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Chapter 1

	A Worthy Man

	 

	North Carolina

	June 1771

	 

	Narrow blades of grass covered my mother’s grave with a carpet of velvet green. In the months since her death, nature had moved on, even if we had not.

	Footsteps crunched behind me on the path, their familiar gait drawing steadily nearer. I froze on the bench beneath an old oak. My father would not welcome the sight of me.

	The gate squeaked as he entered the family cemetery. He stopped at Maman’s gravestone, his hands clasped before him, his mournful sigh drifting on the humid air. “I miss you, my dearest.”

	His grief was private. I should not be here.

	As if he overheard my thoughts, he looked over his shoulder and flinched. “Why have you come, Abigail?”

	I rose and left the shadows. “I miss her too, Papa.”

	“Yet her blood stains your hands.”

	As always when he made the accusation, my limbs trembled. “I did not kill my mother.”

	“Neither did you intervene.”

	His words chilled me. If only she had kept my secrets, I would not be facing this misery now.

	Whenever Maman had nursed a patient, she had taken me along, for I could always sense the source of their distress. I thought that my inexplicable talent for knowing would stay between us, but she had told Papa, and he had misunderstood. Perceiving a person’s illness was not the same as healing them. “There are afflictions that have no cure.”

	“Your mother thought otherwise.”

	No, she had not. My mother had kept many things from her husband. I would not break her confidences now. “Papa, please. It is past. When will you cease?”

	“Never.”

	I had assumed there could be no greater pain than losing my mother to death until I lost my father to bitterness. Spinning on my heel, I walked to the gate.

	“Mr. Sewell has asked to court you.”

	I faltered to a stop, unable to mask my shudder of revulsion. Did Papa not know about my feelings? Surely, Maman had told him that. Swallowing against a dry throat, I said, “I do not wish to receive his attentions.”

	“He is a man of loyalty and wisdom.”

	“Perhaps to you, but those qualities have not been shown to me.” Nor, if the chatter was to be believed, to his servants and slaves.

	“I have already given my consent.”

	Flushing, I looked away. This would be another cause for conflict between us. “I would rather remain a spinster for the entirety of my life than marry Mr. Sewell.”

	“Nevertheless, he will come to call, and you will receive him.”

	Inclining my head, I stepped through the gate.

	“Abigail.”

	I halted again, this time facing forward.

	“Do not fight me on this.”

	My head buzzed with worry as I continued along the path to the house. Although my words had been brave, they had not been completely honest. I had no wish for the pitiable life of a spinster, at the mercy of others, doomed to drudgery and expected to be grateful. Yet this description could easily apply to a wife in an unhappy match.

	Marriage would force me to move from the only home I had ever known. As I emerged from a stand of trees, I paused to memorize the plantation spreading about me in a patchwork quilt of color. The pinks of the rose garden. The red brick of our residence. Whitewashed dependencies, squatting around the main house like gray-capped boxes: stables, kitchen, laundry, dairy. In the distance lay the dappled blue of the Trent River, snaking through fields of gold and green. It would take a worthy man to tempt me from Ashton Grove.

	When I reached the house, I climbed the stairs to the upper floor and joined my sisters in the family parlor. Cornelia reclined on a window seat, a book in her lap, her gaze on something beyond my view. Martha perched on the settee, her fingers stitching bees and vines onto a linen scarf.

	My youngest sister looked up with a joyful smile. “Where have you been?”

	“Maman’s grave.”

	Her face fell. She dipped her head over her embroidery with feigned concentration.

	“Was Papa there?” Cornelia asked.

	“He was.”

	“Did you argue about Mr. Sewell?”

	“We did.” I could no longer remember the precise moment I realized Randolph Sewell was an utterly loathsome man. His behavior toward me and my sisters—and even our mother, when Papa was not looking—had always been abrupt. Disdainful. I had dismissed it as simply the way of most men.

	It took his discourtesy to our servants for me to recognize the truth. Randolph was pleasant only to those who could advance his plans. I had avoided him for years afterward, until the day I could not.

	“Abigail.” Cornelia sighed. “Do not provoke Papa. It will not go well for you.”

	Martha’s nose wrinkled delicately. “Mr. Sewell? I thought Mr. Watson asked to court you.”

	I joined her on the settee. “I declined the honor.”

	“What is wrong with him?”

	The subject of courtship made me uncomfortable. I was eighteen; there was no hurry. I would divert the conversation. “He has bad teeth.”

	Cornelia struggled to contain a smile. “This disqualifies him as a suitor?”

	“Indeed. I should not at all like to marry a man with brown, chipped teeth.”

	Martha bit her lip uncertainly. “Is that enough?”

	“No, it is not,” Cornelia said. “Abigail is teasing you.”

	I should not joke with Martha about so important a topic. She deserved sincerity. I chose my words with care. “If I loved him, his teeth would not matter. My real reason is that Mr. Watson has nine children, some who are my age. I hope to be a first wife. To discover marriage together with a man I cherish.”

	“Most gentlemen of our acquaintance are widowed.”

	“Perhaps we ought to meet new gentlemen.”

	My sisters laughed, a sound cut off by the banging of the front door. Heavy feet thundered up the stairs.

	Our father stormed into the parlor in a parade of noise and pomposity. “We shall have a ball. It is to be arranged for the twenty-third of July.”

	Martha gasped with excitement. Cornelia’s lips curved sweetly.

	Only I watched him with a caution bordering on dismay. “We are still in mourning.”

	He dismissed my concern with a wave. “Six months is time enough.”

	It was not, particularly for him. Indeed, I suspected my father would never accept her loss. What drove his announcement? Until I knew, I should remain wary. Smoothing my expression, I nodded. “I shall begin the preparations.”

	“No need. Perry will handle them.”

	“Mr. Perry?” A secretary should not be entrusted with the complexities of a ball. “Papa, why can I not arrange—?”

	“A dressmaker will travel here from New Bern on Thursday. She will measure you for new gowns.”

	Martha clapped her hands. “I should very much like a frock that is not black.”

	And I should very much like to understand what lay behind the wicked glint in Papa’s eyes.

	 

	The night was a sultry one, with thick clouds playing a vain game to hide the moon. The windows in my sisters’ bedchamber stood open wide.

	Across the room, Martha wiggled in her cot, its frame creaking. Cornelia and I huddled in her bed, whispering.

	“Abigail, why do you anger Papa so?”

	“Mr. Sewell is not my destiny.”

	“Who is?”

	“I do not believe I have met him.”

	She rolled to her back, her lovely profile thrown in sharp relief by moonlight. “Papa has suggested George Whitcomb for me.”

	A denial leapt to my lips, but I hesitated. Despite his advanced years, George Whitcomb might well be a good match for Cornelia, even a wise choice. He would dote on her, although—with a husband of his age—she would likely become a wealthy widow before long. “I can think of no immediate reasons to object.”

	She smiled. “Not all widowed gentlemen concern you?”

	“Of course not. Kindness and generosity are attractive qualities at any age.”

	“That is all I hope for.” Her eyes seemed luminous in the dark. “You may dream of love, but I shall be content with kindness.”

	“I have no doubt you will find it. Good-night, sweet sister.” I wiggled from her bed, crossed the hall, and entered my bedchamber. In the shadows of the dressing room, our lady’s maid stirred sleepily before yawning and settling again. I crept into my bed but left the covers alone, having no desire for another layer of cloth in the heat of the summer night.

	But rest did not come. My worries over Papa's plans would not relinquish their hold on my thoughts. The clock struck midnight before sleep claimed me.


Chapter 2

	A Discreet Distance

	 

	I rose late this morning, had breakfast from a tray, and kept myself out of Papa’s sight by writing letters in my bedchamber. Mid-day, a horse galloped up the drive. An unexpected guest? I walked into the hall to find Papa standing at the top of the stairs. He shook his head at me before descending. Moments later, I heard the front door open, a murmur of masculine voices, and the slamming of the door to my father’s office.

	Returning to my writing table, I frowned at an unfinished letter—its words blurring before my eyes. The rift with Papa pained me. If only I knew how to speak with him in a way he could understand.

	His devotion to Maman had been renowned. I had heard his friends mutter “besotted”—partly in derision, partly in envy, for my mother had been a remarkable lady. While not precisely beautiful, she had been an alluring hostess and notable healer.

	Her death devastated my father. From his perspective, the end had come swiftly. I had sensed months earlier that she had a vicious cancer in her belly, yet she had sworn me to secrecy—in her estimation, the kindest choice. In fact, it had been disastrous for me. I had months to prepare for her passing. Our family had days.

	Shaking these sad thoughts from my head, I picked up the pen to write.

	An hour later, our housekeeper appeared in my room.

	“Yes, Mrs. McRae?”

	“You have a visitor, ma’am.”

	I set the quill aside and rose. “Who?”

	She sniffed. “Mr. Sewell.”

	His arrival the day after Papa’s demand could be no coincidence. I schooled my expression into something polite. “Where is he now?”

	“With Mr. Clarke in the parlor.”

	“Thank you. I shall come down shortly.”

	She inclined her head and left.

	Crossing to the mirror, I considered my black silk gown, tissue scarf, and simple cotton cap. My gaze went to our lady’s maid. “Is my dress acceptable?”

	Nance smiled sympathetically. “Yes, ma’am.”

	I sighed. There was no further excuse to delay. “Then we shall go.”

	Hesitating at the bottom of the staircase, I saw my guest framed by the open door of the formal parlor. He stood broodingly by the fireplace. A moderately tall, moderately handsome man, he looked every bit the proud young merchant. As I stopped just outside the doorway, he frowned at someone beyond my view.

	“I cannot tolerate the man’s smug arrogance,” Randolph was saying.

	“Have patience.” My father chuckled. “Hounding Eton will only strengthen his determination against shipping your goods.”

	“I do not wish to be patient. His sloops are the swiftest in port.”

	“Their speed does you no good if he refuses your business. Can you not uncover a bit of unsavory information and use it to…encourage him?”

	I swallowed a gasp. Was my father proposing extortion? What had this Mr. Eton done to deserve such spite?

	“I have tried.” Randolph pounded the mantel with his fist. “It has long been suspected that he uses his ships for smuggling, but it cannot be proved.”

	“Control your temper, and bide your time. Eton will let down his guard, if the king’s agents do not corner him first.”

	Randolph’s gaze strayed to the door, and his eyes narrowed. I stepped into the parlor, head held high, unconcerned that I had been caught eavesdropping. Randolph no doubt believed me to be too simple-minded to understand the subject.

	Papa’s lips pinched at the sight of me. “As you can see, Abigail, Mr. Sewell has come to call. I shall leave you to your conversation.” He set a wineglass on the table and stalked toward the door, giving me a hard stare as he passed.

	I took a few steps into the room, gestured for Nance to go to the window, and waited impatiently for Randolph to look up. “Mr. Sewell?” I prompted.

	“Miss Clarke.” His cold eyes raked me. “Must she be here?”

	“Of course, she must.” My tone held mild reproof.

	“Shall we sit?”

	I would prefer not, but that would be unpardonably rude, even to him. “Certainly.” I crossed deliberately to a chair and sat.

	He perched on the edge the settee, glanced at Nance in irritation, and then back at me.

	“Would you like refreshment?” I asked.

	He dismissed the question with a wave of his beringed hand.

	An uncomfortable silence fell. I was not being the hostess that any guest in my home deserved. I smiled stiffly. “What brings you all the way from New Bern today?”

	“You, ma’am.”

	“Why?”

	He scowled at the bald question. “Do not play games with me.” He hitched closer and lowered his voice. “You know I have asked for your father’s permission to court you.”

	“I did not think you could be serious.”

	“But I am. Profoundly serious.”

	I regarded him with surprise. He could not be so lacking in perception to have missed how vigilantly I shunned his company. Not since one fine spring day when I was fifteen.

	Randolph and I had joined a ride about Ashton Grove with our fathers. He had suggested that we return to the house early, and I had readily agreed. A groom trailed us at a discreet distance.

	When Randolph dared me to race to the stables, the outcome had been assured, as my dainty mare was no match for his stallion. At the contest’s end, he had helped me from my saddle and walked with me back to the house, only to pull me into the shadows to “claim his prize.” I fought against his strength, but my struggles merely excited him further. After he was done with the kiss, he continued to restrain me, laughing at my helpless tears. It took our fathers’ thunderous arrival at the stables for Randolph to release me, malicious triumph glinting in his eyes.

	I had vowed never to be alone with him again—quite the inconvenience for a husband and wife. “A more wretched marriage is impossible to imagine. I cannot think why you would even entertain…” No, that was not right. I could imagine. “Is my dowry that much of an inducement?”

	“You may believe your candor is appealing, but I do not. However, I can be candid, too. Yes, your dowry is an inducement.” His gaze made a sweep of my body. “Although you are not without…charms, as I recall.”

	“You are vile.”

	 “Ah, I shall regard that as a challenge.” His smile was mocking. “My intentions are clear. What do you say?”

	His persistence was odd. Randolph did not manage failure well. “I would encourage you not to make an offer. It will surely be declined.”

	“Indeed? We shall see about that.” He stood. Rather than angry, his smile had become sly.

	Warily, I rose, too, and preceded him into the grand hall.

	My father awaited us. “So?”

	Randolph shook his head, his sly smile firmly in place. Papa’s frown promised more discussion with me.

	We walked outside. Papa indicated for me to stay on the veranda while he and Randolph strode in the direction of the stables.

	I watched them go uneasily. How I wished not to speak of this again, but my heart knew that Papa was not done.



	


Chapter 3

	The Measure of Honor

	 

	In the three weeks since Papa had announced tonight’s ball, Mr. Perry had not asked for my help. I was eager to see the results.

	While the lady’s maid dressed me, I admired my new gown. The dressmaker had created it from shimmering indigo silk—elegant yet sufficiently subdued not to dishonor Maman’s memory. I would have expected no less from Mrs. Charlotte Browne. She had arrived in New Bern a few years past—a Free Negro with a soft accent and weary eyes—and earned her reputation as the royal capital’s finest seamstress. Maman had entrusted her wardrobe to Mrs. Browne, and now we did, too. Yet as tasteful as my new gown was, sadness tempered my pride. It felt wrong to be celebrating so soon.

	“Ma’am,” Nance murmured, “may I style your hair?”

	“Of course.” I went to the dressing table and sat.

	After she finished, I sent her to my sisters. Once alone, though, I stared with anxious eyes into the mirror. Reflected back was a girl who could not shake a sense of foreboding. Restlessly, I rose and went into the hall. There were muffled giggles from my sisters’ room. Overnight guests stirred behind the other closed doors. I gazed through a window at the front of the house and watched dust rise far down the lane as more people arrived.

	Wanting to reassure myself about preparations for this evening, I descended the staircase and went first to the ballroom. The floors and furnishings gleamed with polish. Flowers festooned every nook, filling the air with their delicate scent. Footmen were completing the tedious task of lighting candles while a breeze whimpered through the wide windows.

	All was ready. I moved on to the dining hall. Roses overflowed crystal vases. The table had been set with our finest linens, china, and silver. I felt faint disappointment—swiftly stifled—that Papa’s secretary had done so well without me. Naturally, I was glad he succeeded.

	Hesitant footsteps sounded behind me. “Marie?” my father said.

	I whipped around, saddened by his heartbroken tone. He had mistaken me for my mother. “No, Papa.”

	He blinked and looked away, his face sagging. “You are the very picture of her.” Lifting his hand to his lips, he coughed. “Did she suffer?”

	If only I could lie. “I did what I could to help with her pain, but I could not relieve it all.”

	“When did you know?”

	“Four months before …” I stopped. We had never spoken of her illness. Why was he putting us through this now?

	“Did you try to heal her?”

	Maman had known the futility as well as I, and had wanted nothing more than relief from her suffering. Must I keep her secrets past her death? “No, Papa, she—”

	“Silence,” he hissed harshly, and then strode purposefully across the room to me. “Mr. Sewell approached me this afternoon. He has made an offer for you.”

	I did not know what to make of this puzzling news. After his last visit, Randolph could have no doubts about my answer. “How curious that you tell me, rather than he.”

	“It was my suggestion, as I am more likely to be persuasive.”

	“Indeed you are, in those circumstances where I am undecided.”

	“But I am not. His father and I have long planned an alliance between our families. This match is good for all. I shall announce the engagement after supper.”

	I went still, the sort of stillness that came from a terrible truth lying just beyond my grasp. The evening’s celebration had not been random. “Why is Mr. Sewell pressing his suit when I have made my opinion clear?”

	“His feelings are engaged.”

	“They are not—at least not for me. What he desires is my dowry.”

	“And what of it? He needs your dowry for his business.”

	“How unfortunate for him then, as I shall decline.”

	Papa’s eyes blazed. “You would defy me?”

	“Not if your intent is to see me in a contented marriage.”

	“My intent is to see you gone.”

	His cruel words landed blows on my heart. I lowered my gaze to the froth of his neckcloth, unwilling for him to see my distress. “I shall not accept.”

	“You must marry him.”

	Although Papa’s fury was fearsome, my resolve was stronger. I looked up again. “No clergy in the province would wed a young lady against her will.”

	“Our guests anticipate an announcement tonight. If you refuse him, you will make me a laughingstock.”

	“You will have done that on your own.”

	Even as his jaw clenched, something like admiration flared in his eyes. “There are times when you remind me of your mother. Too much.” He turned and stalked from the room.

	I stared after him, hardly able to believe what had just happened. Papa had invited neighbors and friends, commissioned a lovely gown, and ambushed me minutes before the start of the ball. Had he gone even now to tell Randolph?

	Had I heard the end of this?

	Most certainly not, but I would not allow Papa’s deception to spoil this evening. Taking a breath, I squared my shoulders and glanced at my hands. Beautiful and elegant, Maman had called them. Your treasure.

	They were shaking now.

	 

	Our guests gathered in laughing clusters about the ballroom. The musicians were in the corner, tuning for the next dance. I had greeted everyone once and was on my second turn about the ballroom when tensions escalated among the gentlemen surrounding my father. I paused nearby, close enough to hear but far enough away to be unnoticed.

	“Mr. Clarke,” a gentleman farmer said, “have you met with our new governor?”

	Papa shrugged. “Thaddeus Norton is a fool. I have no desire to further our acquaintance.”

	“But he rules the province—”

	“He rules nothing. He is an interim governor and no match for our assembly. I shall not waste a trip to New Bern on someone who cannot affect me. Indeed, he is too easily distracted by his new wife and her children. Mrs. Norton is beautiful, to be sure, but her daughter is petulant. And her son, trouble.”

	Randolph cleared his throat. “Governor Norton is encouraging the customs agents to catch smugglers—”

	Papa interrupted again. “It will do no good. There are too many men involved, and too many coves along the rivers for a ship’s captain to hide his secrets. The governor would do better to arrest the mastermind.”

	Randolph gave a bark of laughter. “I hope Norton succeeds. The smugglers are—”

	“Cutting into your business. You would be smuggling, too, if they would permit you to join them—”

	The rest of his words were obscured by the opening strains of a country dance. I faced the ballroom with reluctance but also with anticipation, for I dearly loved to dance. I watched with pleasure as a gentleman crossed to Cornelia and bowed. She smiled prettily and nodded.

	“Miss Clarke?”

	I tensed at the familiar voice. “Mr. Sewell.”

	He offered his hand with a nearly-imperceptible bow of the head. “Shall we?” His oily smile held confidence that I would not refuse him this.

	Tempted though I was to reject him, that would not do. “Thank you.” Taking his hand, I let him lead me to the floor, consoling myself I was safe among so many.

