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      New York City

      John Ashton poured three fingers of whiskey into two glasses and set the decanter down on the side table. Sunlight streamed through a sliver of lace curtains that broke the deep red velvet drapes symmetrically, the only source of natural light that found its way into his study, illuminating a jagged river across the cherry floor and the side of a mahogany bookshelf as it found the face of his longtime friend, Henry Westmoreland, who reposed in a heavily cushioned chair that matched the curtains almost exactly.

      “Thank you,” Henry nodded as he took the glass, giving it a sip before nestling it between his hands on top of a crossed knee.

      John nodded and then found a seat across from his former Oxford roommate. “How was your trip?” he asked, taking a drink and then setting his glass on an end table. “Nothing exciting I hope?”

      “Heavens, no,” Henry laughed. “I can’t imagine anything exciting happening on a trip across the Atlantic. Fairly uneventful.”

      While John could think of several potentially exciting occurrences, he chose not to list them since his friend would be heading back soon. No need to plant thoughts of mechanical failures or floundering vessels. “Your meetings went well?”

      “Oh, yes,” Henry nodded, smoothing out his trousers over his knee. “The factory has certainly taken off these past two years. It seems I’ve finally found a way to get my textiles to the markets successfully.”

      John nodded. “That’s wonderful news. You always knew how to make a quality product. Perhaps this will be just what you need to make Westmoreland Textiles a household name on both sides of the Atlantic.”

      “Indeed,” Henry agreed. At thirty-five, his sandy blond hair should not have been thinning. Yet, when he ran his hand through, John could see much of his scalp. He hadn’t seen Henry in almost a year, but he certainly looked different. Thin—gaunt almost. His skin was pale and though he wore a suit, it was apparent he had several lesions near the cuff of his jacket on each arm. “How are things for you?”

      It took John a moment to realize he’d been asked a question; he was so distracted by his guest’s appearance. “Oh, we are doing well,” he finally managed. “Pamela and I are very happy with business. Steel is the future of this country.”

      Henry coughed rather violently, drawing out a handkerchief as he did so. After a moment, he took a deep breath, and returning the handkerchief to his pocket, he said, “Good. That’s good to hear. I really thought you were getting in at the right time, what with the building boom and the expansion of the transportation system.”

      John’s forehead was still puckered, but he overlooked the spell for a moment. He cleared his throat and ran a hand through his own dark brown hair, absently weighing the thickness. “Yes, timing is everything, as you know. If you hadn’t made that loan to me a few years ago, I’m not sure….”

      “Oh, no need to bring that up,” Henry interrupted. “That’s ancient history. I was happy to help a friend.” He was gazing at John poignantly, and the New Yorker froze in his friend’s stare, noticing the glassy look in his eyes. “You’ve always been a good friend, John.”

      “Henry,” John began, leaning forward in his seat with his elbows pressed into his knees, “is something the matter? You don’t seem quite yourself.”

      Henry took a sip of his whiskey before inhaling deeply, holding his breath for a second and then releasing it slowly. Finally, he said, “I’m dying.”

      John couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He gaped at Henry in shock for a long moment before he stammered, “I’m so… sorry. What is it? What have the doctors said?”

      Nervous laughter escaped Henry as he shrugged. “It’s all right. We are all dying. Like most things, I’m just more successful at it than others.” Clearly, John was not amused, so Henry cleared his throat again and continued. “I’ve visited quite a few doctors over the last year or so. No one is quite sure what it is, honestly. They haven’t found a growth or anything of the like. I have phases when I’m nearly myself, and then the symptoms come back. They are full of theories, but theories don’t keep air in the lungs.”

      John leaned back in his seat, unsure what to say. He finished his drink, considered pouring another, and then decided to wait. “I am at a loss for words,” he admitted. “I’m so sorry. Do you think there’s any hope? Perhaps….”

      “No, I don’t think so,” Henry interrupted again. He changed positions so that his ankle now rested on his knee and began to absently smooth his trouser cuff. “I have my own theory, though it’s nothing I can prove, and honestly nothing I even care to think about.”

      “What is it?” John asked, leaning forward again.

      Henry shook his head, a serene expression crossing his face. He was a handsome man; the women had always thought so. Clean shaven except for a small moustache. John remembered how he’d had his choice of young debutantes to lead around the ballroom at every occasion. Not that John wasn’t considered a catch himself. It was just difficult to imagine that this man before him was the same spritely, happy-go-lucky chap he’d spent his formative years with not that long ago. After a lengthy pause, Henry managed to quietly reply, “I’d rather not say.”

      It was a struggle not to press for information, so John rose and poured himself another drink, offering to top Henry’s off as well, but he waved him away. John took a sip and returned to his seat. “What does Mildred think?”

      His expression didn’t change, nor did his distracted behavior. “She doesn’t seem to mind,” he finally shrugged out.

      John shook his head slowly from side to side. He’d never known what it was Henry saw in the woman. Mildred Truesdale had been a beautiful strawberry blonde vixen, from his recollection. She was quick witted, never shy, and often condescending. But there had been something about her that had captivated his roommate from their third year on, and when he announced his engagement to Miss Truesdale, John hadn’t bothered to voice his disapproval. He knew that the marriage was not problem free, not that any of them are, but he couldn’t imagine living with someone who didn’t support him, someone who seemed to question his every decision, even in business, the way that Mildred did. He knew he was a lucky man to have found Pamela, and he had always wished that his friend could know what it was like to have a true partner in life. Now, to hear that his friend was losing his life and Mildred “didn’t seem to mind” was about enough to send him through the roof.

      “What can I do?” John asked, biting back the coarse words of consternation that were fighting to break free.

      A small smile played at Henry’s upper lip for a moment before it faded back to melancholy. “I think my business should be just fine, at least for a few years. I’m not worried about that. It’s… Meggy.”

      Thoughts of his own children, Grace who was twelve and Charlie who had just turned nine, brought a tear to John’s eye. “Yes, of course,” he replied. “How old is she now? Six?”

      The smile broke free this time. “Yes, six—going on thirteen, I believe. She’s a little twig of a thing. Always running about. Feisty, full of life.” He didn’t bother to wipe the tears away that were trickling down his cheek. “After losing the other three before we ever even knew them, Meggy has been the breath of fresh air I needed. I can’t imagine….” He paused, his voice catching in his throat. “I can’t imagine my life without Meggy in it. And my heart breaks for her knowing that soon enough, she will have to carry on without her old Da. That’s what she calls me, Da. Must be those Irish nannies,” he chuckled, finally brushing the tears from his face.

      John realized he was crying as well, but he also let out a laugh as he pictured his friend running around the garden with his little girl, her thin arms wrapped around him. “Little girls are God’s gift from heaven.” He remembered his Grace when she was that age, how he’d come home from the factory and set her on his knee to read a story each evening.

      “So are little boys,” Henry replied, and there was a pointedness to the statement that brought John back to the present. “That’s what I came to talk to you about, John.”

      Henry uncrossed his legs and scooted forward in his seat, setting the glass down on the table next to him. With the motion, John could see just how frail his friend had truly become. His movements were not natural; they were forced and calculated, as if each one took all of his concentration. “What is it?” John asked, unsure where this conversation was headed.

      “Charles,” Henry said. “He’s a good boy. You’re a good man, a good provider, a good father. I know your son will be, too. I want to ask you to do me a favor. As a friend. I want Charlie to take care of my Meggy. I want him to marry her, to make sure she’s taken care of. I can’t imagine stepping out of this life not knowing what might happen to her. If I know Charles Ashton will be waiting for her, well, then, perhaps crossing over won’t be quite so bad.”

      John didn’t hesitate, not even for a moment. “Of course,” he said, nodding with sincerity. “Absolutely. Whatever you need.”

      Henry nodded, as if he had known his friend would come through for him. “I’ve put away 50,000 pounds in a safe deposit box at The Bank of New York, along with a very specific copy of my will. Here is another copy for you along with a key to that box,” he said as he pulled an envelope out of his jacket pocket. “If Charles marries Mary Margaret before she turns twenty-one, the company will be his. He’s to take the money and give half to my wife, the other half to my brother Bertram, who will be running the company in my stead. If he waits until after Meggy is twenty-one, he’ll still get the company, but the money will be hers. If he doesn’t marry her at all…”

      “You don’t need to worry about that, Henry. I already gave you my word.”

      “I understand that, but life isn’t always exactly what we expect, now is it?” he asked, managing a weak chuckle. “My Meggy is strong-willed, like her mother. If she marries someone else, or if she turns thirty without marrying Charlie, then the company will still belong to Bertram, but the money will be donated to the charity I’ve named in the will. I know it sounds rather complicated, but everything is for a reason.”

      “I’ve no doubt,” John nodded, accepting the sealed envelope and slipping it into his own jacket pocket. “I can assure you that Charles will marry her before she turns twenty-one, as that is your hope, is it not?”

      “It is,” Henry nodded. “I should like for my wife and brother to have the money, to be pacified by that, and to stay out of Charlie and Meggy’s lives so that they can go on about their business without having to worry about interlopers.”

      John knew he must be missing something, but he simply nodded. He didn’t need to know the details of the situation with Henry and his wife and brother. “Charlie is a good boy, that’s for certain. I know that he will understand and will willingly accept Mary Margaret as his wife.”

      “Good,” Henry nodded. “It’s likely best to start preparing him sooner rather than later.”

      “Indeed,” John nodded. “But here’s to hoping you have several more years to spend with us, old friend, and that you are there to give Meggy away on her wedding day.”

      Henry scoffed, leaning back in his chair as if he could no longer hold himself forward. “That would be lovely,” he finally said, his gaze not reaching that of his host. “She does have some money of her own. I’ve put it away for her. I will make sure she knows. I want her to be… taken care of.”

      “Surely, Mildred will see that she is,” John offered.

      “One would think,” Henry agreed. “I should hope a mother would look after her only surviving child.” His eyes were off in the corner of the room somewhere, and once again, John realized he wasn’t getting the full story. After a long pause, he added, “Meggy is a strong girl. Strong in every way. I know she’ll be all right, even after I’m gone.”

      “I will do everything I can to look after her,” John assured him.

      “I know you will,” Henry nodded. “You’ve always been a good friend, John.”

      “You’re like a brother to me, Henry,” John replied, leaning forward and gingerly placing his hand on his friend’s knee as if he were afraid any pressure might cause him to shatter like glass or dissipate like an apparition.

      Henry covered his friend’s strong hand with his frail one. “Do whatever you must, John. Please. Despite what my colleagues might think, my business is not my legacy, Meggy is. She’s all that matters.”
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      Southampton

      Meggy Westmoreland loved the toy pram her father had brought her back from New York City. She had snuggled two of her favorite dolls inside, wrapped up tightly in a blanket which had been a gift from her late grandmother. It was a lovely spring day, and she pushed the pram back and forth along the stone path that trailed through the back garden. While she loved all of the beautiful flowers that grew here, the lilacs and oleanders were her favorite. She had even named one of her dolls Lilac, despite her mother’s insistence that it was a “ridiculous name.” The urge to pick the flowers was overwhelming, but she had learned her lesson the hard way when she was only three, and the sharp slap to her hand hadn’t been forgotten. Her mother and uncle sat under a shade tree in the distance now, and the possibility of getting away with even pulling one petal free was simply not worth the risk.

      As she walked back and forth, stopping occasionally to check on Lilac and her sister Dolly, who had the loveliest blue eyes, she wondered what her mother was talking about. She couldn’t make out many words, but her tone seemed quite serious. She held a fan in one hand and every once in a while, she placed it in front of her face and leaned in next to Uncle Bertram, as if she were afraid someone might overhear or read her lips. Though she was certain whatever they were discussing was likely a “grown up problem” as her da put it, she was still curious by nature and wished she might at least hear enough of the conversation to know if they were speaking about her. From time to time, her uncle looked at her in a strange way, one that made her feel quite uncomfortable, and this made her wonder if maybe they were discussing sending her away to boarding school or making her work at her father’s factory. With her mother, one could never tell.

      A rustling in the bushes caught her attention, and as she turned to see what the noise might be, a loud voice shouted, “Boo!” followed by the sound of breaking branches and laughter.

      Meggy jumped, but upon seeing that it was only Ezra, the gardener’s son, she became more perturbed than frightened. “Ezra!” she scolded, looking over her shoulder to see if her mother had heard. “What are you doing? If my mother catches you in her bushes, she’ll box both of our ears!”

      Still laughing, the slightly older, gawky boy said, “Aw, she ain’t heard nothin’, Meggy. She’s too busy yammering to your uncle. Why don’t you come play in the carriage house wi’ me?”

      Meggy shook her head. “You know I can’t go in there without my mother’s permission, and if I interrupt to ask her, she’ll give me what for.”

      “You’re a silly girl, Meggy!” Ezra shouted. “You should do whatever you like, and see if your mother even notices. She never pays you any mind.”

      While she was certain he had a point (most of the time, her mother didn’t seem to notice what she was doing or where she was) her mother did have a knack for finding her just when she was up to no good. Since her nanny was allergic to flowers, Meggy was only allowed to play in the back garden when her mother was present, which wasn’t often. She was more interested in her pram just now than climbing around the dusty carriage house with Ezra, but then, having a playmate was also a rarity. She was torn. Scratching her head, she glanced over at her mother and then at Ezra. Perhaps she could at least ask, and then, if her mother said no, she could continue to play with her baby dolls and Ezra could go off on his own and let her be.

      “All right then,” she muttered, and leaving the pram behind, she made her way across the yard, her fingers interlaced in front of her.

      “I’m just concerned, that’s all,” her mother was saying, leaning in closely to Uncle Bertram. “It’s as if he knows what we’re about. And I don’t like it.”

      “Then perhaps it is time to accelerate our strategy,” Bertram, who was at least ten years older than her father, with streaks of gray at his temples, replied. “If you’re afraid he will find out and change the will….”

      “Mary Margaret?” her mother questioned, just noticing her presence. “What in the world are you doing? Why aren’t you playing?”

      “Beg your pardon, Mother,” Meggy replied with a small curtsey, “Would it be all right if I went to play in the carriage house with Ezra?”

      “The carriage house?” she repeated, her blue eyes widening in dismay. Her mother was strikingly pretty, but Meggy thought her expression always ruined her face. Why didn’t she ever smile? Why must she do her hair up so tightly that she always looked surprised? “You know how I feel about you climbing around in there in your frock! You’re liable to get dirty or catch a tear….”

      “Now, Millie,” Bertram interrupted, “Perhaps Meggy should be off to the carriage house. That way we can speak about… matters… without being interrupted.”

      He smiled at her, and Meggy felt as if little insects were crawling all over her arms. There was just something about the heaviness of his eyes, as if he could cut her open with a look. She turned away, back to her mother. “Please, Mother?”

      She sighed and whispered a word Meggy knew she was never to repeat before she finally said, “All right then. Off with you. But do be careful. I don’t want that dress ruined.”

      “Yes, Mother,” Meggy nodded, holding back her smile so that her mother couldn’t see how delighted she was to be given permission to do—anything. She scampered off to meet Ezra who was already headed towards the carriage house which sat at the back of the property. Despite her inability to initially make up her mind, she knew she’d made the right choice. She always had fun with Ezra.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The sun had disappeared beyond the horizon as Meggy finished brushing her hair and placed the brush back on her dresser. “Now, say your prayers and off to bed,” her nanny, Patsy, directed, giving her a quick peck on the top of her head. Though she’d only worked for the family for about a year, Meggy liked her best of all, and she especially liked it when she was allowed to bring her daughter, Kelly, to play. Most of the time, however, Meggy’s mother forbade Kelly from visiting, and she spent most of her time with her grandmother while Patsy carefully tended to someone else’s child.

      As Patsy put out the lights, Meggy kneeled and said a proper prayer, asking God to look after all those she loved, and as Patsy neared the door, she rose, whispering, “Good night,” with a sweet smile.

      “Good night, my love,” Patsy smiled in return, watching the little girl climb into her bed before she went out, leaving the door open just a crack as she blew a kiss into the darkened room.

      “Is she off to bed then?” Mr. Westmoreland asked, meeting her in the hallway.

      “Yes, sir,” Patsy replied, giving a little bow.

      “And you’re off too then, I suppose?”

      “Yes, sir,” she repeated.

      “Have a restful evening, Patsy,” he said with a smile.

      “You, too, sir,” she nodded.

      Henry approached Meggy’s door cautiously so as not to scare her, even though he knew for certain she would be expecting him. He visited every evening when he was home. This night, he felt quite tired and worn down. The trip to New York had been tiresome, though he had begun to feel better physically the longer he was there. Now, back in Southampton for just over a day, he was beginning to feel quite ill again. He did not intend to let his daughter see that, however, and as he approached her bed, she pulled the covers down away from her face, which beamed at him in the moonlight.

      “Are you still awake, my little angel?” he asked as he sat down next to her on the bed.

      “Yes, Da,” she said, still smiling. “You know I cannot go to sleep until I’ve had a kiss from my da.”

      He laughed and stroked her hair. “What do you do when your Da is away on business then? Stay up all night like an old barn owl?” He began to make hooting noises until she giggled and then he leaned in and tickled her until she couldn’t control her laughter and neither could he.

      “Noooo, Da!” she squealed in an attempt to answer his question. “I’m not an owl!”

      “Perhaps an alley cat then?” he asked, beginning to meow, while she continued to laugh, though he stopped tickling her quite so much.

      “Nooo! I’m not an alley cat either,” she reminded him.

      “Well, then, what are you?”

      “I’m your little girl!” Meggy exclaimed, stretching her arms open wide.

      He pulled her into his arms, wrapping her up tightly. “Yes, you are my little girl,” he agreed. “You are my little angel, Meggy. My dear, sweet child.”

      As he released her and she snuggled back down against her pillow, she said, “I love you, Da.”

      “I love you, too, very much,” Henry replied. He leaned down and kissed the top of her blonde silk covered head. “More than anything.”

      “I wish that you could stay home and play with me forever and ever,” Meggy continued, stifling a yawn. “Wouldn’t that be lovely?”

      “Yes, darling. That would be lovely. Just know that I will always be looking after you, my sweet child, no matter what. You will remember that, won’t you, angel?”

      “Yes, Da,” Meggy replied, nodding off. Her eyes were heavy and her head had lolled to the side as if she were nearly asleep.

      Henry leaned down and kissed her once more atop the head and then tucked the blankets in tightly around her. “Good night, my love.”

      She was clearly sleeping now, her breath shallow and even. He took one more look at her and then quietly pulled himself off of the bed, noticing it took more effort than it should have, and headed towards the door. This time, he pulled it completely closed behind himself, leaning against it for a moment, his eyes closed and his heart heavy.

      “Is everything all right, sir?”

      He opened his eyes to find Patsy before him, a concerned expression on her face, her voice low.

      “Oh, Patsy. I thought you’d gone on,” he said, managing a smile.

      “Yes, sir. I had just gone back to the nursery to tidy up a bit. Are you feeling well, sir?”

      He didn’t bother to answer her question. Rather, taking a quick look around to make sure they were alone, he leaned in closely and placed his hand on her arm. “Patsy, you love my Meggy, don’t you?”

      “Yes, sir, of course.”

      “As if she were your own?”

      “As much as one can,” Patsy assured him.

      “Good. Then, I need you to know something. If anything should happen to me, will you let her know… when she’s older. When she’s old enough. Will you let her know that there is a bank account in her name, National Provincial, the one on High Street. It’s not my usual establishment. No one should know—unless… unless you tell her. You will won’t you, Patsy?”

      “Yes, of course, sir,” Patsy replied, her freckled forehead furrowed. “Sir? Should I help you into the parlor?”

      “No, no, I’m quite all right,” he assured her. “I just want to make sure that Meggy is protected, should anything ever happen.”

      “I understand,” Patsy replied.

      “Good then,” Henry replied, patting her arm. “You’re a good woman, Patsy.” He smiled at her, and turned to go, leaving her looking after him with a puzzled expression on her face, wondering what had just taken place.

      Henry made his way down the stairs to the parlor where he thought his wife might be having tea. His brother was likely out for the evening, as he preferred to frequent the local watering holes. Though Bertram was in line to take over the company should anything happen to Henry, he hoped that he would run it in name only. He knew nothing about running a textile manufacturing company, despite plenty of opportunities to gain an education in that field—or any business field he had wanted. Their parents had been rather wealthy and had done all they could to see that both of their sons were looked after, though neither of them had lived past fifty. His mother had lost a battle with tuberculosis just after Meggy was born and his father had gone on shortly thereafter. The doctors had declared he had suffered a heart attack, but Henry believed his father had died from a broken heart, missing the woman he had loved so dearly.

      As he entered the parlor and saw Mildred sitting in her usual chair near the unlit fireplace, a lantern illuminating her embroidery, he wondered what that must be like, to love someone so much you couldn’t fathom going on without them. He had been in love with her at one time. She had been a clever, cunning young woman, with beautiful hair and sparkling eyes. He knew almost immediately she was after him for his money and the promise of a prominent life, but they had become involved more quickly than he had planned for, and he’d asked her to be his wife one evening when she’d come to him in tears, carrying the evidence of their indiscretions beneath her ample gown. A month later, after they’d made their vows, the first of their three tragedies occurred, and that evidence was buried in a tiny box in her father’s family plot. He had thought at the time their loss would bring them closer together, but that was the beginning of Mildred’s emotional rationing; she seemed determined never to care about anyone or anything again. Not even him. Not even Meggy.

      “Are you coming in?” she called, not even looking up from her work.

      He realized he had been lingering, and holding back a sigh, he replied, “Yes, dear. I was just thinking about how lovely you are, that’s all.”

      She glanced up at him then, a look of skepticism on her face. Without another word, her eyes returned to her stitching and he settled back into his chair across from her, eyeing the newspaper on the side table but choosing to gaze at the portrait above the fireplace instead. He stared into his own painted face, wondering at how different he looked only two years ago when it was made. Meggy was smiling broadly, all of her teeth still present in her four-year-old grin. Now, there were two missing, and her blonde hair was much longer and less curly. Mildred looked exactly the same—her hair done up in the precise extreme chignon she wore every day.

      “I’ll get you some tea,” she said standing and placing her embroidery on a table next to her chair.

      “Isn’t Tessa still in the kitchen?” Henry asked as she approached the doorway that led to the back of the house and the attached kitchen.

      “Yes, she is,” Mildred affirmed, pausing to turn to address him. “But you know how I like to bring your evening tea.” She managed a smile, and it looked a bit more like a snarl than an expression of happiness to him.

      “Very well then,” Henry nodded, his stomach beginning to churn. He took a deep breath and leaned his head back against the chair, his fingers digging into the arm rests.

      He was not a stupid man. In fact, he was quite intelligent. That’s why he wasn’t sure why he continued in this charade the way that he had been doing for over a year now. In fact, he could ask himself the same question about their entire marriage, but this farce in particular was not only alarming but deadly. Why would he continue to let her do this when he was on to her? Why not call her out? Leave her? Save himself?

      Perhaps it was love. Love for the woman he had met so many years ago, the one he had promised himself to. Perhaps it was doubt. What if he were wrong, and she was not at fault? Wouldn’t he seem quite foolish then? Perhaps it was his inability to believe that someone he had once loved so much could do something so innately evil? As he awaited the promised cup of tea, he pondered these options. At last, he decided it was time to do something differently, and he promised himself the next morning he would take action. If not for his own sake, then for Meggy’s. She didn’t deserve to live with a woman who would poison her own husband.

      “Here you go, darling,” Mildred said as she set the cup of tea and saucer on the table next to him. She choked on the last word much the same way he was certain he would choke on the first swallow.

      “Thank you,” he replied eyeing the steaming cup as she forced a smile at him and crossed back to her chair. “I think I’ll let it cool a bit.”

      “I thought you liked it hot,” Mildred replied as she picked up her embroidery. “I always bring it to you steaming.”

      “Yes, I know. It’s just that I’m not feeling well tonight,” Henry stated, watching carefully for any sort of reaction.

      She shook her head and pursed her lips. “I do wish those doctors would come up with something. Some sort of a diagnosis.”

      “Yes, me, too,” Henry agreed.

      “Perhaps then they could come up with a treatment that is effective,” she continued.

      “Indeed.”

      She glanced up at him and then at the tea. He continued to stare at her, and eventually she averted her eyes. “How was your visit with John? Is he doing well?”

      “Quite well,” Henry replied, not surprised that she had changed the subject.

      “And Pamela and the children?”

      “I didn’t see them, but John said they are also doing well.”

      “Delightful to hear,” Mildred said, though her tone showed no delight at all. She was quiet then for several seconds, almost a minute, before she reminded him, “Your tea is likely growing cold.”

      He did not shift his gaze, and after another long pause, she glanced back at him. When his eyes did not falter, she placed her embroidery down again, never losing track of his eyes as she did so, as if daring him to call her out or give in and take a sip.

      Carefully, and without looking away, Henry reached for the cup. He brought it up just below his bottom lip and held it there. “Mildred, I think we need to have a serious conversation tomorrow.”

      “All right,” she said, her face cold as steel.

      “I think some things need to change.”

      “Very well then.”

      “Clearly, neither of us are happy with our current condition,” he continued, the tea still poised beneath his mouth.

      “It’s getting cold.”

      Despite confirmation of his deepest fear, Henry realized he had little choice but to drink the tea. He could refuse, call her out right now, or he could take a sip, become violently ill for a few hours, and then slowly recover. This would be the last time though; of that he was certain. Tomorrow, everything would change. He would make arrangements. She could have the house, but he would take the one thing that really mattered—Meggy—and she likely wouldn’t even argue.

      With a deep sigh, Henry Westmoreland slowly raised the cup of tea to his lips and took a sip. As he felt the liquid slide down his throat, Mildred broke into the only true smile he’d seen on her face in nearly a decade. Almost immediately, he realized something was different. He expected to feel like hell, but this—this was something far worse. His heart began to race, his breathing became labored, and the cup slipped from his hand, shattering on the wooden floor.

      He began to pull at his collar, hoping that loosening it might let more air into his lungs. When that didn’t work, and he felt himself slipping to the floor, he tried to call out. Perhaps Tessa would hear him from the kitchen and could go for help. He collapsed on the floor amidst the shards of China, unable to get a word out, unable to get a breath in.

      Mildred walked over, the smile still on her face and dropped to one knee next to him. “Oh, no, Henry! What’s happened?” she asked in a quiet voice. “You seem to be having a heart attack! Let me get some help!” She stroked him on the side of his head gently, as if she actually cared for him, though the sneer on her face said otherwise, and without standing or yelling, she began to pretend to call for help. “Someone help!” she said. “Anyone! Fetch a doctor!”

      Henry felt his chest constricting. His vision narrowed, and as the darkness closed in, the last image he saw was the grimace on his wife’s face as she let him die on the parlor floor. Though he couldn’t move, couldn’t see, couldn’t breathe, he could still hear, and the footsteps he heard entering the room were familiar, as was the voice. “Is he gone then?” Bertram asked.

      “I believe so,” Mildred said, her voice growing in distance, as if she had left his side. “Now, perhaps, we should fetch the doctor.”

      “Give it another minute,” his older brother replied. “I want to make sure there’s no resurrecting him.”

      “Very well then,” he heard Mildred say as he faded into oblivion. Once her voice slipped away, his thoughts shifted to the smiling face of his little girl. In those last seconds on earth, he prayed that John would take care of his sweet angel and remembered Charlie. Yes, Charles Ashton would take care of his Meggy. He knew he would. He had to.
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      Southampton

      The swing was creaky. Her father had promised to look into it, to see if he could switch out the rope or tie it to a different branch, but he hadn’t gotten a chance to, and with every sway to and fro, Meggy was reminded that her father wasn’t coming home this time. She would never see him again.

      Her mother had said he’d had a heart attack, and when she’d questioned what that meant, she’d been sent out of the room. Later, Patsy had explained that his heart had stopped working, and now he was in heaven with Jesus. Meggy didn’t think it was fair that Jesus could just take her Da like that. Didn’t he have enough other people to keep him company? Her Da was the only person in the whole world she’d wanted to keep, and now he was gone. Forever.

      “Whatcha doin’?” Ezra asked sneaking around the back of the tree.

      “Nothing,” Meggy replied, still slumped against one of the ropes.

      “Want me to push you?”

      “No, thank you.”

      He came around to stand in front of her, a solemn expression on his face. He was nine, older than Meggy by a few years, and better understood what had happened. “Sorry about your Da.”

      She squinted up at him, as he was standing almost directly in front of the sun, and then dropped her eyes back to the ground. “Thank you.”

      “My papa said that it was fast at least. I suppose that’s a good thing. He didn’t suffer.”

      Meggy dragged the toe of her shoe through the dirt. “I would rather not talk about it, Ezra,” she replied without looking up at him.

      He continued to stand there for a moment. She could feel his eyes on the top of her head, but after a bit, he gave up and sauntered away, leaving her with her sorrow.

      She’d cried for the first day or so. The next day had been the service at the church and the cemetery. She hadn’t gone—her mother said it was no place for a small child, and she was liable to act out and cause a scene. Meggy knew differently, knew she would have been very respectful. She’d wanted to see him one last time, but her mother had forbidden it. In the end, she supposed it was just as well. The last memory she had of her father would be of him coming in to wish her sweet dreams.

      That night, she’d slept remarkably well. No one had woke her in the middle of the night to tell her what had happened in the parlor just below her room. Sometimes she could hear the sounds from downstairs through the radiator. But not that night. It wasn’t until after she’d dressed and eaten breakfast that her mother told her in a matter-of-fact tone, “Mary Margaret, your father died last night.” If Patsy hadn’t been there to comfort and explain, she wasn’t sure what she would have done. As it was, she was still having trouble understanding what had happened and that her father would never come home again.

      The sun was starting to sink below the horizon, and she decided it was time to go in. No one had paid her much attention lately, not even Patsy, as she had been given lots of other assignments. She had spent quite a bit of time alone, and despite the fact that she was not allowed to go outside unaccompanied, her mother hadn’t noticed. Now, as she slipped back in through the side door, she heard voices coming from the parlor, including her mother’s, and knew that she hadn’t noticed the coming or the going.

      She heard her uncle’s voice as well and the voice of a man she did not recognize. Whatever it was that he was saying, her mother and uncle didn’t seem to appreciate it very much, as the more he spoke, the louder and shriller their voices became.

      “You’re certain there is absolutely nothing that can be done?” her mother was asking as Meggy took a few steps towards the adjoining parlor.

      “No, everything is perfectly legal. He had it notarized just last week when he was in New York,” the strange voice explained.

      “And it doesn’t matter that it took place in another country, for crying out loud?” her uncle asked.

      “No, the will itself was written and signed here, in his lawyer’s office, in Southampton. It was just the final piece, where Ashton agreed, that took place in New York City. It’s legally binding.”

      Her uncle let go a string of words Meggy was not allowed to repeat, and she jumped back a bit; she couldn’t remember ever hearing him so absolutely irate.

      “Bertram, calm down!” her mother insisted. “There’s no need to lose your head over this now. We have years to figure it all out before any of this goes into effect, right Mr. Steele?”

      “Yes, madam. The company will stay in Bertram’s name until Mary Margaret either marries Charles Ashton or turns twenty-one,” the stranger, Mr. Steele, agreed.

      “Let us continue to explore other options. Perhaps John Ashton will reconsider. Perhaps he will make another agreement with you that will supersede this one.” Her mother sounded calmer than Uncle Bertram, but Meggy knew that tone, knew that it meant someone was likely to meet with Mildred Westmoreland’s wrath in a matter of moments.

      “I honestly don’t think there is anything that can be done….” Mr. Steele was saying, but Meggy heard the screech of wooden chair legs on the oak floor, and her mother interrupted.

      “Thank you, Mr. Steele, for your time. We appreciate your assessment. Now, if you’ll excuse us, you can imagine that Bertram and I have much to do.”

      Meggy took that as her cue to disappear before she was found out, and as she heard three sets of footsteps walking away from her towards the front door, she ducked back around towards the kitchen, hoping not to be found out.

      Her prayers went unanswered, however, when her face made contact with the rough fabric of Patsy’s skirts. “Miss Meggy, darlin’ whatever are you doing?” she asked just above a whisper.

      Happy that it was Patsy who had found her out and no one else, Meggy let go a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. “Nothin’,” she replied looking up into the kind eyes of her caretaker.

      Patsy shook her head, frizzy red curls dancing around her mob cap. “Now, I know that isn’t true.”

      “I was just…. Mother and Uncle Bertram were talking, and I wanted to know what they were saying, that’s all. I thought maybe they might say something about Da.”

      Smiling, as if to say she understood, Patsy reached down and took her charge’s little hand. “How would you like a cookie?” she asked, leading her into the kitchen.

      “Mother says I shouldn’t eat cookies. They’re liable to make me plump,” Meggy reminded her as she was scooped up and deposited on the countertop.

      “A little thing you like you?” Patsy asked, shaking her head again. “I don’t think one gingersnap is liable to make you anything, except for maybe a little less sad.” She produced a cookie out of a jar labeled “Flour” and Meggy’s face lit up a bit as she took a nibble, hoping her mother didn’t walk in.

      “Now, I suspect eavesdroppin’ on your uncle and your mother is a good way to get yourself into quite a bit of trouble, little miss,” Patsy reminded her, looking sternly into her large blue eyes.

      Meggy nodded, knowing she was right. And getting into trouble was the last thing she wanted to do.

      “I bet they weren’t talking about anything that should concern a little girl like you, anyway,” Patsy continued as she straightened up the counters a bit.

      “They actually were,” Meggy begged to differ. “I heard my name several times. And another name, too, one I’d never heard before.”

      Patsy glanced back over her shoulder, as if she didn’t quite care. But then a few moments later, she asked, “What name was that?”

      Swallowing the bit of gingersnap she had in her mouth, Meggy replied, “Charles Ashton.”

      Her brow furrowed, Patsy turned and looked directly at her. “Who in the world is Charles Ashton?” she asked.

      “He’s to be my husband,” Meggy answered, nonchalantly, brushing the crumbs off of her now empty hands. “He’s an American. He lives in New York City.”

      “Well, you’re just full of answers,” Patsy said, crossing back over and helping her back down to the floor.

      “Patsy, did your mother pick a husband for you?” Meggy asked, peering up at her.

      “No,” Patsy answered quite quickly. “I picked ‘im myself.”

      Meggy nodded her head. “I don’t think I like the idea of someone else picking for me either.”

      Fighting back a giggle and rolling her eyes, Patsy patted her on the head and said, “Oh, little sprite. You’ve years to worry about that. Now, off you go. Upstairs to your room, out of sight and out of mind before you get yourself into any trouble.”

      “Yes, Patsy,” Meggy nodded as she made her way out of the room. A few steps into the hallway, she turned to look back at her nanny. Patsy was wiping the counters off, going about her work as usual. Meggy couldn’t help but think about how awful it might be if she should never see Patsy again, so before she got too far into the hallway, she spun around and ran back into the kitchen, squeezing Patsy around the hips with all her might, before she turned and took off again, hoping to avoid her mother and uncle as she made her way up to her room where she yearned to be left alone for a bit to ponder this new piece of information.
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      “Miss Mary Margaret, pay attention. It is vitally important that you learn your sums to one hundred so that we may go on with subtraction. Do you hear me, young lady?”

      Meggy looked away from the window, where she could see Ezra running about in the yard chasing butterflies, and refocused her attention on the stern looking face across from her. “Yes, Ms. Strickland,” she said, inhaling and beginning her recitation again.

      It had been less than a month since her father had passed away, and here she was with a new governess, a mean one at that. Her uncle had insisted that she be schooled properly and had brought in Edith Strickland, a middle-aged, plain-faced, stern-talking governess from London who had come highly recommended from one of the gentlemen Uncle Bertram knew from his new social circle as owner of Westmoreland Textiles. Patsy had been reappointed, and while Meggy still saw her from time to time working in the kitchen or elsewhere in the house, it wasn’t the same. She missed her. Everyone she loved had been taken away from her.

      “Come now,” Ms. Strickland barked, rapping a ruler on the table so loudly that Meggy jumped. “Try your eights again. You must focus. This is not that difficult, Mary Margaret.”

      “Yes, Ms. Strickland,” she said again. She had been focused, or at least she thought she had been. She hadn’t been looking out the window. She wasn’t wondering why Ezra was allowed to run about and enjoy the sunshine whilst she was trapped in here repeating numbers that meant little to nothing to her.
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