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    To my husband and daughter for believing in me and to my brothers for keeping me laughing.



    



  	
        
            
             

Do not swear by the moon,for she changes constantly.

 

William Shakespeare
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1—Dutchman’s Landing
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The mountains that rose behind Dutchman’s Landing dwarfed the little Hudson River village. Yet, my eyes focused on the trees along the slopes, which looked like green-uniformed soldiers at attention. And even though the late-afternoon September sun kissed the leaf tips with a golden glow, they seemed to glower at me.

My mouth went dry, and I struggled to swallow.

“Ah, the delightful Miss Clara Costa! I hoped to catch you before you...What’s happened? You look ill. Might I be of assistance?”

Whirling around, I sent my long gray skirts dancing about my ankles to come face-to-chest with the handsome young doctor from the steamship. His imposing height forced me to tip my head back, yet the broad expanse of his shoulders was comforting after looking at the trees. My lips worked, but no sound came, and his brows furrowed.

“Are you all right? Something has disturbed you. You are unlike the ebullient young lady I met on board.” He hitched his thumb toward the docked steamship we had just left. Its gilded smokestack belched a dark gray plume that smelled of burned wood, irritating my throat and sending me coughing. Murmuring words of concern, he tucked my arm in his and walked me along the gravel path that led away from the river to the village—and the trees.

I dragged my feet. “You are most kind, Dr. DuBois, but—”

“Please, it’s 1851! In these modern times, we agreed you would call me Lowell. May I still call you Clara?”

“Of course, Lowell. I suppose seeing Dutchman’s Landing for the first time and the Catskill Mountains and the...” My voice evaporated in my throat.

Everywhere trees! How can I explain that I never imagined the woods would be so thick? 

He nodded. “You mentioned you grew up in New York City, and this place must appear very rustic to you. I assure you, we are a village with a future, Clara. I have a thriving practice, the steamships bring more people every day, and there are rumors the railroads plan to expand here. You mentioned you’d like to open your own school one day. Why not here?”

As he talked, I kept my eyes fixed on the gravel path, crossed by a wide dirt road. We paused at the intersection, and I lifted my head just enough to take in the other side, where the village spread out in one broad stroke, running north to south. I studied the array of brick and wood buildings, averting my eyes from the forest behind them. Some buildings appeared to be homes; some, places of business. New structures stood, ostentatious with many gables and decorative carvings, while others were shabby. Yet all arranged themselves along the main road, in tight knots, as if hugging one another to keep each other safe. 

Safe from what? Are they afraid of the trees, too?

The steamship behind us let out a short, bright toot, and Lowell turned me around, explaining it would continue its journey to Albany soon. He asked if my baggage was among the boxes and sacks piled high on the muddy ground where the end of the gangplank rested. When I shook my head, we both studied the rough-looking men who rushed up and down the rickety plank with their burdens of luggage. They paused in their frenzied unloading only to let our steamship companions disembark as we had. 

Once on the ground, the other passengers pointed to their boxes and bags and issued hasty instructions to the porters who waited to do their bidding, then sped along the gravel path, pushing past us to cross the road and reach the village. Even the ladies marched by me without so much as uttering a goodbye.

Their cold demeanors stung. Our proximity as we journeyed from New York City forced all the travelers to engage in conversation. I had met Lowell in this way, and thought I had made pleasant acquaintances among the women who lived in the village, too. When we docked, however, they had replaced their friendly demeanors with aloof expressions. The time had come for me to resume my usual social standing. 

I had only to look down at my dress to know my place. Compared to the women, who wore silk gowns in the latest styles with flounced skirts decorated in lace, I was a drab duck in my simple gray merino and plain bonnet. The men who escorted them looked prosperous, too—as did Dr. Lowell DuBois—sporting fine suits, silk cravats, and shiny top hats. 

All the same, I didn’t envy their riches. Instead, I yearned for the welcome they received. As they moved to their village homes, families, friends, and even servants met them with smiles, doffed hats, hearty handshakes, and dainty curtsies. With a pang of jealousy, I realized they were home, belonging to these people and this region, while I felt like a stranger, belonging nowhere. My so-called home in New York City was gone, and my destination was somewhere in the mountains.

Will trees surround the manor?

Lowell tapped my arm, interrupting my thoughts. He pointed to the heap of belongings that remained. 

“Yes, there!” I spied my little trunk with all my worldly goods.

The doctor swept off his top hat and bowed low. “Please, allow me.” He hurried to one grizzled dockworker, and I heard his clipped tones and the jingle of nickel coins. 

When Lowell rejoined me, I thanked him for his kindness, while the worker, hard on his heels, dumped my box at my feet without ceremony. With a squint, the laborer looked me up and down, then unclenched his teeth from his clay pipe. “Why here, Missee? Ain’t you going to one of them houses?” He gestured with the pipe stem.

His question bordered on impertinence, which swept away my fear, reminding me that my first teaching job was waiting for me. I was about to assume the position of tutor to a child of one of the most famous families in New York State. Few young women with my background could boast such an achievement, and this was only the beginning of my career. So, with pride, I said, “The Van Der Vurst family coach will meet me here. I am going to Wolf Manor as Miss Tamsy Van Der Vurst’s new tutor.”

His bushy eyebrows shot up, then he side-eyed me with a shake of his head. At last, he gave a shrug and in a doleful tone, said, “The sun don’t be down yet, so the devil will take his good time. If it were me, Missee, I’d get back on the ship, but I suppose you know your own mind.”

Before I could ask him what he meant, he wheeled around and hurried to the gangplank. 

“What was he talking about,” I asked, turning to Lowell.

The doctor shuffled his feet. “Well, I didn’t want to mention it when you first told me, and of course, I wish you every success in your new role, but the Van Der Vurst family is old and steeped in quaint Dutch, ah, traditions, and they’ve had their misunderstandings with the local people. Naturally, some malcontents spread fanciful stories.” He fixed his eyes on me, and his face grew serious. “If those traditions feel, ah, too uncomfortable, or if you should ever need a friend for whatever reason, you must promise you will call on me.” He gestured beyond the road, where a neat white house with a picket fence stood, half hidden by a copse of river birches. When a stray breeze rustled the leaves, I gripped Lowell’s arm.

The doctor’s brow knitted with concern. “You look as if you’ve seen a ghost, and your fingers are trembling. Clara, are you ill?”

“Not exactly, I’m just a little unused to...” I swallowed, staring at the trees.

He followed my line of sight and murmured, “Hmm, I think I comprehend. You have, perhaps, a slight condition of the nerves? Such medical mysteries are something of a hobby of mine. In fact, I once read a monograph that referred to an ancient scientist, who suggested conquering a great fear with slow and steady exposure to the source. In other words, by becoming familiar with the object that inspires discomfort, one learns to accept it.” 

Looking into his eyes, I confirmed he had guessed something of my secret. “During my teacher training, I heard a similar idea and practiced in the parks.” He nodded encouragement, and I relished his support. My problem didn’t seem so unsolvable after all.

But my cheerful mood didn’t last, because Lowell looked westward, shaded his eyes, and scowled. “I can’t stay. In a couple of hours, the moon...well, I am engaged this evening. Are you sure a coach will meet you? It should have arrived by now, but I see nothing. Are you in the right place?”

I chewed my lip and dug into my reticule and pulled out the letter from the Van Der Vurst housekeeper. The thick, creamy paper, embossed with the head of a wolf, crackled as I unfolded it. I read aloud, “Last steamship on September 10...arrive at Dutchman’s Landing.” With more conviction than I felt, I said, “I’m certain the coach will be along any moment. If you have an engagement, please don’t let me detain you. You’ve done so much for me, and I’m very grateful.”

Lowell toyed with his mustache as he scanned the horizon again, then seemed to decide. “Very well, I am required, ah, elsewhere, otherwise I would remain at your side.” He took my hand and bowed over it. “I meant what I said, Clara. If you should need a friend for any reason, day or night, you know where I am. Promise?”

I nodded, and he backed away, making for his house, just as the steamship let out a last thundering blast and discharged an enormous column of smoke. I watched as it progressed like a queen upriver to its final destination, Albany. 

When the smoke lifted, it exposed jagged cliffs on the opposite shore, which stabbed at the azure sweep of the September sky. Yet, the sun was fast slipping behind those monstrous rocks, and the realization that it would soon be evening turned me around to face the village again. 

Empty. 

The only sign of life was a ramshackle edifice at the southern end of the track. A tavern. When a stray gust blew, the wooden shield above the door made a creaking sound as it swung. The sign flaunted an image of a pouncing wolf. 

Could my escort be waiting for me there? 

I took a few tentative steps, considering whether to walk all the way and inquire inside, when the sun slipped down a little farther, and the rays burnished the trees behind the building. 

Stay away from the trees. 

She was dead, but all the same, my foster mother’s voice rang clear as a bell in my ear. I squeezed my eyes shut. Of course, my fear is ridiculous. They are just trees, after all. No matter what she said, there is nothing to worry about. I will do what Lowell suggested, and bit by bit...

“Miss Costa?”

I jumped. A little man in a suit as rough and wrinkled as a walnut shell squinted up at me. 

“Yes, I am Miss Costa. Are you from Wolf Manor?” 

He gave a grave nod. With his weather-stained hat in his gnarled hands, he motioned to a pair of fine black horses and a gleaming carriage stopped a few yards away. 

In my anxiety, I hadn’t heard their approach. I was so relieved laughter bubbled up in my chest. “Thank goodness! I thought you had forgotten me.”

Unamused, he silenced me with a look. “We was delayed, and there’s no time for yer chatter, Miss. The way is long, and I don’t enjoy taking the road at night.” Shielding his eyes against the setting sun, he screwed up his face and frowned. “It’ll be a close thing as it is.” He slammed on his hat, then scanned the area around my feet and toed my trunk. “This?”

I felt like I should apologize, as he seemed so small and old, and my trunk was a burden. But he shouldered it with ease and hurried as fast as his short legs allowed to the coach. 

To keep up, I tripped across the uneven ground until I half slid, half staggered straight into the coach door, which was blazoned with a wolf rampant, its tongue red and lolling, its teeth bared. The image was so fierce that I flinched in surprise.

He grunted, secured my box, then hefted me inside. After slamming and locking the door, he swung into the driver’s seat. 

I let down the window and hung out, peppering him with questions. “Is it far? Will it still be light enough to see the manor? Will I meet Mrs. Apel when we arrive? Are the Van Der Vursts at home? What is the little girl like? How big is the estate? What is your name?”

“Ross, Miss. Ross.”

“How do you do, Mr. Ross, and how long is the trip to—”

“Just Ross, Miss, and I’d be obliged if you save yer questions and let me do my work.” He pulled his hat low, which I took to mean he planned to ignore me, and cracked his whip, sending us lurching on the road leading away from the village.

Disappointed, I had to make do with my own company. Still, it was easy to enjoy myself by luxuriating in the richly padded leather seats and velvet pillows. I hoped the fine furnishings of the carriage were a prelude to the magnificence of Wolf Manor. After all, the Van Der Vursts, as well as other families descended from the first Dutch settlers, were renown for their wealth and power. I dreamed about the opulence Wolf Manor would offer, imagining an imposing edifice, open lawns, trim gardens, and a broad drive lined with liveried servants leading to a welcoming front door. One thing was for sure: whatever elegance lay ahead, it would be a significant change from my most recent meager living arrangements.

I ventured a couple of quick peeks out the windows on either side. The road was wide, and to my relief, the woods were well in the distance. As the coach bumped along, I assured myself I would learn to enjoy the country, as long as I didn’t have to get too close to those...things. 

Soon, however, I could feel our way twisting, and the coach gathering speed. From our many turns, and the tilt of my seat, we seemed to run a convoluted path up into the mountains. To make it worse, the light was waning fast. 

I braved another peek. The trees were closer. Oaks and maples, like the trees in City Hall Park. Yet, even as I peered out, those trees gave way to shadowy evergreens and hemlocks with long branches that scraped at the window like animal claws. 

With a gasp, I shoved myself back to the other side, where I spied we were shuddering along an edge, beyond which the land plunged straight down into the gloom. White-knuckling the seat, I tried to shimmy back to the center, but the carriage jolted first one way, then the other, sending me lurching side to side.

I shouted to Ross to slow down, but it seemed like he heard the opposite because he cracked his whip and whistled at the horses, and we raced ahead, faster and faster. Suddenly, the carriage struck a rock with a bang, and I went flying out of my seat and pitched down onto the floor. A few moments later, we shuddered to a stop.

A profound silence hung in the air, broken only by the occasional rustle of leaves.

I unfolded my legs from my tangled skirts, felt my corseted sides for any bruises, then loosened my bonnet ribbons that had wrapped themselves in a chokehold around my neck. 

I hung out of the window and struggled with the latch, which gave way at last, and while the day melted into twilight, I stood on a tussock of grass, alone. A quick scan confirmed Ross was nowhere to be seen, but I spied the pale outline of the moon and the first evening stars winking to life. Then I saw stepped gables and dark turrets that knifed up into the blackening sky, topping a monstrous building, which spread eagled from north to south. The windows were cold, dark, and lifeless. The great front door was shut, and the pathway leading to it, overgrown.

This can’t be Wolf Manor. Why have we stopped here? 

I spun around, calling for Ross, hoping he would reappear and explain where we were and what we were doing here, but he had deserted me. Worse, my frantic search for the man revealed a black forest, which hemmed the house on my right. The trees almost touched the building, as if they were about to swallow it whole. Frozen with horror, I couldn’t look away until a stiff gust sent the branches rubbing against each other. The sound jarred, and I had the uncanny feeling that the trees were laughing at me.

Stay away from the trees!

My foster mother’s voice grated louder in my memory, and I covered my ears with my hands. I had to get away from the woods. Now. Whatever this place was, and whoever lived here, surely they would allow me a moment’s respite inside? 

Dashing through the thorns and weeds, as the scents of wet earth and something else, something wild, swirled around me, I reached the front door and pounded for all I was worth.
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2—Arrival
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The great door inched back, the heavy hinges protesting. Inch by inch, a flickering light emerged out of the pitch black, revealing a hand holding an oil lamp. 

As grateful as I was for the light, I heard a voice that was even brighter and warmer. “Mercy, what a racket. Miss Costa? Is it you? Ross came in at the back of the house and said that you had arrived. I hurried as fast as I could, my dear, and here you are. Welcome!” 

A plump woman in her sixties, I judged, in a dark print dress and starched white apron, drew me close in a one-armed embrace that sent the lace flounces of her old-fashioned cap trembling. “I’m Mrs. Apel, the housekeeper, and I welcome you to Wolf Manor.” 

Then it’s true? This is Wolf Manor? 

Crestfallen, I tried to square the gloomy heap with the famous Van Der Vursts and the tales of their impressive wealth. 

Perhaps inside? 

I cast a glance over Mrs. Apel’s shoulder into the dark passageway. 

“Forgive me, my dear. Here I am keeping you on our doorstep, when you need to come in.” She took my hand and chafed my fingers. “Mercy! You’re as cold as ice. Of course, you’re new to our nights in the mountains. Still summer in the city, I’ll be bound, but you’d never know it here. Well, you’ll get used to our little ways. Now, come along where it’s warmer.”

With that, she ushered me in, where I would begin my new life.

#
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THE NARROW HALL SPILLED into a large main room with a vaulted ceiling that disappeared up into the shadows and a magnificent oak staircase that almost filled the entire center space. The stairs swept up to the second floor, with shadowy hallways branching out left and right. From there, bends in the railings hinted at more stairs that climbed to the next level above. 

Once upon a time, I supposed beautiful women in glorious gowns and sparkling jewels and men in rich dark suits paraded up and down these steps. I could almost imagine the soft notes of dance music wafting somewhere in the background. Yet, the harsh reality of what I saw before me drove any such fantasies from my mind. Now, only the faint scent of past grandeur lingered in the dusty, dim light from Mrs. Apel’s oil lamp and a few candles in cracked porcelain candelabras arranged on a pitted trestle table in the center of the room. 

Despite its rundown appearance, the space was warm at least, and the aroma of fresh baking, sweet with cinnamon and spices I couldn’t name, wafted through the air. I swept my eyes around the perimeter, wondering where the scent came from, brushing over myriad doors and passageways that flanked us, which, I supposed, led to the north and south wings of the building. At last, I spied an enormous tiled stove tucked into a far corner underneath the stairs. On a base of chiseled stone, it hulked as big and fat as a fairy-tale giant. Row upon row of colorful ceramic tiles clad the body from bottom to top, surrounding the polished brass doors that hinted at the fire burning within. The tiles seemed inspired by fairy tales, too, featuring what looked like fantastical flowers and animals.

Mrs. Apel hustled me over to it and took my bonnet, mantelet, and reticule and placed them on the table. As the heat radiated through me, she kept up a steady stream of chatter. “We’re so glad you’re here, my dear, even though I hoped my message would reach you before you started your journey.”

“Your message?”

“You see, you could have delayed your travel a day or two. When I didn’t hear from you, I knew you were already on the steamship. But you’re here now and we’ll make the best of things. You must be hungry although you’re too late to dine with the family. Never mind! I’ve baked some sweet rolls for you, and I’ll have them sent to your room. Apples, too, from our orchard. You’d like that, wouldn’t you? And a hot drink to warm you up? Tea, perhaps?” She didn’t wait for me to answer, but plowed on about how cool the nights were this time of year, and the signs that forecast snow in October.

Her chatter gave me a moment to study the Dutch stove more closely. The stove’s glazed tiles were unlike anything I had seen before. Each one was unique, yet many showed wolf-shapes menacing in the background. What seemed cheerful and fanciful at first glance took on a threatening aspect, and in the flickering light, the wolf-shapes seemed to move.

“The journey was long and I’m exhausted,” I broke into Mrs. Apel’s monologue, hoping she would show me to my room. True, the travel had worn me out, but the shabby surroundings and the after-effects of seeing so many trees so close to the house had oppressed me.

“Of course, what a journey you’ve had! I know it well from the old days, when I traveled along the road, back and forth, before there were so many bad feelings among the...” She clamped her mouth shut. “Mercy, what I mean to say is it’s a long way. Do you know the first Van Der Vursts cleared the road in 1624? Petrus Van Der Vurst. He saw the trail the, well, the native neighbors used and then he organized a road. A man of action, you could say.” Her brow wrinkled. “Of course, there are many more trails hereabouts, including a path through the forest. Practically a straight line between our house and the Landing. It’s not wide enough for the coach or safe enough either. I’d never go there, but the railroads want to build. Except, Meneer says they won’t have their way if he...” She cast a sidelong look toward the left of the stairs, then stopped talking when her eyes landed on a door outlined with a thin sliver of light. “There I go on and on about things I really shouldn’t, when Meneer left explicit instructions you were to introduce yourself the moment you arrived.” 

“Men? Ear?” The sounds rolled clumsily off my tongue. “What exactly does that mean?” 

“Not what, who.” She chuckled. “You see, Meneer is a Dutch title of respect. The head of the Van Der Vursts is always called Meneer. That’s one of our little ways.” She clasped her hands, and her face glowed. “Why, a long time ago, the entire region came to pay their respects to the old Meneer. You should have seen it back then. We had the harvest festival—always on a new moon, of course—and the tributes, the games, and the dancing! Henrikus and Gerrit were little ones then, barely out of their skirts, but what a man the old Meneer was! Until he started...” She gulped as her cheeks turned bright pink. “Mercy! I’m in the mood to jabber tonight and my tongue is running away with more things you don’t need to hear about. Of course, the old Meneer died in an accident and then his son, Henrikus Van Der Vurst, became Meneer.” 

“Am I to meet Mr. Henrikus Van Der Vurst now?”

“Mercy! What a morbid thing to say.” She crossed herself. “Didn’t I explain in my letter?” I shook my head, and she frowned. “I supposed the warning signs for an early snow made me write in haste. Snow can be so treacherous in the mountains.”

“So, I will not meet Mr. Henrikus Van Der Vurst.”

“Mercy no! Mr. Henrikus is dead.” Her fingers twisted the edge of her apron as her eyes shifted away from the door. “An accident.” She dropped her voice to a whisper. “There have been so many changes. The taxes, the banks, the farmers and the new laws. Not to mention the railroads! And now another change!” She threw up her hands. “It was so much simpler before. We knew what would happen and when.” Her eyes sought mine. “But we can’t go back to the past, can we, my dear?”

Mrs. Apel’s words made me think of Mama Costa and how much I didn’t want to go back to the past. When she died, as much as it shamed me to admit it, relief was like a warm summer breeze lifting me into hope. “No, we can’t go back, and perhaps, that is for the best.”

She patted my arm. “Well said. Yes, I think we understand each other. In your letter, you mentioned your foster mother had passed away. I am sorry for your loss, my dear. We all must bear many...challenges.” With a heavy sigh, she settled her eyes on the door again. Half to herself, she mumbled, “Well, the monkey has to come out of the sleeve sometime,” and looked at me.

My face must have revealed my confusion because she giggled. “How could you understand me? It’s an old Dutch saying, which means there’s no time like the present.” She drew me in front of the door and said, “You’ll get used to our little ways. Come along. Meneer is waiting.” 

“But who am I meeting? You told me Mr. Henrikus died in an accident. So, who is the men..men...men—”

“Meneer? Didn’t I say? Mercy! Gerrit Van Der Vurst is now Meneer. He’s the old Meneer’s other son, and his niece is Tamsy Van Der Vurst, your pupil.” Her bright blue eyes flicked up to the second floor, then back down to me. Her expression was unreadable, but I had no time to ask questions as she gave me a firm nudge toward the door. “This is his study, where he’s waiting for you. Knock and go right in and introduce yourself.”

“You’re not coming?”

“He wants to meet you, not me.” She scooped up my things from the table and moved to the bottom of the stairs. “Besides, I’m needed...” Her eyes flicked upwards again. “Trescot will meet you here when you’re done and show you the way. Where has she gotten to?” With purpose, she headed up a few steps, then halted and turned back to me with a nervous titter. “One thing, my dear, if I were you, I wouldn’t mention anything about the railroads.” She resumed her progress upstairs.

After making a mental note to avoid the topic, I noticed the door hung open a crack, admitting the light from within and also the sound of voices. 

“Why can’t you be reasonable?” A man’s voice rumbled, fat and oily. “Your brother made a promise. He saw the writing on the wall, even if you don’t. You Dutch aren’t in charge anymore. You and your old-fashioned ways. No, it’s the new money now, but we’re willing to be generous.”

Is that Gerrit Van Der Vurst? Is he talking to himself?

Yet, Mrs. Apel had been most particular that I knock and enter. So, after smoothing my skirt and hair, and hoping for the best, I raised my hand to make my presence known when another voice, deep and commanding, stopped me. “Harfield, I’m not concerned with what my brother might have said to you. I’ve given you my answer as Meneer, and my answer is no.” By the sound of the second voice, I envisioned a man used to authority, with distinguished gray hair, perhaps, and a posture which showed him to be resolute, despite his advanced years.

This must be Gerrit Van Der Vurst. 

Also clear to me, I had stumbled on a business discussion between the head of the Van Der Vurst family and a man called Harfield—something I didn’t want to interrupt. Determined to meet with Gerrit Van Vurst another time, when he was less engaged, I looked around, hoping to spy Trescott and appeal to the servant to take me to my room. But no luck. No one else appeared.

As I waffled between warming myself at the stove again or knocking, the oily voice called Harfield continued, “I’ve completed the land survey that your brother agreed to and am ready to move to the next phase. But you want us to wait? Why? You’ve got your old house and farmland, and all you have to do is default on the mortgage. You haven’t got the money to meet the payments anyway.”

“We’ll get the money. The harvest. We have until after the harvest.”

By the sound of Harfield’s voice, he seemed to sneer. “What difference will a few weeks make? Besides, how will you get help to bring your crops in? You know as well as I, people are afraid to come here. As first, I couldn’t believe the stories about this family, and what you do here, especially your strange niece, but—” I heard movement, followed by a dull fleshy thud, then a groan. “You’ll be sorry!”

The deep voice tolled like an enormous brass bell. “You are no longer welcome here. I expect you to leave at dawn. Take my message back to your railroad company: the family will never sell the Van Der Vurst woods.”

“The Van Der Vurst woods?” Harfield’s tone was mocking. “Not for long if I have anything to do about it.”

A squat, rotund man burst through the door, holding a large linen handkerchief to his lip. I had no time to move out of the way, and he plowed into me. Over his shoulder, he shouted, “Have you instructed your servants to listen at doors? I swear, Van Der Vurst, you’ll be sorry!” He shoved me aside and sent me tumbling to the floor, then stalked up the stairs, shouting for Mrs. Apel.
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3—First Meeting
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From my sprawl, I could make out a man filling the study doorway. The brighter light behind him made it difficult to see details, but even in silhouette I could tell this was not the resolute old duffer of my imagination. He was tall, broad-shouldered, and in his early thirties, dressed in the finest fashion. I took in his well-crafted leather boots first, then moved to his wool coat and vest, fitted to his powerful physique. My eyes lingered on an unusual beaded cord stretched between the pockets of his vest.

He shifted enough for me to glimpse that he was as astonished to see me as I was of him. With a quick move, he reached down and lifted me to my feet. “This is a surprise. Few villagers deign to work here. You’re new? Well, I’m sure Apel didn’t mean for you to polish the floors at this hour. Why don’t you get a good night’s sleep? There will be plenty of time tomorrow to return to your duties.”

My cheeks burned. The tone of his voice, the deep, commanding resonance, was unmistakable. This was Gerrit Van Der Vurst, Meneer of Wolf Manor.

Worse, he mistook me for a house servant. 

I had to rectify the mistake, but the way he cocked his head to one side and narrowed his dark eyes, I was certain my unruly red mop had escaped its pins. My fingers flew to push back my hair as I babbled, “When the door opened, I didn’t expect...I’m here to...you don’t understand—”

“What don’t I understand?” Tugging the beaded cord free, he pulled out a gold pocket watch and frowned. “I understand it’s late, and there’s no need for you to work through the night. I’ll make that clear to Apel, if you’re afraid to say anything, but you certainly don’t strike me as the fearful type.” 

With a grin, he snapped the watch closed, wished me good night, and turned into his study. His body froze. “Unless...” With a slow pivot, he faced me again, his powerful arms folded against his broad chest. “I haven’t seen you here before because you’re not one of ours, are you? In fact, you were eavesdropping, weren’t you? Let me guess. You and Harfield concocted your little dance to put me off the scent of some scheme he’s cooking up.” His voice dropped to a throaty growl. “You’re in his employ, aren’t you? You were listening at the keyhole because of some elaborate stratagem that he has devised. Speak up!”

The accusation was so incredible that I couldn’t find words to answer him.

“By God, I won’t have spies in my house, and I’ll get the truth out of you!” Grabbing me roughly by the elbow, he hauled me into his study. 

With a sweep of his hand, he sent me spinning to the center of the room. I took in my surroundings: well-worn chairs, with deep padding and animal feet, hugged close to the fire that burned brightly, while shelves teeming with books lined every wall. A wide desk, carved and burnished to the color of garnet, dominated the far end of the room, and behind it, thick bottle-green curtains shrouded French doors closed against the night.

I rubbed my elbow, where underneath my sleeve my skin still tingled from his touch, and took a deep breath to speak, catching scents of leather and lemon. But before I could utter a sound, he circled around me, his movements self-assured, almost predatory. For a moment, his movements mesmerized me, and I recalled the wolves on the tiles of the Dutch stove. Then, the log in the fireplace suddenly crackled and fell, sending up a spout of red sparks that fully illuminated him. His skin seemed burnished from the sun, and his black hair hung thick and unruly, like a poet’s. I had expected meticulous grooming and the affected posture of the very wealthy, but his brawny frame and handsome good looks suggested he preferred the outdoors to dalliances in dainty chambers. I caught my lower lip between my teeth.

He filled my silence by continuing his allegations. “What is your little game? Do you plan to use your obvious attributes to convince me to sell?” He gave me an appraising look up and down. “Is that it? Well, girl, speak up!”

His suggestive smirk triggered my anger. “Girl? Attributes? How dare—”

“All right. Woman. Very much a woman. I’ll give you that.” 

“What? Now, you look here—”

“I am looking, you little—”

“Good. Sounds like you’ve met each other.” Mrs. Apel poked her head in the doorway.  

“Not quite,” I huffed and pinned him with my coldest look. “I am Miss Clara Costa, the private tutor you have engaged for your niece. I’m guessing you are Mr. Gerrit Van Der Vurst. And right now I want to know one thing: Are you this bad mannered to everyone, or only teachers in your employ?”

I expected him to apologize. Instead, a smile spread across his lips, and I had the distinct impression he found me amusing. “You’re Tamsy’s tutor? Well, well.” His eyes raked me up and down again. “I want to know something, too. What were you doing on the floor?”

Mrs. Apel’s mouth gaped open. “On the floor? Mercy! Are you all right, my dear?”

“Does Miss Clara Costa,” the way he said my name irked me, “have other skills besides teaching? Such as cleaning or spying or...” He quirked an eyebrow. 

Perhaps he meant to lighten the moment; instead, his teasing fueled my annoyance. “I’ll have you know I was about to knock on your door when I overhead a conversation. Not wanting to intrude, I waited outside, but didn’t expect anyone to burst out. The man you were speaking with knocked me down, practically ran right over me, although I’m none the worse for it, not that you asked.” 

“You poor dear!” Mrs. Apel put a comforting arm around my shoulders, then complained to Gerrit, “Where you speaking with Mr. Harfield? He’s a blundering oaf. No breeding. No breeding at all. Did you hear him screaming for me at the top of his lungs? Well, if he thinks I jump when he yells, he’s got another think coming. I’ll be glad when we see the last of him.”

“He’s leaving tomorrow.” Gerrit grunted.

“Good.” She squeezed my shoulders again. “My dear, you’ve come a very long way, and it’s late.”

“I told her she didn’t have to clean the floors.” He turned his palms up and shrugged.

He was poking fun at me again, and I refused to acknowledge it, but his hands drew my attention. Hardened and reddish-brown, they seemed as if they had spent hours doing labor. Once again, reality seemed to point to a lifestyle very different from the elegant pastimes I had imagined the Van Der Vursts enjoyed. He followed my line of sight and clenched his hands into fists. “Well? Does something bother you?”

“Don’t be ridiculous! It’s high time we turned in, you included, Meneer,” Mrs. Apel said. “I plan to meet with Tamsy’s new tutor tomorrow morning, when the schoolroom will be ready. Right now, I’ll show you to your room. This way, my dear.”

I flashed a grateful smile at Mrs. Apel because, truth be told, I was tired. Bone tired. On top of that, I was certain I hadn’t made my best impression on my employer. If we continued our conversation, I’d say something I’d regret, and we’d fall to quarreling again, risking my employment. The thought of returning to New York City, dismissed before I’d even started, was intolerable. After all, the only thing to go back to was poverty. The Van Der Vursts represented the first step in what I hoped would be a successful career. I had to do well in this position. 

My purpose clear, I lifted my face to bid him goodnight, but the words died in my throat. His eyes, glittering with preternatural intensity, held mine. I felt a strange thrumming in my chest. 

“One moment before you retire, Miss Clara Costa.” He held up a finger and cocked his head to one side. His thick black bangs framed his equally dark eyes. “Who are your family? Where are you from?”

I explained that my foster mother raised me in New York City and didn’t know my family, just as I had written in my letter to Mrs. Apel when we first made our arrangements.

He broke off eye contact and shifted his stare to the fire. “An orphan,” he repeated softly. “I ask because you remind me of...” Something flickered across his expression, and he seemed to change his mind. “I mean to say, you don’t look like you’re from the city.” 

What does that mean? Is he making fun of the plainness of my dress?

I had read about affluent individuals who become so insulated by their privilege that they lose touch with the rest of the world, forgetting the economic realities of the vast majority of people, like myself and the people I had grown up with. I may not have come from a background as fancy as his, but my hard work made me his equal. And even though moments earlier I had vowed to avoid wrangles that could give him cause to dismiss me, I couldn’t help myself. I squared my shoulders to tell him what I thought about his comment when Mrs. Apel jumped in.

“What do you know about how people from the city look? After the house on Washington Square closed, you haven’t returned in years. You’re too busy on the farm and in the forest.” 

“The forest!” He snapped his fingers. “Miss Clara Costa, before Apel shows you to your room, would you like to see something different from your city? Something special?” He pushed the curtains aside and swung wide the French doors. 

Orienting myself, I realized that his study was on the side of the house that faced the woods. Many would say the view was beautiful, as the silvery moonlight dappled the ground between the study doors and the black wilderness. My stomach, however, lurched with revulsion.

Despite that, I was unwilling to show any weakness, sensing he would use it to mock me. I took a stiff step forward, forcing myself to draw closer to the window. Then, I breathed in scents unlike anything in New York City: pine and damp earth. The sounds were unfamiliar, too. The air buzzed with activity as I listened to a thousand little creatures peeping and a million little leaves rustling somewhere in the distance. But then a haunting sound—a mournful howl—cut through the merry peeps and sighing leaves and drowned out the crackling of the fire. 

“What...what was...that?” Backing into the safety of the room, I hugged myself tight to keep my trembling under control.

Gerrit leaned against the doorjamb and looked out into the dark. “It’s a full moon, and that was a wolf.” Turning towards me, his eyes glinted in the flickering firelight, as if he relished the wild summons. “Have you ever heard wolves before?” 

My chest rose and fell in short, huffing breaths, and I shook my head. He closed the doors and drew the curtains. “Be warned, therefore, the howls mean danger. The forest means danger. Never, ever go into the woods. Do you hear me?” 

I nodded, knowing I would never venture there for my private reason, but the wolves made the risk even clearer. 

He shot Mrs. Apel a look full of meaning, then dismissed us and returned to his desk.

“Mercy.” She said under her breath, leading me from the study. “As if you were about to go gallivanting outside at this time of night. I never go to the woods myself, but that’s another story for another day. Now, I’ll show you upstairs.” She pushed a candle into my hands and ushered me up to the next floor.

Eager for rest, I hoped for nothing more than a room far from the wolves so I couldn’t hear them and away from the trees so I couldn’t see them. 

As we climbed the steps, Mrs. Apel used her apron to dab at the spiderwebs that clung to the banister. With a brittle laugh, she explained how servants were hard to keep these days, which echoed something I overheard Harfield say, and even Gerrit had mentioned something about villagers not wanting to work here. I was about to ask her why when she shrieked and bolted past me to the top and threw her arms around something white.
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