to deliver the rest of Robbie’s riding clothes, Monsieur Martene …” She shot a withering glance at the curtained rear door. “And be certain to include the cost of that awful man’s garments on my bill.”

In the coach she found Robbie perched on the edge of the seat, braced as if he might make a dash for the door at any minute, with Hardwell scowling fiercely at him over tightly crossed arms.

“What did he do this time?” Hardwell demanded as she slid onto the seat beside Robbie. She looked at her young cousin, and under their combined regard, Robbie reddened and pushed his damp hair up off his forehead.

“What?” he said, looking alarmed. “I didn’t do nothin’—”

“Anything,” Diamond corrected.

“—on purpose.”

“It wasn’t the danged ‘telephone’ again, was it?” Hardwell sat abruptly forward. “If he’s rung up the mayor again, or the clerks down at the bank—”

“It wasn’t the telephone,” Diamond said, watching Robbie squirm and seeing in his clear blue eyes, beneath his boyish bravado and mischievous energy, unmistakable traces of anxiety. Why was she the only one who seemed to see that in him … who understood how desperately he needed security and love? “It was just a little matter of some screens in the fitting rooms toppling.”

“I—I didn’t mean to.” Robbie peered defensively up at her. “I just give one a bump and it fell over an’ hit another one … and that one hit another one …”

Hardwell shut his eyes and groaned. “Ye gods. I won’t be able to show my face at Martene and Savoy for months. First the bank, then the mayor’s office, then the mercantile, and now my tailor’s. Soon I’ll be a pariah in every blessed precinct of Baltimore.”

“It was a mess, Robbie,” she said, ignoring Hardwell’s lamentations. “That man was hit on the head and could have been badly hurt.”

“I didn’t mean ta,” Robbie said, huddling back. “Anyway … ye should have heard th’ son of a gun cuss—”

“This isn’t about his behavior, it’s about yours.” She leaned closer to him. “When we get home, you’re to go straight to your room and think about what happened. I believe you’ll have a few things to say to me before dinner.”

Robbie glanced at Hardwell, who looked as if he had a torrent of opinion dammed up behind tightly pursed lips. Then his gaze wound its way reluctantly back to Diamond. After a moment, he gave a huff of surrender and nodded.

She watched him draw his feet up on the tufted velvet seat and cross them Indian style, then looked up to find Hardwell regarding her with a combination of worry and frustration.

“You’ve got too soft a heart, Diamond girl,” he said. “Mark my words. One of these days it’s goin’ to get you into real trouble.”

Diamond tucked her chin defensively and transferred her attention out the window. The city landmarks of Baltimore had receded, replaced by lush emerald fields of young wheat and maturing oats. As she watched the familiar countryside approaching her home, Gracemont, dark, aromatic fields of crops alternated with orchards of blossoming apple, plum, and pear trees. It was her favorite time of year, filled with promise and with … approaching hoofbeats.

Someone on horseback was hailing their driver, and from the way Old Ned slowed the horses, it had to be an acquaintance. Hardwell and Robbie leaned immediately to the windows.

“Hello!” A top hat tipped in greeting soon became visible through the window and a moment later a man in formal riding clothes appeared at the coach window. “I’ve had a devil of a time tracking you down this afternoon.”

“Morgan Kenwood!” Hardwell’s face lighted. “You’re back.”

“Mr. Humphreys.” The tall, handsome figure tipped his hat. “Diamond.”

“Morgan!” Diamond forced a smile and slid her purse and the three letters it contained beneath her skirt. “I didn’t expect you back for weeks.”

“How was Ireland? Did you get some good breeding stock?” Hardwell demanded eagerly, flinging the door open in invitation.

“I surely did.” Without hesitation, Morgan Kenwood dismounted, tied his horse to the coach, and climbed aboard. Halfway inside, he encountered an unexpected obstacle. Robbie sat with his arms and legs crossed, glowering at him, asserting a tenacious claim on the seat beside Diamond.

“Well, well. Who is this?” Morgan said with a frown.

“Diamond’s cousin,” Hardwell answered, waving a wordless order at Robbie to vacate the seat and come sit by him. “He came to live with us just after you left.” When the boy didn’t move, Morgan aimed past him, for the space beside Diamond.

She abruptly seized her cousin’s arm and dragged him to her side, placing him between her and Morgan. “Remember your manners, Robbie. Mr. Kenwood has just returned from a long journey.” She looked up at Morgan, thinking that he looked oddly colorless … from his impeccable charcoal riding coat to his cool gray eyes and determined smile. “When did you arrive?”
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