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Prologue: The House Speaks




Come closer. 

Yes, you. Don’t linger out on the sidewalk like a stranger. The verandah is wide, and the evening air along Chadwick Boulevard is especially pleasant tonight. Sit for a moment and enjoy the view. Tansy Hollow is quite lovely at this hour, is it not?

So vibrant. So alive.

These days the city proudly calls itself America’s Gay Mecca, and people arrive from everywhere hoping to find exactly what they’ve been missing.

Love.

Freedom.

Adventure.

Sometimes they even find it.

But before you lose yourself in the glow of the present, there is something you should understand.

The story you are about to hear belongs to this modern age… yet it did not begin here.

Oh no.

It began nearly two hundred years ago, with a man named Angus and a woman named Guinevere—two souls whose passions, betrayals, and secrets seeped so deeply into these walls that time itself never quite managed to wash them away.

You see, houses remember things.

Footsteps.

Whispers in the dark.

Promises made in bed and broken before morning.

I remember them all.

This house—my house—has watched lovers arrive with trembling anticipation and depart with hearts either awakened… or shattered.

Some passions bloom here.

Others curdle into revenge.

Time, I have discovered, does very little to quiet either one.

And so the ghosts remain.

Not all ghosts are dead, of course.

Some simply refuse to let go.

The living residents of the House of Chadwick would very much like to believe they control their own destinies. That the past has nothing to do with the choices they make beneath this roof.

Poor things.

They rarely understand how desire truly works.

How easily a glance can become a longing.

How quickly longing becomes obsession.

How often obsession turns into fate.

Soon you will meet two men living here now—Guy and Charles.

They believe their story is just beginning.

In a way, they are right.

But the truth is far more interesting than that.

Their story began long before either of them was born.

It began with Angus.

And Guinevere.

Their love… their betrayal… their ruin.

All of it still lingers here, waiting patiently for the next hearts foolish enough to walk through my doors.

Turn the page.

Let me show you where it all started.

And do be careful. Some loves refuse to stay buried.

The past has a remarkable habit of reaching forward… when it finds something it wants.








  
  

Chapter one

The Tragic Past





“It’s a beautiful city! More beautiful than I’d imagined.” 

In 1790, the year of the first census in the United States, Jasper and Ava Davies Chadwick of Staffordshire County, England, set sail to the New World, where they wished to settle. 

From the beginning, they’d set their sights on Philadelphia.

“Beautiful it may be, but it’s so cold!” Ava shivered beneath her coat, a beautifully tailored leather and fur garment she’d purchased in Liverpool. She and her husband, both of them adventurous spirits, were impressed by America’s stern and spirited gumption to take on King George’s army. Often, as once-loyal British subjects, they were struck by the feeling that their fellow countrymen and women had grown too self-confident in their wealth and their standing in the world. 

Well, America had brought the “bloody Brits” down a notch or two.

The Chadwicks were persons of means. When they married, almost twenty years ago, Ava brought to the relationship quite a large dowry. Jasper hailed from an aristocratic family, and had learned skills that were useful both in their mother country as well as the colonies. No one could say he'd been spoiled. He'd learned several languages, carpentry and agriculture, including animal husbandry. 

Wealthy or not, Jasper was never too proud to work hard.

“Our lives will be far more purposeful in the colonies than they've ever been in England." Jasper advocated hard to convince his family to make the journey. Not that spunky Ava had required much coaxing. She was ready to go from the start.

Accompanying them were their three sons—Laurence, nineteen; Brodie, seventeen; and Angus, their youngest, fourteen. Convincing them to uproot their lives and travel across the sea to establish new lives in a new world—it was hardly a chore. The whole idea of it intrigued the adventurous lads.

“This is hardly the welcome I expected.” Laurence pulled his coat close around his neck. “The climate is bitter cold. And the people here resent us. They seem friendly until we speak. Then, their attitudes change the moment our tongues reveal where we’re from.”

“Well, Father. There’s nothing to keep us here.” Jasper glanced at Angus, who leaned against a hitching post. He looked sullen and angry—a typical look for his youngest son. “If we head southward, we may still encounter the cold. But it will not be nearly as severe as in this region.” 

Jasper glanced at his wife. “What do you think, Ava? Should we listen to the lad?”

“We have the resources,” she said with a gentle smile. “Besides, the boys look so miserable.” She touched her husband’s arm. “We aren't particularly happy, either. We have choices in these colonies. We should avail ourselves of the best ones.”

Brodie scowled. “Must we stand here and freeze while we conduct a family conference destined to lead nowhere? Or would it be possible to execute a fast plan and get out of the North Pole?”

Jasper pointed at a general store nearby. “Brodie and Angus, step into the store to keep warm. Laurence, accompany your mother and me down to the dock, where we may hire someone to transport us southward.”

“Boys?" Ava cast Brodie and Angus her sternest look. "Please don’t leave the store before we return. Do you understand me?"

Ava, Jasper and Laurence walked briskly to the dock. There, they inquired about transportation to the South. Several fishermen, their eyes averted, shook their heads with a brusque “No” to the family's inquiry. 

Just before they’d given up, they encountered a man in a tattered boat who, after being awakened from a nap, listened to the Chadwicks’ dilemma. 

“Aye, I think I can help you out. How many passengers did you say?”

“The three of us,” Laurence said. “And my two brothers.”

“My mathematics ain't too good, but I’d say that’s five. Am I right?”

Laurence nodded.

“Do you have Yankee money?” the man asked through a yawn.

“We do.” Laurence saw his father touching his breeches, to ensure the family money was still in his pocket.

“Well, I could part with this old dinghy,” the man, who refused to disclose his name, said. “I would surrender it for about two hundred pence.”

“Two hundred pence! That’s an old boat, sir.”

The man shrugged. “Well, that’s my price. Take it or leave it. I have no stock either way.”

Jasper glanced at Ava, then at Laurence who shrugged. 

“And is this vessel sufficiently seaworthy to get us along the Delaware River?”

The man scowled. “An old boat is a dependable boat. Besides, the Delaware River won’t get you all the way to the South, my friend.”

“We weren’t counting on that, sir.”

“That’s a wise man, then. You want my suggestion?”

Jasper nodded. 

“Sail the Delaware River until you get to a village called New Netherland. There, you’ll find someone willing to sell you the horses and carriage you need to complete your journey. It’s best to head south on land. Otherwise, you’ll change waterways more times than a man can count. You'll be bound to get lost. Some of the wet passages are quite treacherous and the odds of getting off course much higher.”

They returned to the store where Brodie and Angus waited for them. After purchasing a few supplies for their journey, they immediately set sail for the New Jersey village. 

The quaint settlement offered no challenge in finding a good Christian gentleman to sell them two horses and a carriage large enough to transport the entire family comfortably. 

“Jasper, the boys are exhausted,” Ava said immediately after Jasper paid the seller, who introduced himself as Forrest, for the horses and carriage. 

“Is there a reputable place where my family and I could get a good night’s sleep?" Jasper asked. "And if so, perhaps you'd be so kind as to keep our purchases safe until tomorrow morning.”

Forrest scratched his head. “There’s a hostel down at the end of the street. Husband-and-wife proprietors run it. They do a good job keeping it homey. They might ask you a few probing questions to make sure you’re the sorts of people to whom they prefer to extend their hospitality.” Forrest chuckled. “The wife is a darn good cook, too.”

The hostel was as warm and inviting as Forrest said it would be. After they checked in, the wife asked if they had eaten anything that day. 

“A little jerky and bread,” Jasper said. “I don’t need much. But the boys are probably starving.”

“Boys never stop eating. And you certainly need more than you’ve had. After you settle into your rooms, just come on down to the kitchen. I’ll see what I can put together. I don’t like my guests going to bed hungry.”

After the hostel owner carried their bags into their suite, Ava coughed—a wet, lingering cough. Jasper passed her his handkerchief. When she returned it to him, he noticed a spot of blood.

“How long has this been happening?” he asked. 

“I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about,” Ava replied. “I developed a cough on the ship from Liverpool.”

“But Ava. It’s blood. Don’t you see that?”

For a moment, her face flashed annoyance, but just as suddenly, that annoyance vanished. 

“I’m sure it’s nothing, Jasper. Only a reaction to the chill.”

The next morning, the family said goodbye to the hostel's proprietors. As Ava took Brodie’s hand and climbed into the carriage, she coughed again. Unnoticed by Ava, brown mucus landed on her sleeve. Angus and Brodie glanced at each other before they moved to the opposite side of the carriage.

Their mother seemed extremely tired, although everyone reported having slept like babies at the hostel. Her husband noticed that Ava had merely nibbled at her eggs during breakfast and left her bacon on the plate. She did, however, manage to consume half of a piece of toast.

Though young, Brodie knew enough of the world to be worried. For that reason, he asked to speak with his father when they stopped for a rest.

“Besides the physical symptoms of illness, Father, she’s not acting like Mother at all,” Brodie said. “I’ve never known any woman with as much energy as our mother has. Not true now. In the carriage, she takes no interest in conversation. Most of the journey, even over rough terrain, she sleeps a restless sleep, full of woeful moaning. Both Angus and I have heard awful wheezing, and sometimes, she awakens from her sleep begging for blankets because she is freezing.”

Without a word, Jasper stepped away from his son to wait for Ava to return from her hike into the forest to relieve herself. Brodie stared after his father, then sat on the trunk of a fallen tree. Soon, Ava returned. He watched what appeared to be an intense conversation between his parents.

Laurence approached Brodie and placed a firm hand on his brother’s shoulder. “Is there dissension between Mother and Father?” Laurence asked. 

Brodie sighed. “I alerted our father of Mother’s malaise. He simply walked away without a word.” Brodie surveyed the landscape. “Where is Angus? He has vanished since we first stopped.”

Laurence chuckled. “You know how restless that chap is. As we are speaking, he probably sits in the forest somewhere, marveling at the gait of a centipede. He’ll return to regale us with all manner of questions and observations. Unfortunately, his concentration on the mysteries of science will likely result in his impoverished future. Of what use is such an interest?”

The young men heard shuffling to Brodie’s left. They turned to face their father. Ava stood about fifteen paces behind him.

Jasper opened his mouth to speak to the perplexities of his wife’s illness. Then, he too noticed Angus' absence. “Where is your brother? I haven’t seen him since we stopped some fifteen minutes go.”

“I’m right here, Father.” Angus’s voice materialized out of the blue. “I heard a noise in the forest and followed it. I found a bobcat searching for a meal, and decided to watch him in his search. I hope I did nothing wrong.”

“Of course not,” Jasper said. “Only that we are preparing to leave, my boy.”

“Then I promise to stay in one place until we do, Father.”

Jasper smiled and tousled his youngest son’s hair.

And then, an uncomfortable silence, followed by Jasper’s hesitating speech. “I would prefer not to steer the carriage for the rest of our journey,” he said. “Brodie and Laurence? I wish for you to share driving responsibilities.”

“What about me?” Angus interrupted.

Jasper touched his son’s hand. “Not yet, Angus. Not yet. You should acquire another year or two of experience before you’re ready. Enjoy your youth; it’s not something to be shed quickly or carelessly.”

Angus kept silent, but it was clear to them all how unsatisfied he felt.

“What’s wrong, Father?” Laurence asked.

“Your mother is very sick. Probably took ill while we sailed from Liverpool. I think her illness may be consumption, though I've not called out my suspicion. Nor should you. But it’s best not to sit in crowded spaces with a consumption victim. From here on out, I will accompany Ava inside of the carriage. You boys should take turns sitting across from her inside the carriage. Take great care to cover your nose and mouth with a piece of cloth. Any expulsion from your poor mother could make you sick, as well, without such barriers. The other two will pilot the carriage, one as watch with the other guiding with the reins. Do I make myself clear?”

Silence. Then, Angus' timid voice interrupted: “Is Mother going to be well again?”

Both Brodie and Laurence saw their father’s eyes mist. “That is my prayer, young Angus.”

But Jasper’s prayer did not receive the answer he coveted. 

In two days, as the family crossed into the Virginia Territory, Ava drew her final breath. By the time they arrived in Morristown, North Carolina—a town soon to be renamed Asheville—the three young Chadwicks had lost their father as well. 

***


There was no other way of describing Angus Chadwick, now grown into adulthood. 

Angus was a “beautiful man,” as Jaden, Lawrence's and Lacey's freak of a child, labeled him. With a thick crop of blond hair and jarringly gray eyes, along with a fair complexion more characteristic of a demure woman, he was otherwise the epitome of Olympian, masculine beauty. 

As the youngest Chadwick brother, Angus remained at Old Pine River Estate, the original Chadwick family home now occupied by Laurence and Lacey, several years following Brodie’s marriage and departure to build his Prosperity House estate. 

During his time living with his older brother and his wife, Angus fell all too willingly into the role of an older playmate to Jaden.

Jaden was a moody intersexed individual whose preoccupation with their “uniqueness” had subsided as puberty approached. Jaden seemed to have accepted the uncertainty of their gender. If once Jaden’s mood was characterized by a great giddiness and a propensity for humorous anecdotes, hours later a person might find Jaden quite melancholy and in need of human succor.

And yet Jaden loved Angus more than any other family member. Angus was the most accepting of any of the Chadwicks. The duo also enjoyed a sense of camaraderie, a bond that bore no label because neither possessed the words for it. At times, Jaden, during their most carefree moments, would call Angus Angela. Angus did not object. He, too, would laugh, though Angus warned Jaden that this code name should be shared with no one. "Family and society would frown on it."

To which Jaden replied: "I know all about society's and family’s frowns."

Later, as Angus expressed no animosity in the gentle teasing, Angela was modified to Angie, always used with much lovingkindness and often accompanied by a warm embrace.

Though Angus and Jaden spent as much time as they could together, that time would ultimately diminish, as Angus faced decisions of tremendous gravity that bore heavily on his future. 

Much to Laurence’s chagrin, Angus had rejected the idea of being a farmer. Tansy Hollow—at least, back then—was very much an agrarian community. But Angus wanted more; he wanted less taxing work that would sustain him. He also wished to remove himself from the slavery debate that was part and parcel of Tansy Hollow's political life. Angus held a firm position on the issue. Because he had to remain in good graces with Laurence, who provided a roof over his head, Angus kept that he found even the concept of slavery appalling his own secret. The institution was inhuman. Profane. He thought: If there were a God—he would never admit, not in Tansy Hollow, that none existed—He would condemn slavery and even the landowners who exploited human beings for free labor.

Then, a surprising request. 

Laurence wanted an audience with his youngest brother as soon as possible. Angus worried that Laurence might have plans to evict him.

After dinner, the two men retired to the drawing room. As Angus passed Jaden, who seemed to struggle getting Lacey’s feast down—“it’s delicious, Mother, as always. But I have no appetite”—Jaden’s face exposed an expression of sympathy and apprehension, as though fearful of their father’s agenda.

“I desire to talk to you about your future.” With those words, Laurence offered Angus a glass of his finest whiskey. Angus thought it best not to indulge, and thus to keep a clear head about him.

“I see. And what about my future should we discuss?”

“You are just shy of twenty-six years. An age well within the viability of a man to be married. Have you considered the wonderful institution, Angus?”

“Have I—considered what, brother?” 

“Have you considered marriage, for heaven’s sake!”

Angus shook his head, thinking perhaps he should have accepted his brother’s offer of a whiskey after all.

“Well, if you are not desirous of a wife—”

“Never did those words once escape my lips,” Angus interrupted. “I have yet to meet a woman who shares my interests. That’s not to say I have no interest in finding such a woman.”

Laurence pushed his empty glass aside, in favor of his pipe. “Twenty-six, my young brother. It bears repeating. Sometimes, a man cannot find a wife deserving or desirous of him. And sometimes, the equation is reversed. However, it would not be imprudent to decide upon a suitable vocation, even as you wait for the right woman to stumble into your arms.”

Those last few words, Laurence delivered sarcastically.

***


Angus had not felt this excited in a very long time. After Laurence awarded him his share of the Chadwick estate, thanks to his parents’ sad, permanent departure, Laurence and his wife Lacey invited him into the parlor for a cognac.

“Angus, your brother and I wish to extend our hospitality for as long as you need,” Lacey said. Laurence, seated on her left, beamed at her, his wonderful prize of a wife. It was her idea to ask Angus if he needed to remain at Old Pine River Estate as a family boarder while he prepared his downtown store for its grand opening. “Besides your being a most pleasant brother-in-law, a constant beacon of kindness and good nature, you also bring such pleasure to our young Jaden, who finds life to be a challenging crucible. You are a wonderful friend and uncle to the youngster.”

“Jaden is a delight. It is a pity so few have the opportunity to enjoy Jaden’s charming company.”

Laurence cleared his throat. “Lacey and I are quite aware it will take some time to prepare your shop for opening—and quite a lot of physical stamina. Setting up housekeeping at the same time you are maneuvering your way into complete manhood—well, it would be overwhelming.”

“I have no doubt that it would.”

Lacey reached for her husband’s hand. “If our family can be of any useful service, we just need to hear it from your lips. We will then come to your aid.”

“Have you decided what to call your shop, brother?”

Angus blushed, unused to being the center of attention—at least, since his parents had died. “Though the name is not firm, I am in favor of A. Chadwick, Dry Goods and Novelties.” He chuckled. “But I am certainly receptive to better ideas.”

It was the first time Angus experienced respect from Laurence. He felt humbled by it. Humbled, and in some small way, proud—proud of himself, and proud to be a Chadwick.

When he woke the next morning, Angus felt that some ephemeral change had swept over him as he slept. He was destined to become a businessman when for so long he longed for a vision to give him vocational guidance.

But now, the only vision to be seen stood at the foot of his bed. Jaden was holding a turtle out to Angus, a very disgruntled turtle who snapped at the air.

“You know, Jaden, what your mother has said, again and again, about bringing wild animals into the house.”

“You are my mother’s deputy now?”

“Of course not, Jaden. Lacey needs no deputy, that’s for certain. But you should obey the rules of the house.”

Jaden scowled. “I fear I broke a rule or two by virtue of my birth alone.”

Angus turned his head away. He had grown tired of Jaden’s self-deprecation over their anomalous biological sex. 

Jaden dropped the turtle into their blouse. “I’m sorry, Uncle Angie. I will try to be more respectful and obedient." The words were contradicted by Jaden's sarcasm. "And while I know you must report to the store, I am hoping that we might spend some time exploring the vast acreage surrounding our house.”

For the first time, Angus felt annoyance and offense at Jaden’s regard of him as, simply, Angie.

Apparently, Jaden sensed their uncle’s disapproval. 

“I thought you found my moniker for you amusing, uncle,” Jaden said. “You know that, in my heart, I have no intent for offense. It is a homage to my affection for you.”

Brusquely, Angus skirted Jaden’s apology. “I have much preparation left to my shop. Perhaps another day for diversions?”

Jaden nodded. But Angus noticed how deflated Jaden seemed even as the youngster shuffled from the room.

Angus hoped his annoyance at Jaden was not the beginning of a permanent distaste for the child. After all, Angus had a day full of errands before him while day laborers continued to prepare for the shop’s grand opening. As the young entrepreneur contemplated goods that might draw in crowds of patrons, he knew he would need to identify artisans, farmers and others willing to sell their discounted wares to the shop. By nature, the fairer sex enjoyed more leisure time for shopping. Even when they searched for family necessities, they were just as likely to be drawn to a comely frock. Consequently, he recruited three seamstresses to stock his store with feminine fashion. And where there were women, youngsters were likely to accompany them. Even with the strictest of parents, a child under maternal supervision was likely to influence a mother’s decisions about toys, the only way to provide diversion to children of a certain age. Angus knew of a small number of toymakers in town and hastened to present his needs to each of them. Even Brodie, prouder of his younger brother than he had ever been before, agreed to supply livestock feed to Angus, “at a substantial family discount. I always have an overabundance of corn, suitable for keeping the pigs fed, especially.” And then, with a twinkle in his eye, followed by a good-natured slap on the shoulder by his much-cherished wife, Fiona: “I’m always happy to send our reclusive daughter, Leith, to help you in the store. Not to provide any physical labor, of course. But my wife has tutored our lovely daughter well in the supervisory arts.”

Weeks passed. Miraculously, the store materialized. Angus even hired an artist to paint an exquisite sign sporting the name of his enterprise: A. CHADWICK: DRY GOODS, NOVELTIES, SEEDS AND GIFTS.

Angus had never felt prouder than he was at the moment of the dedication of his store to the citizens of Tansy Hollow. It was an attractive store, its storefront warmly inviting. Its window left no doubt as to what merchandise shoppers would find within the walls of the shop. Shoppers who, impatiently and at this very moment, waited for the babbling mayor, who praised Angus Chadwick for his contribution to the business enterprises of Tansy Hollow, a “fair and friendly town in the foothills of this great state.”

And then, the biggest surprise of all.

“Mr. Angus Chadwick, I am honored to make this announcement after town council's unanimous vote. During our meeting two nights ago, my sincere recommendation to change the name of the street on which your wonderful store is located was approved. No longer Boundary Street, but herewith and for all time, Chadwick Boulevard.”

Then, to Angus, before he opened the shop’s front door and allowed all the shoppers to pour in, the mayor presented to him the key to the city.

***


Months after he received the key to the city, Angus wasn’t sleeping well. 

Often, he climbed into his bed only to stare at the ceiling, longing for sleep. Perhaps what was worrying him the most was that, at twenty-seven, he still lived with his brother, Laurence, and Laurence's wife, Lacey, who seemed to love him even more than his brothers did. Furthermore, Angus had no soulmate, and no current prospects waiting in the wings. 

Not that he cared. But it seemed there were quite a few citizens who did.

And then there was Jaden, another thorn in his side.

As much as Angus adored this special creature, caught in a developmental purgatory, he'd wearied somewhat of Jaden.

Jaden was part of his disaffection with his own life. But there were other parts, too. Angus’ shop, concluding its first year, brought in so many patrons, earning him an enviable amount of money. So enviable that he thought he might purchase a parcel of land on which to construct the area’s third Chadwick house. But here it was, summer in Tansy Hollow, following what should have been a robust spring. 

Yet, now, when Angus analyzed his ledger books, he could only conclude that his store was losing money. 

Not a disastrous amount. 

Not even an alarming amount. 

Just a—concerning—amount. 

Angus suspected continued success relied on more than changing the store's appearance or its targeted consumers.

The reason for declining business, he worried, lay solidly on his shoulders.

Patrons that visited his shop now seemed detached. Not from the shopping experience, but from him. They greeted him with smiles that no longer seemed genuine.

But why?

Soon, a conversation with Jaden convinced him that the reason may rest under his nose.

“Angus, I overheard a sampling of conversation between my parents never intended for my ears. Can we talk in confidence?”

“Of course.”

“They are concerned about the fact that you are rapidly approaching an age beyond which bachelorhood is deemed suspect. They are worried that your business will suffer because, without a virtuous woman by your side, the town will begin to question your status as a wholesome citizen of the community.” Jaden lay their hand against Angus’ knee. “And then, my parents issued a personal insult. Is it not enough, my father mused, that our own child will never be embraced into gentle humanity? And now, there's Angus, who, unlike Jaden, enjoys the agency of an adult, yet is determined to follow the pattern of a perverse adult life.”

“What precipitated such idle gossip? Did one of my patrons complain to Laurence or Lacey?”

Jaden took a breath.

“I don't know with certainty. But there have been rumblings of discontent about your lifestyle that many call—charitably—unorthodox. People want to see—corrections—made in your life.”

Finally, despite his troublesome obsessions, Angus fell into a restless sleep. Several times, he woke with a start. He saw himself on the streets of Tansy Hollow with nowhere to lay his head. No one to extend a hand in human kindness. No hearty bosom on which to lie. A shop in disarray, a shop abandoned, its proprietor in shame as wood rotted and townspeople worked to destroy his reputation and his business.

Finally, the sun rose. 

Mercifully, he woke.

He thought he'd discovered his solution.

He needed to find a good woman.

And, once finding her, he would marry her.

***


Shortly before Angus’ assistant arrived for her shift at A. Chadwick, into the shop entered a lovely woman—quite gorgeous, actually—interested in frocks and blouses. 

“The more stylish, the better. I'm especially interested in those suited for parties and balls,” she said, then issued a forlorn sigh. “Sometimes I feel as a prisoner must in this conventional village. Fortunately, I met a woman who recommended a visit to your quaint shop for a more exclusive selection. Do you, sir, keep women's elegant garments in generous supply?”

Angus found himself amused by her coquettish personality, embellished all the more by her lilting voice which he found appealing. Angus guessed her age to be in the mid-twenties. Her accent placed her origin in the United Kingdom, though he couldn’t quite discern an exact area.

“Absolutely, madam. We have a number of fine items made by local, talented seamstresses.” Their eyes, both pairs sparkling grey, met.

The woman extended her soft hand. “My name, kind sir, is Guinevere Wells. Though I’ve lived in the colonies for several years, I'm originally from Wales, which, I know, makes my surname sound like a ridiculously childish pararhyme.”

Intrigued, Angus shook his head. “Not at all. Actually, I find the coincidence quite appealing.” He cleared his throat. “Please. Forgive my rudeness. My name is Angus Chadwick, your humble servant and the proprietor of the shop.”

“And a wonderful, refreshing oasis it is.”

Angus blushed. He led Guinevere to the ladies table. “Please, Miss Wells. Do let me know if you need assistance.”

“Thank you. It would give me great pleasure if you called me Ginny.”

“And you should call me Angus, ma'am.”

***


Ginny and Angus became fast friends. Angus’ frequent absences were noticed at Old Pine River estate, especially by his intersexed protégé, Jaden.

“Am I to suffer your absence again?” Jaden’s voice rose in angry confrontation. “During the past week, we've had only one opportunity for conversation. I am beginning to feel I—I have fallen out of your favor, Angus. As you must know, you are more than a family member to me.” 

Angus touched Jaden’s arm, which Jaden pulled abruptly away.

“Have I withheld the fact that I will not forever reside here? I have stayed far too long already. Just ask your generous parents. Now, I have met a woman in whom I have a sincere interest. Was it not you who warned me of malicious town gossip? Of my suffering reputation? In Ginny, I see a woman who is not only likeable but also a potential influence in advancing my career.”

Angus took Jaden’s hand in his. “But that does not mean my adoration for you dwindles, or that I love you any less, Jaden. Can you not try to be happy for me?”

“Are you to be married?”

Angus sighed. “Oh, Jaden, we are nowhere near a discourse on that weighty commitment. Besides, I suspect she may not be a proponent of the institution. She’s a free spirit. For now, we are more than content to be friends."

***


And friends they became. 

Frequently together, both privately and publicly, Ginny and Angus shared bawdy jokes and sang lascivious songs. The townspeople who witnessed their behaviors reacted in unpredictable ways. Some praised them as a lovely, entertaining couple. Others scorned them as arrogant and narcissistic, determined to shock their fellow citizens. 

What no one regarded with amused dismissal or indulgence was Angus’ frequent presence at Ginny’s apartment, where she lived alone. But unknown to the people of Tansy Hollow was that Ginny and Angus were merely fulfilling a mission. She intended to teach Angus the French minuet and the English Country Dance in order to have a reliable dance partner at Tansy Hollow's frequent balls.

Soon after their friendship began, Angus found his profits increasing considerably. He was convinced that people generally placed more stock in the nonconformity the couple displayed than in the misfortune of his bachelorhood.

Which Angus intended to end—with Ginny’s cooperation.

At the conclusion of a lively dance lesson in preparation for the annual autumn celebration, Angus posed the question.

Slowly, Angus sank onto a single knee. “Ginny? You among all other women are dearest to my heart. Will you honor me by elevating my happiness even more by agreeing to become my bride?”

His earnest question was followed by an outburst of laughter. Ginny demurely covered her mouth.

“Why do you find my question so amusing?”

Ginny embraced Angus, but Angus refused to reciprocate. 

“I’m sorry, my friend. Truly, I am. But as fond of you as I am, I have never thought of you in a marital way. In fact, I have given marriage absolutely no thought at any point in my life. I consider it bourgeoise to a fault.”

His cheeks blazing red, Angus stormed from the room. Ginny heard the downstairs door slam and realized her awful mistake of stamping hard on a young man’s dream.

Three weeks passed with no contact between the two. For both Ginny and Angus, time crept by. Ginny sank into a melancholy she could not escape. She pined for her friend and dance partner—Angus displayed such natural talent on the dance floor!—even as she began to reconsider Angus’ proposal.

Angus, too, was in torment. Rather than dark preoccupation, he found himself trapped in contrariness, anger and sometimes, boundless rage. When Laurence and Lacey greeted him each morning, they feared an outburst from the shamed Angus.

Even Jaden, a creature who more and more felt humanity slipping away from her, feared the worst. Angus had provided a bridge back to humanity, only to have reclaimed his gift with his temper.

“Our friendship has lasted for years, Mother,” Jaden said, weeping in Lacey’s arms. “And now, I am treated like dung stuck fast to a man’s shoe.”

“I know, darling.” Lacey stroked Jaden’s soft hair in a rare demonstration of maternal affection, though she lived with the recognition that it was difficult to love what one cannot know. “I ask you to give your uncle the time he needs to find God’s plan in the sadness he feels over Ginny’s rejection. I am confident he will return to you an even better confidant.”

Not much time at all lapsed until Angus returned home with "the most wonderful news.”

Jaden relished their good luck.

“Last week, I received a letter from Ginny,” Angus said over Lacey's delicious dinner. “She asked to see me soon. I almost refused but what an awful mistake that would have been. She told me she had reconsidered my proposal. She also apologized for her rude reaction to it. After much consideration, she concluded that marriage was the only reasonable, rational next step in our journey together. Before she even finished speaking, I began weeping like a baby. Soon, we were in each other’s arms in anticipation of our wedding day.”

Angus apologized for “my despicable, unforgiveable behavior over the past several weeks. I know I have the responsibility of making financial amends for any valuables I may have destroyed during my tantrums.” Then, in turn, he wrapped each one—Laurence, Lacey and Jaden—in his arms. 

Jaden’s embrace, the tightest of them all.

In two short months, Angus and Ginny announced the auspicious date of their wedding.

Included in their announcement? Their intention to build another house of Chadwick to be located a few blocks from their shop, located at the dead end of the boulevard named for Angus Chadwick.

***


What hope he’d had when he first opened the shop. Hope that was well-founded, judging by the number of patrons who filed into the shop at its opening. Excitement when so many people said, in his store, on the streets and at social gatherings, that Tansy Hollow had always needed such an enterprise as his.

Those days were gone. All Angus had left now was his loss—their loss, for he could not eliminate his lovely wife from the equation. He'd reviewed the shop ledger several times, hoping for the discovery of mistakes which never appeared. Mistakes in his favor. Their favor. He was, after all, a man who fancied himself an expert at mathematics. 

As recently as six months ago, their losses began to multiply—not losses that threatened to put the store in the red, where it seemed to be now, but certainly heading toward that dire fate. For what else could happen when patrons no longer entered his shop and vendors refused to supply items for him? 

Wasn’t it only last month when he dismissed his last remaining employee, leaving the operation of the shop solely to him and Ginny?

“My place, Angus, is at home,” Ginny had reasoned. “My presence in the shop will attest to all of its impending failure. The humiliation will be too much. And the losses will continue, despite our embarrassment. Make no mistake.”

Angus turned to Ginny, his face crumpled with grief. “I’m sorry, my love. But desperation now guides my every decision. I have no idea what brings us such bad luck.”

“Of course, if my labor is what you require, I am at your service.”

Angus smiled. Still, Ginny noted the anxiety in his face. “Perhaps, Ginny, your charm and intriguing conversation might loosen the purse strings of those who happen into the shop." Then, wistfully, he mused: "That is, if anyone with a purse ventures inside.”

That night, the store closed with a mere two sales—low-ticket items, with little impact on their bottom line. Angus and Ginny, hand-in-hand, strolled home together. They felt little joy, even when they stepped inside their gorgeous home, as monetary concerns did not disappear with the close of a door.

Soon, Angus was struck by yet another perplexity. His wife, Ginny, once a vivacious, fun-loving woman, was growing detached and resigned. His wife's melancholia assaulted his self-esteem, even his masculinity. Was not commercial failure emasculating enough? Was not the compromise of a once respectable family name punishment enough? And yet, Ginny, paying lip service to a role of the supportive wife, sounded neither sincere nor even knowledgeable in the role. 

He understood that, as the male, he should be the household provider. And yet it was the provider he simply could not be.

He felt as worthless as a man with a palsy, an amputation or a dull brain.

What he wished for—and knew so well he could not have—was a friend. A sympathetic friend willing to listen to him, to his problems, his tribulations. To commiserate with him. Another man with the requisite intelligence and experience to provide advice of a specific kind.

In truth? Angus Chadwick had never before felt so isolated. So ostracized. So desperate. 

Desperate to rekindle his capacity for success. His bond with his wife. His reputation. 

As Angus Chadwick saw it, he had only one option left.

And an unpalatable one it was.

***


Angus stood at the front door of Prosperity House, waiting for a reply to his knock. Finally, it was answered by the lady of the house herself, the lovely Fiona Chadwick, Brodie's wife.

“Good day to you, Fiona.” Angus noticed a shadow, a dread of sorts, passing over her face. “I won’t waste your time with frivolous chatter, but rather get right to business. I'd like to talk with my brother about a matter of some urgency.”

Fiona laughed—a nervous stall to give herself time to consider how she might handle a brother Brodie had no desire to entertain. “Because of the recent fire which destroyed Laurence's house, two of your brothers reside here now. " Several months ago, a silly carelessness that Jaden committed ignited the original house. A home to replace it was now under construction. "To which do you wish to speak?”

Forwardly, Angus pushed his way into the foyer, then placed his hat on a hook. “Your husband, actually. Brodie, if you please.” 

“Certainly, Angus. He's upstairs in his office, preparing invoices or some such tedious nonsense. He's been exceptionally busy all day. I’ll check to see if he can visit with you now. Wait here.”

Boldly, Angus followed Fiona up the stairs. Her annoyed glance did not go unnoticed. Angus knew what was afoot. He knew she’d been warned against her tendency for overindulgent hospitality—like leading Brodie’s young brother to her husband’s office unannounced.

As Angus stood outside, Fiona stepped inside the door. “Sweetheart?”

Brodie looked up from his books. “Yes, Fiona?”

“Your brother, Angus. He would like a word with you.”

Before Fiona could announce Angus’ presence, Brodie frowned, a silent warning to remind her he should never again be so blindsided.

An expression Angus noticed as he stepped inside.

“There you are, brother,” Brodie said, his expression shifting immediately to pleasure. “Come in. I didn’t realize you were in the company of my dear wife. I’m delighted to see you.”

As Angus sat in the chair proffered to him, he glanced around the office. “I really like what you’ve done here.” He took in the shelves, the cabinets and the credenza his brother, an excellent carpenter, had crafted.

Brodie shrugged, but smiled, all the same, clearly pleased at Angus’ compliment. “My only regret is not constructing a larger office. But there was no way for me to anticipate the success of my enterprise, once it was up and running.”

“It was a great shame,” Angus said after clearing his throat, opting to ignore the shameful comparison of two brothers, “what happened to poor Laurence’s estate—though I was obliged to hear of it through the grapevine. I can’t imagine the remorse the culprit must have felt—must be feeling now. While I know Laurence and Lacey would never be so coarse as to blame their child, it does little, I’m quite sure, to reduce Jaden’s self-blame.” 

Brodie’s expression hardened. “Then perhaps it will teach her to approach events in her life with more caution. She was the villain who ignited the fire, after all.”

Angus crossed his legs. “I noticed you used the feminine pronoun in reference to Jaden. Has there been another development of which I was not apprised?”

“Jaden insists that she is, by nature and by choice, a member of the fairer sex. While I am surprised she didn’t choose a masculine identity, at least her family no longer has cause to ponder exactly what she is.”

“Nevertheless, it is a kind and generous gesture to take the family under your wing while their home is rebuilt.”

“Fiona had much to say about my—kindness and generosity.” Another shrug. Angus felt today might not have been the best opportunity to make his request but today, he could summon enough nerve. “At least,” Brodie continued, “reconstruction should require a short investment of time. With so many slaves in which Laurence has invested, why should it not?” A sardonic smile. “I'm sorry. I misspoke. Please keep that comment in confidence, as it violates a pact Laurence and I made to our wives.”

“A pact?”

“That we would not allow our disparate views of slavery to undermine the bonds of brotherly love.”

Angus squirmed in his chair, under the intense gaze of his brother. Now was the time to strike, despite the dread he felt.

“I shall go directly to the point, Brodie. Regardless of its source, your generosity, known throughout the community, elevates you in God’s eyes. It’s that attribute that brings me to your home today.”

“My generosity, eh? Is that what brings you?”

Angus inhaled, as though to draw energy from thin air. “Our store appears to be— Well, shall I just say it has become less than profitable. So much so that Ginny and I are the only laborers to remain, as I had no choice but to release all others from my employ.”

Brodie propped his elbows on his desk. He rested his chin in the heels of his hands. “Why did this happen? You were acquiring so much wealth early on. Everyone could see that.”

“Unfortunately, I have no theory to explain away our financial woes. I know, brother, that a good businessman searches for such things—and I have tried. All to no avail. I wish to employ an outsider—an expert, if you will—who can root out the problem. Then, with his recommendations in hand, I can take corrective action and revitalize our shop. Ginny and I have discussed these matters and have determined that eight hundred dollars would be a sufficient sum to hire such an expert. We hoped that you may find the good will in your heart to lend us the money. It is the only way to restore our shop to its former level of profitability.”

“That, my dear brother, is a large sum of money. Furthermore, the timing of your request could hardly be worse. Essentially, Laurence, Lacey and Jaden were left with nothing after the inferno. You ask an investment from me for what I consider a quite unreasonable sum. Do keep it in mind that, despite Laurence’s largesse, it costs my family and me a not insubstantial amount to host two households functioning in a single home. After all, I cannot charge them to eat. To be completely candid, Angus, I can hardly spare eighty dollars, much less the eight hundred dollars you seek. And while I am sympathetic to your plight, I cannot, at this time, be part of your solution, I'm afraid.”

Exhausted and despondent, Angus fell back into his chair. “I must say, I am surprised that you can extend your generosity to one brother while withholding it from another. You are a wealthy entrepreneur, Brodie. The entire county acknowledges that. While I fully appreciate that your money is—well—your money, your kin must be worthy of some consideration. To think—”

Brodie slapped his hand against the top of his desk, startling Angus. “You have brought these hardships upon yourself, Angus. Don't deny your role in it. You have been sinking for quite a while, and you are taking your wife into the abyss with you.”

Angus’ mouth fell open. “What might that assertion mean, Brodie?”

Brodie looked away, toward the lake, as though wishing to escape there. And yet, he knew he had traveled a course that could not be reversed. It must be followed to its destination, even if he and Angus never spoke again.

“It matters not, Angus. All that matters is that I cannot provide the assistance you seek.”

Angus leaned forward and placed his palms flat on the desktop. “No, my brother. Please tell me. I have a right—not to your money, I recognize—but to understand the forces working against me.”

Brodie's words spewed forth as from a geyser. “Look at you, Angus. Your wife, too. The two of you, with no children and yet you have been married in excess of five years. Poor Ginny, once a woman of carefree spirit and full of joie de vivre, now an empty shell. Forever despondent. A woman must carry a child, Angus. I am shocked you are ignorant of this elementary fact of life. A womb will wander in search of a man’s hardened member and the fluids it produces. The deprivation—” 

“What do you know of Guinevere’s deprivation, brother?”

Brodie pursed his lips and expelled a breath. With it, he felt a sense of exhaustion. “I have heard things, Angus. Vile things. Multiple people—people who are strangers to one another—say that you have no interest in your wife. Or any other woman, for that matter.”

Angus squirmed in his seat yet said nothing.

“For you, it seems, it is not enough to practice the sins of perversity that God warns us against—not only once, but multiple times—in His Holy Book. But practice you do, Angus. And without discretion, I might add. I do not judge. That is for God to do. There are men who lie with men because of the perversity of their nature. But there are other men, my brother, whose unnatural attractions occur only in the absence of a woman’s nurturing love. They are the men who, in certain settings, at certain times, will chatter like monkeys. They will talk, and gossip, and they will gleefully and salaciously identify those men—one of whom is you, apparently—who are willing to provide a receptacle for their fermenting seed. Yes, Angus. They talk. And talk they have. The men who talk will lose nothing because the targets of their gossip are nothing more than an entertainment. But you, Angus? You will lose it all. Mark my word.” 
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