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About Love is Come

Nelle Thompson lives a life of privilege during the turn of the century, in New York City. When her parents are killed in a terrible accident, she’s forced to live with her aunt’s family in a small town in Connecticut and is treated as a poor relation with no financial independence. Brokenhearted and riddled with insomnia, Nelle’s health begins a downward spiral. When a locked part of her heart blossoms around her cousin’s fiancé, Mathew Janson, Nelle doesn’t know if she can endure one more heartbreak. Miss Pearl, owner of the local apothecary shop, becomes a mother figure to Nelle, but a fateful summer day has Nelle questioning everything she’s ever believed and wondering if she’ll ever love again.
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1908

New York City

“You must come with me to the races tomorrow,” Dottie whispered to Nelle behind her black lace fan, “before all the eligible men take a summer holiday in Europe. They’ll surely be at the races, placing their bets.”

“That’s just the thing,” Nelle whispered back, trying to look as if she were in a nonchalant conversation at the afternoon tea party hosted by her mother, Mrs. Thompson, and not in a conversation about a dubious outing. “My mother would have a fit if I went someplace so daring without her or Father.”

Dottie trilled a laugh. “That’s why you’re nearly one-and-twenty and yet unmarried.”

Nelle glared at her friend—her beautiful, bubbly friend—who’d already had two proposals this spring and seemed to enjoy pitting the two men against each other. Until Dottie said yes to one of them, each man would continue to dote on her.

Dottie only laughed some more, then she nudged Nelle. “You need to have some fun, Nelle. Kiss a man or two. Come to the races with me, please?”

Nelle’s face heated. Only her best friend, Dottie, knew she’d never been kissed, whereas Dottie had kissed plenty of men. In fact, she was gaining quite a reputation. It would be best for her to accept one of her suitors’ proposals sooner than later.

Dottie kept her voice low, but this time she added a seductive edge. “I hear Mitch Barlow will be there.”

Nelle reached for the teacup in front of her and took a measured sip. She knew she wasn’t fooling Dottie with her apparent calmness, but it was better than letting a smile take over her face. Mitch Barlow was perhaps the most beautiful man in New York City and, quite possibly, across the Atlantic Ocean as well. He’d been absent from the usual social functions this spring. Rumor said that he’d been jilted by a woman in Paris and was nursing his broken heart behind the massive gate of his New York mansion. Nelle would be happy, along with all the other women in the city, to help him recover.

“Remember when he asked you to dance at the Christmas ball?” Dottie said, striking Nelle right in the heart.

How could she forget? Her feet hadn’t touched the ground for days afterward. And, with each chime of the doorbell, she had nearly lost her heart wondering if Mitch had come to call on her. But the door never chimed with him on the other side. Soon she learned why. He’d been called to Paris on business and had met and fallen in love with a famous opera singer. The gossip columns had been full of the story.

And, when the opera singer went back to her husband, Mitch Barlow’s broken heart was fodder for everyone. Nelle only felt increased compassion. He was broken and in need of comfort, not to mention that his social status would work very favorably into her family—old money only grew stronger when combined.

She was smiling now, and she couldn’t help herself.

“So you’ll come?” Dottie’s brown eyes were bright.

“I’ll find a way,” Nelle whispered. “Somehow, someway, I’ll be there.”
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Chapter Two
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“Again,” her father said, pacing from the pianoforte to the grandfather clock on the other side of the music room. “The tempo is slightly off. Can’t you hear it?” He hummed a half dozen bars.

Nelle curved her fingers above the ivory keys and played the song from the beginning. She knew better than to complain, although she’d been sitting on this bench for nearly two hours. Her father had impeccable taste in music, and he knew what to listen for. Nelle had been playing the piano since she was four years old, which now resulted in many invitations to play at various dinner parties.

She continued to play the new song, trying to find the right balance between putting emotion into the piece yet creating the tempo outlined by the composer. Halfway through, her father came to stand by her side. It always made her nervous when he did so, and her palms began to sweat. Releasing a slow breath, she refocused on the notes and finished the piece.

“Bravo!” her father said, clapping his elegant hands. He was not one to hold back praise, although he never hesitated to correct either. “It’s nearly perfect. Another three times through, and you may be finished for the day.”

Nelle wanted to sag with exhaustion, but instead she kept her posture erect, her head upright, and began to play again. This afternoon was the horse race, and she didn’t want to do anything out of the ordinary to draw attention to herself—like acting out of sorts. She wanted the household to run smoothly and for her parents to head off to the garden party they’d planned on attending. As far as they knew, she would be spending the afternoon with Dottie, which was true. They just didn’t know where.

As Nelle played the last few bars on her third time through, her father’s hand rested on her shoulder for a moment. This was a comforting and reaffirming touch from a man who didn’t show much affection.

“Your talent has blossomed, my dear,” he said in a proud voice. “You’ve picked up all of the new pieces I’ve given you within a matter of days.”

Nelle’s face warmed beneath her father’s praise, and she turned to clasp his hand. “Thank you, Father. I owe it to you.”

The sideburns on his face lifted as he smiled. Even at the age of fifty, he was still a handsome man. He hadn’t let his form slacken with drink or late nights gambling. As with all things in his life, he lived with precision.

“When you perform this Friday at our musicale, everyone will be so impressed. Now,” he continued, “I need to speak with you about something important.”

Dread shot all the way to Nelle’s stomach. She released her father’s hand and stood from the piano bench. “What is it?” Although she could very well guess that it had to do with Mr. Gale Gifford.

Her father led her to a set of parlor chairs and indicated for her to sit down—a sure sign this talk was to be about her future.

“Mr. Gifford spoke to me last night and asked after you.”

Nelle tried not to wince. It wasn’t that she despised Mr. Gifford, but there was nothing about him she could relate to. While she enjoyed music and creativity, he was all about numbers and finances. A year ago, he had been working for the stock market and had made a decent living for himself and his young family. Then his wife died, leaving him with two young sons, who would need a new mother sooner or later.

“What did he say?” Nelle asked, although she was almost afraid to know.

“He was very straightforward,” her father said, “as you know he can be.” Her father’s eyes filled with amusement, and that allowed Nelle to relax a bit. Perhaps her father wouldn’t prod her toward Mr. Gifford after all.

“Is he courting someone?” she asked in a small voice.

“Not that he indicated,” her father replied. His brown eyes assessed her carefully. “He said he was interested in getting to know you better and wouldn’t be opposed to an invitation for dinner.”

Nelle covered her mouth, but it was too late: a laugh escaped. “He can be very direct.”

Her father didn’t answer with a laugh. Instead, he folded his arms and waited out a moment of silence. “Nelle, I married your mother when she was nineteen. Most of your friends are married or engaged...I fear if you wait too long, you might miss a great opportunity.”

Nelle looked down at her clasped hands. Her father’s words hurt, although she knew them to be true. She did want to marry. She did want a household and children of her own. But, when she was around men, she found herself put off by one thing or another or became utterly incapable of making easy conversation. She seemed to say the wrong thing or managed to say nothing at all.

She could always speak about music. But unless the gentleman was a music enthusiast, the conversation would die after mere moments.

“I—I just can’t imagine myself with Mr. Gifford,” she admitted. “Me, as a mother of two boys? I can barely speak my mind to Dottie, let alone guide a child’s life.”

“No parent feels adequate,” her father said in a gentle voice. Nelle was grateful for that gentleness. “It would be different than bringing up a child from infancy, but I believe you’d be up to the task.”

“What about love?” she asked. She’d never been so personal with her father before, but she wasn’t the only one feeling the press of her advancing age. “Can I no longer expect that?”

His smile was kind, but Nelle sensed that he knew he couldn’t really reassure her.

“Sometimes, we have to make the best choices between what we are given.”

She understood—she did. But, what if Mitch Barlow was the man for her, and he’d had to go through that heartbreak in Paris in order to see Nelle for who she really was?

“I will think upon it, Father,” she said. “But don’t unduly encourage Mr. Gifford. I would hate for him to think I’d been deceitful.” She didn’t want to say anything about Mitch Barlow yet, not until she thought there was something concrete to speak about.

Her father rose and crossed to the floor-to-ceiling windows. The late morning sun had burned off the layer of morning mist outside, and the garden stretched out bright green beyond.

“You are my only daughter and child, Nelle,” he said, looking out the window with his hands clasped behind his back. “So I do worry about the day when I may not be around to provide for you. If you had a brother, he could look after you and your mother when I’m gone.”

Nelle had never heard her father speak like this before. Her mother never hesitated encouraging her to consider this man or that man for marriage, but her father had never spoken so directly about his concerns for her future and what it might be like without him in it.

She crossed to her father and stood by his side, looking out across the gardens. “Father, I am perfectly content. I am not opposed to marriage. But if it doesn’t happen for me, I’ll be happy with you and mother. Please don’t be melancholy.”

“I don’t mean to be melancholy.” Something in his tone told Nelle he was still thinking of the future. He suddenly turned toward her. “Promise me, my dear. Promise that you won’t close your heart to the possibility of marriage.”

She was stunned at his vehemence, but she quickly agreed.

“Marriage isn’t about flowers and love notes and blushing,” he continued. “Sometimes it’s about sacrifice and simply taking care of each other.”

Nelle thought about the way her parents cared for each other: the small courtesies, the concessions, and the way they did a lot of things together. This was love, she realized, everyday love that created a lifetime of contentment and security.

Could she have this with Mr. Gifford? She tried to imagine herself as a stepmother—she wouldn’t know where to begin. Then she tried to imagine any sort of romance with Mr. Gifford. He was an angular man with a thick mustache, and nothing about him set her heart racing.

On the other hand, whenever she thought of Mitch Barlow, her heart had no trouble racing. Could she have a good marriage with Mitch Barlow? Or would she always be wondering whether a more beautiful woman had caught his eye?

She stared out at the garden and at the changing shades of green as the sun moved across the sky. It was some time before she realized that her father had quietly left the room.
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Chapter Three
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Nelle could practically hear the sighs upon every woman’s breast as Mitch Barlow cut through the crowd of spectators. The horse race was about to begin, so everyone was on their feet, and those in the general area had crowded to the rail.

The men might be watching the fine-muscled horses prance beneath their jockeys’ firm grips, but the women were watching Mitch, and he was heading straight toward Nelle with a broad smile on his face. It was almost enough to make her faint. Thankfully, she was holding herself up by gripping a ribbon-wrapped post.

She’d dressed to perfection today, wearing a pale pink skirt and a ruffled blouse along with a short mauve jacket. She was pleased to see that he’d dressed well too. Although, her viewpoint could be skewed. If Mitch had been wearing little more than rags, she’d probably still be feeling faint.

“Miss Thompson,” Mitch said in his deep, honeyed voice.

Oh, it had been too long since she’d heard that voice. “Mr. Barlow.” She dipped her head, only to gasp when he touched her chin and tilted it upward.

“Dottie told me that you needed to speak to me right away,” he said, those lush green eyes of his focused upon her, full of amusement, “that it couldn’t wait until after the race.”

Nelle laughed, a bit too loudly, and she hoped it didn’t reveal how nervous she felt. “That sounds like something Dottie would say.”

He lowered his finger, but she still felt his divine touch. Inwardly, she sighed, then sighed again. How could any woman, from Paris or not, turn away from this man?

“Tell me, what’s so urgent?” he said, leaning even closer.

The crowd around them shifted, pressing nearer to the rail to see the horses paw the dirt and heave great gulps of air in anticipation.

“My parents would like to invite you to a musicale at our home on the twenty-seventh.”

His brows lifted. “Friday?”

“Yes.”

“Will you be playing?” he asked.

Her face heated, but he only smiled. “Yes,” she said more faintly. Everyone knew that she was a frequent performer at musicales, especially when her parents were hosting.

His eyes held hers as he said, “I’ll give you my answer after the race.” His arm slid around her, and he steered her toward the rail. People parted for him as if they were made of water. Before she knew it, she had an up close view.

The race pistol fired before she had a chance to thank Mitch, and as the horses thundered past, she realized that his arm was still about her waist. She didn’t know what was more thrilling—the touch of Mitch or the incredible speed of the racing horses.

Moments later, the race was finished, and the crowd was delirious with either elation or disappointment as bets were called in and paid.

“Did you bet?” Nelle asked Mitch.

“A little.” He grinned. “Come,” he said, guiding her back through the crowd, past the bleachers, and to the stables beyond.

Jockeys and their horses were everywhere. As they walked by, Mitch greeted several of them. A few of the jockeys looked Nelle up and down until she began to feel uncomfortable, for they were looking at her like she was...loose.

Was that what they thought of her...that she was one of Mitch’s playthings? She’d heard rumors—men were men, right? Not her father, of course. Most men lived one lifestyle before they were married and another after they married.

She and Mitch reached the end of the row of stables, and he turned the corner again. They stopped inside a large barn that was completely deserted and smelled of old hay and dust. Not the most romantic place, but somehow Mitch made it seem very special that they were in there alone.

Alone. Nelle had never been completely alone with a man—an eligible man who wasn’t related to her—before.

“Mr. Barlow,” she began.

“Call me Mitch,” he said in a low voice, turning to face her, his other hand resting on her waist. He moved both of his hands to her upper hips, cocooning her.

“Mitch?” Her heart was drumming like mad, and not from excitement. Worry pushed its way through.

“Nelle,” he whispered, lowering his head until she felt his breath on her face. “I need to give you my answer.”

For a moment, Nelle had no idea what he was talking about. Then she remembered—the musicale. She tried to step away, but his hands only tightened about her hips, keeping her in place.

“Mitch, let me go—”

He didn’t give her a chance to finish. He pulled her against him and started kissing her neck, her collarbone, and then lower.

She arched away with a gasp, which only encouraged him, and his arms tightened around her. “Mr. Barlow!” she said in a sharp tone. “What are you doing?”

He raised his head, his eyes half open and slightly unfocused. “Don’t tell me that you don’t want to kiss me.”

“I...” she began as her stomach jolted and her eyes pricked with tears. Was a first kiss supposed to be like this? All hot and rushed with no terms of endearment? In a barn with people milling about outside? She felt utterly and completely stupid.

“I did once,” she said, her words choking out. “Not...anymore. I’m sorry.”

His expression changed from lazy contentedness to disbelief. Nelle took this opportunity to step away from his slackened grasp. Before she could give him a chance to react, she hurried out of the barn into the bright sunlight.

She blinked at the brightness as she tried to get her bearings. She didn’t know which way to go, but she would not turn back and ask Mitch. There was only so much humiliation she could take. He’d been kissing her—a gorgeous and wealthy man—one she’d been daydreaming over for months. And what did she do? Got cold feet and pushed him away.

Turning left, she stumbled through a small alley until she came out to a lane that led away from the arena and stretched into a series of fields. She desperately wished Dottie would appear and help her make sense of what had happened. Nobody came, and eventually, she walked back through the alley, past all the stables—now empty—and skirted the edge of a lingering group of people near the track.

Dottie was nowhere to be seen. Surely her friend thought she was enraptured with Mitch and not on the verge of tears, desperate to get home.

“Nelle Thompson?” a woman’s voice said.

Nelle turned, hoping that her eyes didn’t look like she was about to cry. “Mrs. Jeppsen,” Nelle said, smiling as best as she could. The petite woman, wearing a massive flowered hat, was a friend of her mother’s, and Nelle had never been so glad to see her.

“I seem to have become separated from the friend I came with,” Nelle said. “Do you have room to take me home?”

Mrs. Jeppsen’s brow lifted slightly, but she was all smiles. “Of course, dear. We were just leaving.”

Mr. Jeppsen nodded his head and greeted Nelle.

She was sure they’d have plenty to speculate about after they dropped her off at home. For the moment, Nelle didn’t care. She wanted to leave.

As she walked with Mr. and Mrs. Jeppsen toward their waiting carriage, Nelle wished she’d been forthright with her parents about attending the races. Now she’d have to tell them, for there was no way the Jeppsens wouldn’t mention giving her a ride home. It seemed her adventure was over.

That’s why you’re nearly one–and-twenty and yet unmarried, Dottie’s voice echoed through Nelle’s mind. She’d always blamed her twenty years of unmarried status on her parents—their formality, their stuffiness, their old-fashioned sense of courting. Her parents’ marriage had been arranged, and Nelle feared that if she turned twenty-one before she secured a proposal, she might end up with someone like Mr. Gifford.

She climbed into the Jeppsens’ carriage and sank back into the thick upholstery. Mrs. Jeppsen chattered as they rode while Mr. Jeppsen absorbed himself in the newspaper. Nelle forced herself to answer, when appropriate, though her thoughts were back in that warm barn and on the amorous kiss from Mitch Barlow.

She should be feeling breathless, dreamy, and not quite herself...if she was to believe Dottie’s accounts of her various kissing experiences. Yet, Nelle only felt discontented, empty, and somehow raw, as if she’d fallen on the boardwalk and scraped herself up, except on the inside.

“It’s the talk of the month,” Mrs. Jeppsen was saying when Nelle tuned back in. “Everyone is going to the Vandagriff wedding. You can be sure they won’t spare any expense on their only daughter.”

Nelle smiled, feeling her spirits rise a little. She and Dottie had already discussed what they’d wear to the wedding festivities. Nelle, as usual, would be ordering something new, and Dottie would be revamping one of her old dresses. While they did move in the same circles, it could be said that Nelle’s parents didn’t skimp on any expense either.

As Mrs. Jeppsen continued to describe the decorations the Vandagriffs had already put on order, Nelle imagined what her own wedding might be like. The social elite would all be invited, of course, and there would be an extravagant wedding rehearsal dinner, followed by the ceremony the next day at the wedding hall.

Dottie would be her maid of honor. And since Nelle was an only child, her bridesmaids would be her fiancé’s sisters. First, she needed a fiancé. Perhaps she and Dottie could have a double wedding. Although, as soon as Nelle thought this, she knew that her mother would never consent. She’d want Nelle to have her own exclusive day.

The carriage pulled up to the gate in front of her home, and Nelle gave her profuse thanks to the Jeppsens before climbing out. She made her way through the side gate and took the path that led around the house, for she didn’t want to make a huge entrance when she felt her tears trying to surface again.

Unfortunately, her mother was in the kitchen with the cook, instructing her on something or another. When Nelle passed along the corridor, her mother’s voice rang out.

“Nelle! You’ve returned just in time. I was telling the cook that we need to have a variety of your favorite desserts for the musicale. This will be a great conversation piece with Mr. Barlow.”

Nelle stopped, blinking rapidly. She had to face her mother, and she couldn’t be crying when she did so. She figured she would have to tell her mother that she was now taking Mitch Barlow off the invitation list. But that could come later, when she was more composed.

“Nelle?” Her mother’s voice was right behind her.

Drat. Nelle turned.

“My dear, what’s wrong?” Her mother never missed a thing. Her auburn-brown hair was done up to perfection, as always, but the deep blue eyes that Nelle inherited were wide with concern.

“I...” Nelle bit her lip, unsure how to continue.

Her mother linked arms with her. “Let’s go into the sitting room and send for a bit of tea.” She lowered her voice. “We can’t have you upset in front of the servants.”

Her mother said something to the cook about tea, then ushered Nelle to their private sitting room, near the back of the house, that overlooked the gardens. The late afternoon sun turned the pale blue and yellow room into a rich gold.

After the tea was brought, her mother handed Nelle a cup. “Now, tell me what’s happened, dear. Was it something Dottie said to you?” she asked. She wrinkled her dainty nose. “I know that you’re the best of friends, but she can be a bit outspoken and brash.”

“No, Mother, it’s not Dottie.” Nelle took a deep breath, knowing her mother wasn’t going to like what she was about to say next. “I did go someplace with Dottie, though, and I caught a ride home with the Jeppsens.”

Her mother’s eyebrows lifted into a furious arch. “The Jeppsens? They were at the horse races.”

“Yes,” Nelle said, her voice rough. “That’s where I went with Dottie.”

Her mother folded her arms and stared at Nelle, not saying a thing, though her disappointment was plain on her face.

“I’m sorry I didn’t let you know earlier. It was foolish of me,” Nelle said, taking a deep breath. “Dottie thought it would be a good place to see people before the summer,” she added. “I ran into Mitch Barlow there. He had asked me to dance at the Christmas ball, and I have always been fond of him.”

Her mother’s expression softened with interest. “I didn’t know you were hung up on Mr. Barlow. Why did you go chasing after him at such a detestable place as the horse races—with crowds, dust, and the unavoidable smell of sweating horses?”

If Nelle hadn’t been so distraught over Mitch, she might have laughed at her mother’s aversion to any smell that was even slightly unpleasant.

“And,” her mother continued, “why did you not tell Father or me? You know Father wouldn’t have allowed his daughter to show up unattended like that.”

“Dottie was with me most of the time,” Nelle said, although she knew this would be of little comfort to her mother and even less to her father. She looked down at her twisting hands. “I regret every moment of it. Not only was I less than honest with you but I also discovered Mitch Barlow’s true character when he kissed me.”

Her mother gasped, and Nelle wanted to gasp at this herself. She hadn’t expected to be quite so forthright, especially with her own mother.

“He—kissed you? Where? When?”

“In the barn past the stables,” Nelle said, looking down at her full cup of tea. If only her heart could be as still as the liquid inside her cup.

“Did he declare his intentions? His devotion?” Her mother’s voice quavered. It seemed as if she knew what Nelle was about to say.

“No, Mother,” Nelle said, her own voice tremulous. “He was...he thought I wanted him to kiss me. He thought I’d welcome it. There were no declarations. And when I put a stop to it, he seemed quite surprised that I’d do so.”

“Oh, Nelle.” Her mother grasped her hand. “I’m afraid some things we have to learn the hard way. You should have never gone to the races without permission. Father will be livid about Mr. Barlow. He’ll make a visit—”

“I don’t want Father to know,” Nelle cut in. “Please, Mother. I don’t want to make it such a big deal. Women kiss men all the time nowadays, and it means nothing half of the time.”

“It does not mean nothing,” her mother insisted. A red stain had crept up her neck. “Mr. Barlow is a player—most men are at some point in their lives—but you are my daughter as well, and I will not let you be mistreated.”

“Let’s forget it ever happened,” Nelle said. She raised the hot tea to her lips and swallowed the soothing liquid. She closed her eyes as it traveled down her throat. “Dottie will laugh at me if I tell her.”

“Dottie needs to get married for her own good,” her mother said.

Nelle couldn’t agree more. But then, where would that leave her? Without her best friend? Their friendship wouldn’t be the same once Dottie married.

“What about the musicale?” her mother asked. “He’s on the invitation list.”

“I told him about it and invited him. But that was before...before...I suppose he’s not coming now,” she said. “I don’t think my rejection will be taken easily.”

Her mother leaned back, a rare moment of breaking her straight posture. “It can’t be changed now. We’ll proceed with the musicale. Father mentioned that Mr. Gifford has been asking after you—”

“Mother,” Nelle said. “I’ll be all right. We’ll have the musicale, and it will be a wonderful night, with or without Mr. Barlow.” What a difference a few hours had made. She’d been beside herself with excitement earlier to invite Mitch to her home. Now, she hoped to never see him again.

“Well, then.” Her mother straightened again. “I don’t suppose you want to go to the Sorensons’ for dinner tonight? They’ve invited all of us.”

“I’d rather stay home,” Nelle said, for she was looking forward to a long bath and perhaps, a bit of a cry.

Her mother patted her hand again. “Very well, dear. We won’t return until rather late—you know how Mrs. Sorenson likes to go on and on. The poor woman has knee trouble and doesn’t get out much.”

Nelle smiled absently, her thoughts already a thousand miles away.
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Chapter Four
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Nelle woke with a start and tried to figure out why. Her bedroom was still quite dark—so it was still the middle of the night. She stayed under the covers for a moment, but her sense of unease wouldn’t dissipate. She climbed out of bed and pulled on her robe. She felt with her feet for her plush slippers and stepped into them. Then she padded to her door and opened it.

All was quiet and dark in the corridor. She continued along the corridor until she reached the top of the stairs that led to the main hall. She listened for the steady, soft swing of the pendulum clock, which she was familiar with, but only absolute silence reigned.

Slowly, she made her way down the stairs, her eyes becoming accustomed to the darkness. She paused before the clock, peering at the time. The clock had stopped at 12:05 a.m.

“Oh,” a woman’s voice said.

Nelle startled and turned to see their housekeeper, Mrs. Brown. She wore a dark-colored robe over her long, white nightgown. Her hair fell in a long braid over her shoulder, a white lace cap perching on her head.

“I thought you might be your mother,” Mrs. Brown said, tugging her cap more firmly over her hair. “She’s not home yet.”

Surprise shot through Nelle. According to the stopped clock, it was at least after midnight. “What time is it?”

“About a quarter after twelve, I’d say.” Mrs. Brown turned on the electric lamp in the hallway, then she turned back to Nelle. “I’m surprised they didn’t send home a note. Perhaps they decided to spend the night at the Sorensons’.”

“That would be highly unusual,” Nelle remarked, mostly to herself.

Mrs. Brown’s gaze, which reflected in the light, agreed with Nelle.

The sound of a carriage came from outside, and Nelle’s shoulders sagged in relief. “They’re here.”

Mrs. Brown smiled and nodded, then she led the way to the front door. The housekeeper swung the door open as the carriage came to a stop.

It wasn’t Nelle’s father or mother who stepped down from the carriage, but a man dressed in a dark uniform—the constable.

Nelle’s mind raced through all the possibilities as to why the constable would show up in the middle of the night and why her parents hadn’t come home yet from their dinner party.

“Miss Thompson?” the constable said as he walked up the steps.

“Yes,” Nelle said in a faint voice. She was suddenly grateful for Mrs. Brown’s presence. Without really comprehending what she was doing, she grasped Mrs. Brown’s arm.

“I’m sorry to disturb you at this late hour, but I have urgent news,” he said, taking off his bowler hat. Nelle watched his fingers wrap around the brim as he held it against his chest. “Your parents were in an accident tonight,” he said, his tone sounding gentle in its deepness.

Nelle’s eyes snapped up to his face. His expression told her the rest of his news wasn’t good either. “No,” she whispered as she stepped back, pulling Mrs. Brown with her.

“I’m afraid both of your parents were killed,” the constable said. “I’m very sorry, miss.”

Numbness spread through Nelle, and she wanted him to take back his words...to have never spoken them at all, to have never come to her home in that carriage of his. She hated the way his eyes filled with concern, as if he thought she might faint, and the way his lips moved as he continued to speak, offering his condolences.

What did he know of death? Did he actually see her parents?

“Where are they?” she managed to get out.

“Their bodies are being transported to the morgue.”

Bodies? Her parents weren’t bodies. They were living people. They were her parents. “I...I want to see them.”

“Nelle,” Mrs. Brown said, wrapping an arm about her waist. “Let’s get you inside and sit down. You’ve had a shock.” The tremor in the woman’s voice told Nelle that Mrs. Brown was in shock as well.

Moments later, Nelle found herself in the front sitting room, a roaring fire in the hearth, a cup of tea in her hands, and Mrs. Brown fussing over her, trying to bring her comfort. But Nelle didn’t want any of this. She wanted to wake up in the morning and greet both of her parents at breakfast. She didn’t want the gaping hole in her heart to continue to expand.

The constable stood in the doorway, speaking quietly with the butler. Two housemaids were also awake now, coming in and out of the room. Nelle supposed they were the ones that brought the tea, the ones that lit the fire...

“I need to see my parents,” Nelle told Mrs. Brown.

The housekeeper squeezed her hand and shook her head. “We must stay here and do as the constable asks.”

Nelle pulled her hand away from Mrs. Brown and rose to her feet. “I need to see my parents.”

The constable turned at the sound of her raised voice. His mouth pulled into a frown as if he were about to deny Nelle’s request.

She walked toward the constable. “Please, sir, take me to my parents.” The butler simply watched her with his calm blue eyes.

“Nelle—” Mrs. Brown started.

But the constable held up his hand. “Very well, miss. I’ll take you to see them if you think you’re ready to. Doesn’t look like any of us are sleeping tonight anyway.”

It wasn’t long before Nelle and Mrs. Brown were sitting in the carriage with the constable, heading out to the main road. The streets were quiet, and the moon shone halfheartedly, not adding much to the glowing lampposts. There was a chill in the air and the smell of dampness
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