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Chapter One

“Suicide!” She clucked her tongue. “Doesn’t take rich blood to know where he’s gone to now, does it?” She huffed and folded her wrinkled hands in her lap.

“Mother, please.” Her daughter’s face flushed.

“It’s better for you that he’s dead, I suppose.”

“Enough, Mother!”

The heavy oak door was pulled open and the thin-framed man entered once more. His face was sour and, for a moment, she worried that he’d overheard her mother’s cruel and embarrassing comments. He cleared his throat as he rounded his desk and took his seat.

“Mrs. Portmund, I apologize for your loss.” He adjusted his spectacles and spoke aloud, opening the sealed letter he had gone to retrieve from the vault. “‘In the case of my death, I leave my wife Amelia the remainder of my inheritance.’”

She looked to her mother whose eyes lit up and asked, “What has he left, sir?”

He nodded, flipping through the stack of papers before him. “You haven’t very much money left in your account…”

Her mother eased back in silent disappointment.

“Yet the property in which he left has a clause, that if it becomes your residence you will have access to a—” he cleared his throat once more, “—a vast fortune.”

“And which estate might that be, sir?” Her breath caught in her chest. She knew his gambling debts had claimed nearly all that they owned… all but the one property he swore he would never return to alive, and the same she knew she would never make it to.

“Port Rock.” He gazed up at her and his mustache twitched in what might have been the beginnings of a smile.

She swallowed tears, knowing that her poverty would be certain. “Yes, that is what I suspected.”

“I’ll never make it there!” She sat at the tiny table in her mother’s one-room flat, pulling the bonnet from her hair. It was black, the color of a mourning widow, and so, of course, was her dress.

“You have to, girl, don’t be a fool.”

“I cannot bear the thought of being aboard a ship. You know my phobias!” she reminded her mother, her voice stung with childish insolence.

“You have your little vial for that, I’m not blind!” The old woman sat across from her. “Look at me, child. My whole life I lived without a man. I was a widow once, remember… only my mourning dress consisted of my ordinary clothes which I had to dye. You have a closet of fine gowns all made of silk as black as coal just for you, sent by his rich uncle.” She held up her palms, her fingers twisted with arthritis. “My hands are as rough as any man’s. Do you wish that for yourself? You married this man, lived with his drinking and infidelities, suffered through his marriage bed, and you will let your rewards go just because you don’t like deep water?”

“I was on the ship when father died.”

“Don’t talk as if I don’t remember! I was there, too. You were but a child, barely pulled from my tit!” Amelia knew her mother was now livid, by the profanity that she used. “You must go to his burial. You can’t stay here. I’ll be dead soon and I have nothing to leave you but squalor.”

She knew there was truth to her mother’s words, no matter how harshly they bit her.

“Take your medicine, get on that boat, and claim what is owed to you!” her mother stated flatly.

She left without speaking another word. She walked the dirty streets, watching the worker women returning home from their various spots of employment, hair frazzled, clothes ragged. She was once like them, until she met Arthur. She stopped on her doorstep. An eviction notice was nailed there. It wasn’t a surprise to her. The men would more than likely greet her in the morning, to haul all her possessions to the auction house. Her halls were filled with her lamentations, not for his death, but for the loss of her own life. Life as she knew it was over. Shamefully, she admitted to herself how she feared to end up like her mother. In honesty, she knew that she wasn’t half as resilient as the old woman and couldn’t face a life of struggle again.

She sat before her looking glass, combing her dark hair with the ivory handled brushes Arthur had given her as a gift. She knew it was out of remorse for his womanizing, but she didn’t care. Why would she? Another woman had suffered his wrinkled flesh and fumbling hands, and she got rewarded for it. Upon her bed were still strewn the opened boxes sent from her late husband’s Uncle Richard. Her new wardrobe was meant for the mourning period of her life, but instead of wearing the black, modestly cut night gown, she wore a white one. Like a young girl, she sat draping her pearls about her neck, placing rings on each finger, watching them glitter by lamp light. She coveted each of her well-earned treasures once more, for she didn’t know if they would be left for her after the bank came to collect what they were owed.

She read the letter sent from his uncle, over and over again, and medicated herself with Laudanum. She roamed the silent house, her mind clouded with memories that were distorted by her medicine, pursued by them. She breathlessly stumbled in retreat from the phantoms that sprung from every darkened corner, until she lay upon her parlor floor in her thin nightgown, just to feel the marble tile against her skin, to feel it prickling with life. The contrast between her naked back pressed against the cold stone as opposed to her warm chest hardened her petite nipples beneath her gown. Sliding her hands down her thighs, she felt a rush up her spine, but shame followed when her gaze fell upon the hallway in which she had found her husband’s body hanging.

She sat forward, smoothing her hair, and then stood shakily. She walked silently to the beam from which he had affixed the rough rope he had used to end his existence. Her laudanum was waning and she fought back her self-pity, the urge to wallow in it. There was no one there to cater to her childish fears and dote upon her like a spoiled little girl. She knew her mother’s words to be true, but despite how foul Arthur had seemed at times, he had showered her with every possession she could have dreamt of, no matter its cost. She only need name it and it would be sent to her in a box lined with velvet and adorned with ribbons.

There was an antique mirror hanging upon the wall. She paused to look at herself. She was almost thirty now and childless. That wasn’t a fault of her genes, but the fact that Arthur had been nearly sixty. His potency seemed to have waned with age or, more than likely, was squandered on the whores in the late-night gambling houses he often frequented. The reflection cast within the looking glass was not one that she enjoyed seeing. Dark circles lay beneath her eyes and wrinkles formed in all the most unattractive areas.

How long would it
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