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      New York City


      John Ashton poured three fingers of whiskey into two glasses and sat 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.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          

          


          

            Chapter Two


          


        


      


    


    

      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.


      The next mistake, the ruler was not so polite, and rather than making contact with the table, it met her knuckles. Meggy winced and pulled her hand away, her eyes wide. “You struck me!” she shouted.


      “I did,” Ms. Strickland admitted. “And I shall do it again if you make another error. Now, pay attention!”


      Meggy was outraged. She flew up out of the chair, sending it toppling behind her. “You can’t strike me! You’re not my mother!” she shouted.


      “I can, and I shall!” Ms. Strickland countered, standing. “Now, return to your seat this instant!”


      “No!” Meggy shouted, and pushing past her, she ran out the door of the study, shouting for her mother.


      Instead, she ran straight into her uncle who was coming around the corner from the foyer. “Mary Margaret!” he shouted, his eyes almost as wide as hers. “Whatever are you doing?”


      “Ms. Strickland struck me on the hand with her ruler!” she yelled, turning to see the governess following her down the hallway.


      She had her pointy nose in the air, the ruler still grasped firmly in her hand. “That’s right, I did. And I shall do it again if she cannot master her sums.” Her voice was calm and firm.


      Meggy wanted to throw herself at the old bitty and scratch her eyes out. “You cannot! You old bag! You mean, vile old thing!”


      “Mary Margaret!” her uncle admonished, grabbing her roughly by the shoulders. “How dare you address your governess in such a manner? She can and she will continue to strike you if you cannot behave like a proper young lady.”


      He had spun her around to face him, kneeling as he did so, and Meggy found herself looking into those evil eyes. She didn’t like when he put his hands on her, and she pulled away now, hoping he would release her. He did not; instead, his grip tightened until her shoulders began to ache. “My mother….”


      “Your mother has also given her permission,” Bertram explained, his voice tight and bordering on rage. “Now, apologize to Ms. Strickland and return to your studies. If I should hear one more thing about you not following proper instruction… well, I do not think you shall like the consequences, young lady. Do you understand?”


      Meggy nodded, fear welling up inside of her gut.


      “I said, ‘Do you understand?’” he repeated as his fingers dug into her shoulders.


      “Yes, sir,” Meggy just managed.


      “Come along, Mary Margaret,” Ms. Strickland ordered, and Meggy pulled herself away from her uncle and followed the stranger back down the hallway, realizing that nothing was the same as it had been before, when her father was alive. He would have never let this happen to her.


      Nor would he have let the governess strike her three times on the bottom with the ruler. But it happened just the same. Meggy didn’t cry though; she wouldn’t let them see her cry.
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      New York City


      Charlie Ashton always enjoyed walking the floor of his father’s factory with him, listening to the owner encourage the workers and comment on their effort. Everyone always seemed so happy and proud to be doing their job. Today was no different, as Mr. Ashton proceeded up and down the rows, patting workers on the back, calling almost every single one of them by name, despite the hundreds of individuals they passed. Charlie wondered how he knew everyone so well, and when he’d asked, his father simply said, “People are important.”


      The sounds of the machinery made parts of the factory very noisy, and whenever they would approach some of the more dangerous areas, John would always take Charlie by the hand, even though he was nearly eleven years old—practically a grown man—and his head reached his father’s shoulder. He said he wanted to make sure nothing happened to his right hand man, so Charlie shrugged and took his father’s hand. He pretended like it embarrassed him, but he secretly liked it. He wouldn’t mind staying his father’s little boy for a few more years if he could help it.


      There was one spot that Charlie liked best. A catwalk soared above the factory floor, over by the offices, and whenever they were finished walking through the aisles of workers, his father would drop down and sit with his legs dangling over the edge, Charlie at his side. Usually, he had some sort of treat in his pocket—hard candy or peanuts—and they would share as they discussed important business.


      Today, as Charlie dropped down next to his father, John pulled a butterscotch out and handed it over. Charlie’s face lit up as he popped the sweet candy into his mouth. His father had one for himself as well, even though Charlie knew he didn’t care for sweets quite as much, and they surveyed their empire.


      “Someday, all of this will be yours, Charlie, my boy,” John said, stretching his hands out to span the width of the factory.


      “Yes, father,” Charlie replied. He knew all of that, of course. His father had been saying it for years. “I’ll know everyone’s name, too, Father. Just like you.”


      “I know you will,” John laughed. “And you will be an excellent leader, inspiring your workers to do their best.”


      Charlie nodded. “I’ll never have children working in the factory, either, Father, like some of those other places.”


      “Goodness, no,” John shook his head. “You do hear everything, don’t you, Son?”


      Charlie smiled. “Yes, Father.” He tried to listen to as much as he could whenever his father talked about his business. He wanted to learn as much as possible.


      “You know, Charlie, all of this is possible now because of my dear friend, Henry. Do you remember me talking about him?” John asked, looking off into the distance.


      “Yes, Father. I remember. Henry Westmoreland. Your college roommate.”


      “That’s right. He helped your mother and I out at a time when we really needed it. If it hadn’t been for him, we wouldn’t have the factory, wouldn’t have… anything. Henry Westmoreland saved us, Charlie. He was a good man.” John’s voice faltered a bit, but with a deep breath, he managed, “He was the best man.”


      Charlie was confused, and he couldn’t remember ever seeing his father upset before. “Father, did something happen to Mr. Westmoreland?”


      There was a pause before John replied, “Yes, Charlie. He passed away. Last year.”


      Charlie’s face fell. “I’m very sorry to hear that, Father,” he said. He patted his father on the back, as he had done so many times whenever Charlie was upset. “You must be very sad.”


      John looked at Charlie’s hand and then smiled, though Charlie wasn’t quite sure why. “Thank you, Son,” he said. “You really are growing up quickly.”


      “Yes, Father,” Charlie repeated, withdrawing his hand and placing it in his lap.


      “I was quite sad to hear of Henry’s passing, Son. He wasn’t very old. He had a lot left to accomplish.”


      “His family must be very upset,” Charlie offered, imagining how devastated he would be if he lost his father.


      John snickered and shook his head before saying, “He has a little girl.”


      Charlie’s eyes widened, though he thought he may have heard that bit of information before. “She must be very, very unhappy.”


      Nodding, John said, “Yes, I suppose she is.” He sighed and looked out over the work floor again before turning to look at Charlie. “Son, before Henry died, he came to meet with me. He asked me, if something should happen to him, would we be willing to look after his little girl—you and me. I know I didn’t ask you about it, Son, but I thought I knew for sure that your answer would be the same as mine. You’d be willing to look after her someday, wouldn’t you, Charlie?”


      “Yes, of course, Father,” Charlie nodded, knowing that whatever his father thought would certainly be best.


      “Good, I’m glad to hear that,” John said, finally smiling.


      “Do you mean, I’ll have another sister?” Charlie asked, thinking of his sister Grace. She was a bit older than him, and sometimes they argued, but for the most part he liked her just fine most of the time.


      “No, Son. I mean, someday, she’ll be your wife.”


      Charlie was a bit shocked. He’d never even considered the possibility of having a wife—not now or ever. He ran a hand through his dark brown hair and dropped his father’s gaze for a moment, staring off at the workers below. He saw some women working right alongside their male counterparts. They were strong and capable. His father paid them just the same as he did the men because he said that women were just as valuable. Perhaps this Westmoreland girl would be like them—resilient, skillful.


      “Charlie?” his father asked, patting him on the back. “Are you all right?”


      “Yes, Father,” Charlie said, finally looking his father in the eye. “Whatever you think is best, Father.”


      “I knew you’d agree,” John said with a smile. “I knew you’d understand. We owe Henry so much, all of us.”


      “Yes, Father.”


      “Such a bright boy,” he continued. “It’s no wonder your tutors rave about your studies.”


      “Thank you, Father.”


      “Come along, Son,” John said, bringing himself to his feet and pulling his boy up to join him. “Let’s go home and see what’s for supper.”


      Charlie nodded in agreement, following his father along the narrow catwalk. “Father,” he called as they approached the stairwell, “what is her name?”


      “Oh, yes, of course,” John mumbled, as if he couldn’t believe he hadn’t mentioned it. “Mary Margaret,” he answered. “Mary Margaret Westmoreland.”


      “Mary Margaret,” Charlie repeated as they began their descent. It sounded like a suitable name for a wife to him. He hoped that she liked butterscotch.
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      Southampton


      “Time for bed,” her mother repeated for at least the third time. Meggy continued to pretend that she could not hear her. She had been playing at reading for nearly half an hour now, not budging from her chair in the parlor, despite the fact that she knew her mother didn’t like her to be downstairs. Meggy didn’t like her room anymore.


      “Mary Margaret!” she shouted this time. “Get upstairs and change this instant or else I shall fetch Ms. Strickland from her chambers and have her put you to bed!”


      Meggy took a deep breath, realizing she would have to go now, despite the fact that she would have done almost anything to work her way around it. But without a word of back-talk (which would have gotten her a fat lip at the least) she gathered up her book, dragged herself out of the room, and began her slow ascent up the stairs.


      She took her time washing up as well. No longer would Patsy come in and help her count brush strokes or make sure she said her prayers. Most nights, she didn’t bother to say them. No one was listening anyway—she was certain of that. Eventually, her mother would come in, or she would send Ms. Strickland by to check on her. Either one was bad, but she would not willingly climb into her bed and attempt to go to sleep because she knew, in a few hours, once the taverns closed, the monster would come. Nothing her mother or Ms. Strickland did to her could equal what the monster would do.


      It didn’t happen every single night. Sometimes, he was too drunk and would pass out downstairs. Other times, she would hear his heavy footsteps pass by her door and trip their way on down the hallway. But frequently enough, the monster would make his way into her room. Then—well, all she could do was squeeze her eyes shut and wait for him to leave. He said that it wasn’t bad, that she was a good girl for being silent. She didn’t think that could possibly be true; it certainly felt like a bad thing, a very bad thing.


      She had thought about telling her mother, but every time she approached her, she was waved away or told to be silent—that little girls were for being seen, not heard. Once, she had spoken up to Ms. Strickland. She had even gotten the worst part of the story out before she realized that the governess was about to strike her with that awful ruler. She knew immediately that Ms. Strickland was not on her side.


      Patsy would have helped her; she was almost certain. But she had taken ill recently and was on leave. She hoped that, once she recovered, her mother would have her back, and then she would tell her everything. She knew that Patsy would help her. The other ladies were all strict and rude, just like the aptly named Ms. Strickland. It would do no good to try to tell them. So Meggy cried herself to sleep each night, hoping to be lucky and not to be awoken in a few hours by the sound of the monster creeping up the stairs. This night, she tucked herself in tightly, hoping perhaps if the blankets were taut enough, he’d give up and go away. That had never worked before, but it was always worth a try. Anything was worth a try—three nightgowns, leaving her school knickers on. Anything. Even begging her father to come back as a ghost and whisk her away. Nothing seemed to work though, and this night she climbed into bed like so many others, hopeful that it would be a good night with no visitors.


      She was not feeling particularly lucky, especially since her mother came in and rapped her on the head with her ring to hurry her off, putting the lights out and pulling the curtains tight so that not even the tiniest bit of light could creep in from the street below or the stars in the sky.


      She’d slammed the door behind her, leaving the seven-year-old to linger in the dark and await her fate, her eyes shut tight, her pleas sent out to all four corners of the universe should anyone care to hear and save her.


      That night, the universe’s answer was, “No.”
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      “Meggy?” a familiar voice called from behind the tree. “Meggy, what are you doing out here?”


      She didn’t bother to glance over her shoulder at Ezra. She knew if Ms. Strickland realized she had snuck out of the study and was out on the swing, and she found Ezra was with her, they would both be punished. Without turning she said, “Go away, Ezra.”


      “But, Meggy, if she finds you, you’ll get a thrashing.”


      She sighed. “I know that, nitwit,” she replied. “But she’s gone off to rest and left me to practice my Latin. Unless you wake her. Now, go away.”


      “Pardon me,” Ezra said, his tone indicating that she had certainly hurt his feelings. “I was only concerned for you, Meggy.”


      “Well, don’t be,” she said, finally turning to look at him now. “I don’t need your help. I don’t need anyone’s help.


      “You’ve changed,” Ezra said, stepping out from behind the tree. “I don’t think I like you anymore. Ever since your Da died, you’ve gone mean.”


      The words stung, there was no denying that. But she wasn’t about to let him see that. Instead, Meggy stood, turning to face him. She balled up her fists and placed them on her hips. “Well, how should you know? Your father’s practically a ditch digger! You don’t even know how to read, Ezra! Now, leave me be or else I’ll tell my mother you sneak into the sugar jar when her lady’s not looking!”


      Ezra’s eyes were wide as saucers as he kicked dirt in her general direction and took off towards the carriage house. Meggy considered chasing after him, wanting vengeance for the filth in her hair and sprinkled across the front of her frock, but she heard her proper name being shouted from the house and knew she was already in enough trouble without running after him and soiling herself more. She realized she’d meet the business end of the ruler as soon as she returned to the study. It was odd how facing the monster had made her so strong that the ruler no longer hurt. It didn’t seem like there was much else that the universe could throw at Meggy to hurt her now.
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      New York City


      Charles Ashton’s study looked out over the courtyard of his parents’ estate. The gardens and hedges were gorgeous and a large fountain decorated with cherubs sat directly in the center of his view. He considered himself quite blessed to have the opportunity to take a break from his studies to look out at such a lovely vision.


      His father believed that children should stay at home with their parents until it was time to go off to a secondary school to study, so John had hired the best tutors to come into their home to educate both of his children, and despite the fact that she was female, his sister Grace studied just the same as he did, though in another room with a governess instead of a male tutor.


      Charlie had always been told he was quite bright and his tutor gave him high marks in nearly every area. He studied hard and paid particular attention to math and business as he knew how important those two subjects would be when he took over his father’s business someday. He was also aware that he would be running Westmoreland Textiles by the time he was twenty-four, and he had only ten more years to successfully understand how to lead a corporation. He wanted to be prepared.


      He was not yet engaged to Mary Margaret Westmoreland. He had never met her, not that he remembered anyway, and he hadn’t so much as written or received a letter from her yet, either, though his father thought that he should begin to write her soon. Yet, he thought of her often, wondering what she was doing, where she might be. He asked his father several times what she might look like or what he thought she would be interested in. His father had recanted several stories that Henry had relayed to him over the years, read from some letters that Henry had written. So, even though Charlie had never met Mary Margaret, he realized she would someday be a very significant part of his life. He even said a prayer for her each night before he fell asleep, hoping she was doing well despite how difficult it must have been for her to lose her father at such a young age. At least she had her mother.


      He hoped that somewhere across the sea, she was growing into a fine young woman, that she thought of him often as well, and that she was preparing to come to America someday to be his wife. He could only imagine that she must be sweet and kind, just like her father, intelligent and loving. Surely, she was praised for her grace and compassion as he was. They would make a fine couple someday, he just knew it.


      Yes, Mary Margaret Westmoreland must be the lady of his dreams. He was certain of it.
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      Southampton


      The sun was baking the mud into her skin. She could feel the crustiness taking over her legs and arms where it was beginning to dry. Likewise, her hair felt heavy with drying dirt and tangles from the wind. Nevertheless, she spurred the stallion on, taking hedges and gullies as if she hadn’t fallen off and landed in a puddle just a few moments ago.


      Not only was she straddling the horse, she hadn’t bothered to put a saddle on him at all. If she had taken the time to do so, she likely would have been found out, and though she was certain an ample punishment awaited her when she returned to the carriage house, at least she would have her fun first. In Meg’s experience, it was always best to have fun first and then be punished. Punishment was bound to happen either way. One may as well have a bit of enjoyment first.


      While their estate was located in the middle of Chilworth, there was a wooded area just a few blocks away that backed up to the creek she had jumped—mis-jumped, as it were—and from time to time, she liked to borrow a horse from the stable and take off for a bit. She’d done it several times over the last year or so and only gotten caught half of them. Those were fairly good odds, she thought, and despite the fact that Mr. Bitterly, Ezra’s father, the head groundskeeper and overseer of all things horse-related, had been punished severely the last time she had done so, she saw no reason to let that deter her from having a bit of fun. After all, if she could withstand the consequences, so could he. Perhaps he should be a little more careful with where he left the carriage house key.


      Meg rode onward and upward until she came to the crest of a hill and pulled the reins, bringing her steed to a stop. She’d reached a clearing, and from here she could see the harbor and the ocean, two of her favorite sights. Both of them smelled of freedom and opportunity. Someday, she vowed she’d board a ship in that very harbor and sail away from here, leaving her mother, her uncle, and all of the ghosts of Southampton far behind.


      The sun was beginning to set by the time she led the stallion back towards the gate behind the house. It was still ajar, and she thought, perhaps, this would mean that no one had noticed that she was gone. However, as she dismounted, the horse let out a soft whiny, and it was enough to draw Mr. Bitterly out of the shadows. He stood before her, his arms crossed against his barrel of a chest, his expression saying everything.


      “I was just out for a quick ride, that’s all,” she said as she handed him the reins.


      “You’re covered in filth, Miss Mary Margaret. You wreak of horse, and your governess has been inquiring about your whereabouts for nearly an hour. I don’t understand! Why do you insist on doin’ such things when you know it can only lead to trouble?”


      Meg shrugged. “Trouble isn’t so bad, Mr. Bitterly. Sometimes it’s the only way you know you’re still alive.”


      “For a ten-year-old, you sure have a smart mouth,” he said, shaking his head and leading the horse off toward the carriage house.


      Even though she’d know when she “borrowed” the horse he’d also be held responsible when she returned, she couldn’t help but feel a bit sorry for him now. He really was a nice enough man most of the time, though Meg didn’t really trust any man. Rather than attempt to sneak back into the house, she made her way to the pump in the back of the garden and began to run the cold water over her legs, splashing it up onto her arms. If she could wash away most of the mud, perhaps she could also eliminate some of the horsey smell, and while she would most certainly be in trouble, she might be able to spare the other party.


      “Mary Margaret!”


      She would have known that voice anywhere. She turned about, her dress dripping and her boots soaked, to find Ms. Strickland staring at her in horror. “Where in the world have you been?” she asked, stopping quite a way back from her wayward charge.


      “Just off in the woods there,” Meg replied pointing back beyond the house to the rear of their property. “I went for a walk. And I fell. In a puddle.”


      “You incorrigible little mite!” Ms. Strickland shouted. “I don’t understand why you insist on being petulant—all the time!”


      Meg stared at her, blue eyes unwavering as she continued to blast her with insults. Nothing she said could possibly hurt her.


      “When you’re finished, get yourself up to your room, put on proper attire, and come to the study at once. You will have quite a punishment awaiting you!”


      “Yes, miss,” Meg said making her voice as sickeningly sweet as she could, which got the reaction of disgust out of her governess that she was hoping for.


      “My ruler will be waiting!” she threatened as she turned to stomp back into the house.


      Meg held back a snicker and turned off the pump, dripping muddy rivulets of water all over the carefully manicured yard. She had no doubt that Ms. Strickland would find her bottom with that ruler. But she would have to catch her first, and that would take some time, and if nothing else, at least it would be fun. One really couldn’t have too much fun, now could one?
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      New York City


      Charlie sat in his study staring at a blank page, his pen poised just above his stationery. His initials, CJA, were inscribed at the top in fancy, golden calligraphy. A gift from his mother, the stationery made him feel important. Perhaps that was part of the reason he wasn’t exactly sure what to write. What if his words came across as foolish? It would be difficult to be both important and ridiculous at the same time.


      Of course, the other idea that made this particular writing task difficult is that it was the first time he was to write to Mary Margaret. He had known for years that she would be his wife one day, but having never met her, he simply had no idea what she was like. He wasn’t sure what he should discuss. What if she found his remarks drab and boring? Though he’d written a bit of correspondence before—mostly to his grandparents who lived upstate—this letter seemed important, and he didn’t wish to mess it up.


      “Charlie, darling, are you quite all right?” his mother asked as she placed her hand on his shoulder.


      He had been so absorbed by the task, he hadn’t even heard her come in. Pamela Ashton was a diminutive woman. Not even five feet tall, with the type of bone structure that might make one look frail if she wasn’t so incredibly healthy, it was a wonder she had birthed such a tall, strong young man as Charlie. His sister Grace was also quite a bit taller than their mother already at seventeen. They did look similar, however. Both women had long brown hair and dark eyes with fair complexions. His mother liked to fashion her hair differently from day to day and this afternoon she had it pulled up on top of her head with tiny curls framing her oval face. Charlie always thought he had the prettiest mother. He hoped one day his own children would look upon Mary Margaret and feel proud that their mother was lovely and kind, the way that he admired his own mother.


      “Yes, Mother,” he replied, turning to face her and forcing a smile. “I was just considering what it is I might say to Mary Margaret.”


      “I see,” Pamela nodded, sitting in a chair next to her son. “What have you written thus far?”


      Charlie shrugged and dropped his head. “Honestly? Nothing.”


      He thought he saw a hint of a smile at the corner of her soft pink lips. “Well, considering you’ve been at it for nearly an hour, I would say, you’ve quite a lot on your mind, my boy.”


      Charlie looked out at the fountain, which is what he’d been doing for much of that hour. “Yes, Mother. What if….”


      “What if—what?” she asked, squeezing his shoulder. “What if you say something silly? Something that makes her laugh?”


      “What if I say something that makes me sound—idiotic?”


      Pamela laughed then, no longer able to hide her amusement at her son’s enthusiasm for perfection. “Charlie, I doubt there is anything you could say to make you sound anything less than the intelligent, kind-hearted young man that you are. However, if you should like, once you’ve finished, I will read it over and let you know if I think you need to make any corrections. How would that be?”


      His countenance brightened. “You wouldn’t mind?” he asked, finally feeling as if perhaps he could manage this task after all.


      “Of course not,” she assured him. “After all, Mary Margaret will be like a daughter to me one day. I wouldn’t want her to think I’ve raised an idiotic son.”


      He could tell she was teasing, and he couldn’t help but laugh. His mother was always so lighthearted. He couldn’t imagine having one of those stern mothers who never paid her children any mind except for to scorn them. “Thank you, Mother,” he said, patting her hand on his shoulder.


      “Anything for you, my love,” she smiled. “I shall be in the parlor. When you’re finished, bring it down, and I’ll have a look.”


      “Yes, Mother.”


      Before she turned to go, she bent down and kissed him lovingly on his crown of dark brown hair. Watching her walk out the door, Charlie hoped that Mary Margaret’s mother loved her the same way that his mother loved him. It must be awful to lose one’s father. Without a proper mother, things would be even worse.


      With a deep breath, he readied his pen and began with the only thing that made sense. He quickly wrote the date and the salutation and then began with a bit of an introduction.


      April 15, 1902


      Dear Miss Westmoreland,


      I hope this letter finds you well. It is spring time here in New York City, and the birds are chirping. The buds are blooming on the trees. The air smells lovely. It is as if the world has awoken from a deep slumber. I hope that Southampton is just as lovely this time of year.


      I wanted to write to you to let you know that I have been thinking of you. I was so very sorry to hear about the passing of your father these several years ago. I am sure that has been very difficult for you. I hope that your mother is a kind and loving woman like mine. I am certain she must be as my parents speak so highly of your father.


      My father will be traveling to Southampton on business in a few months. I hope that I am able to go with him so that perhaps we could meet. I should like to get to know you and form a friendship. I am interested to know what you like to do in your spare time, what you think of your studies, who your friends are, that sort of thing. I believe my father will be contacting your mother shortly so that we might be able to find a time and place to get acquainted properly.


      Personally, I enjoy studying math and business, as well as reading. In my free time, I enjoy being outside. I ride but not as well as I might. I enjoy sailing but I have never been particularly fond of the water. My best friend is a young man by the name of Walter Franklin. His father is an associate of my father’s. We spend a lot of our free time together.


      I also quite enjoy walking around the factory floor with my father learning his trade. I am excited to earn my place in his business someday. I hope that I will grow up to be a good provider like our fathers one day.


      I suppose that is enough of an introduction for now. I hope this letter finds you well. If you are so inclined, I should very much enjoy a letter from you.


      Respectfully yours.


      Charles J. Ashton


      Once he had finished and read it over a few times, Charlie made sure his correspondence was dry and then carefully carried it down to his mother. He found her in the parlor, as she’d promised, working on a needlepoint. When he entered the room, she smiled and laid her piece on the table next to her saying, “Well, let’s have a look shall we?”


      Charlie waited with his hands folded behind his back, watching his mother’s dark eyes scan the document to the bottom. She finished, nodded, and then began reading again. He had suspected she would want to be completely thorough.


      “It’s lovely, Charlie,” she finally determined. “It’s quite good. I had no idea you were such a strong writer, my boy.”


      He couldn’t help but smile at his mother’s praise. He had never felt like much of a writer, but he truly enjoyed reading, and he thought perhaps some of the words he had absorbed from the classics over the years might have somehow wriggled their way into his unconscious mind.


      “May I make one small suggestion?” she asked, her lips pursed just a bit.


      “Yes, of course,” Charlie replied, stepping forward, nervous to hear what the criticism might be.


      “Well, while I believe what you’ve written is certainly accurate, perhaps we should change this word to ‘parents’ instead of ‘father.’”


      She pointed to the sentence he had written that concluded, “my parents have spoken so highly of your father.”


      “I’m afraid that if we don’t say ‘parents’ her mother might read it and assume we have not spoken highly of her. Now, of course, your father doesn’t know Mrs. Westmoreland in the same way that he knew Mr. Westmoreland. Naturally, he doesn’t speak of her as highly or as often. But really, there’s no need to potentially offend her, now is there?”


      Charlie hadn’t thought of that. What his mother was saying made perfect sense. He hadn’t considered mentioning his parents praising Mrs. Westmoreland because, as far as he could remember, they never had. That didn’t mean that she wasn’t worthy, however. “Yes, of course,” Charlie said, nodding. “That’s a lovely idea, Mother.”


      “All right, then, Charlie. You go make your change and bring it back down. I’ll be certain it makes it to the post first thing tomorrow.”


      “Thank you, Mother,” Charlie said, taking the paper. Careful not to wrinkle it, though it was only a draft at this point, he leaned in and hugged his mother, thankful for her thoughtfulness and consideration. He knew he was lucky to have such attentive parents as he knew several other children who did not. The older he got, the more he realized how truly blessed he was.


      Charlie made his way back upstairs and corrected his letter. He found an envelope and placed it inside, sealing it, and carefully scribed Mary Margaret Westmoreland on the outside. He knew his father would have the address. He hoped that she would be as excited to get a letter from him as he was to send it.
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      Southampton


      “Well of course I’m not going to allow her to read it!”


      Meg could hear her mother shouting from the parlor below her. She’d always known that sound travelled up the radiator pipes to her room, but she had only recently discovered that pressing an ear to the pipe (or a glass if one had such a thing handy) allowed even more sound to come through. In this way, she had discovered quite a bit of information that she would have otherwise not been privy to. This evening was no different. Ditching the history textbook Ms. Strickland had insisted she read, she made her way over to the radiator and had a listen, wondering what had gotten her mother so completely bent out of shape.


      “Why ever not? It’s not as if it even mentions the arrangement,” her uncle replied, his voice showing more indifference than irritation.


      There was a jolt, as if her mother had tossed something on a table or slammed her hand down. “While Mr. Steele may believe our case to be helpless, that other attorney, what’s his name? Marsh—he thinks there might be a chance that we can stop this ridiculous farce from coming to fruition.”


      “I’m just not so certain that is our best course of action,” Bertram replied, his voice still calm. “Business has gone down drastically. Our profit margins are growing narrower each day. Perhaps it would be best if….”


      “Perhaps nothing!” her mother shouted so loudly Meg could have easily heard her without the pipe. “This is my company every bit as much as it is yours or was Henry’s, and I’m not about to see it shift to someone else simply because my dead husband thinks he found a way to outsmart us!”


      To say that she was confused was quite the understatement, but Meg continued to listen while she pondered what she had heard so far, hoping there would be some sort of information to fill in the gaping holes in her understanding.


      “I’m just saying, Millie, if we had the money instead, I believe it would allow you be much more comfortable. As it stands, I’m not certain we shall even be able to take that trip to France you’ve been planning for next month.”


      Meg’s face lit up at the mention of a holiday. It had been quite some time since they’d ventured overseas, and she quite liked those types of journeys. Usually, the monster was so distracted by all of the entertainment and newness of the vessel, he’d leave her alone completely. In fact, she’d spent quite a bit of time off on her own the last time they went abroad. If her mother had any idea the trouble she had caused….


      “You must find a way to make the company profitable again, Bert! I will not resort to living off of the Ashton’s money!”


      Ashton? Meg was certain she had heard that name before, though she really wasn’t sure just where. A distant memory began to crawl back into her consciousness, but she couldn’t quite place it.


      “Mary Margaret is pretty enough. With the proper training, she could find a suitable match….”


      “Mary Margaret is a wild animal,” Bertram interjected. “Proper training isn’t the half of it.”


      “Well, who was it that wouldn’t allow me to send her off to boarding school?” her mother asked, her voice betraying her failed self-control.


      “She would only have been sent right back,” her uncle insisted.


      “In a few years, she’ll begin attending balls. She’ll need to know how to act properly then, how to dance, how to speak like a young woman.”


      “You can certainly teach her how to dance,” Bertram said, and Meg could picture the detestable crooked smile he likely had on his face, that one eye narrowed. She shivered.


      “Oh, Ms. Strickland has tried, but she’s gotten nowhere. It’s as if Mary Margaret insists on failing, looking daft, and seeming ignorant.”


      “I think that might actually be the case,” her uncle offered.


      “All I’m saying is, I’m not ready to give in to John and Pamela Ashton. I do not wish to be their charity case!”


      “And all I’m saying is….”


      Before Bertram could finish his sentence, Meg heard footsteps outside of her door. She scurried back to her work desk, picking up the book and flipping a few pages over from where she had left off the last time Ms. Strickland had come by to check on her.


      “Mary Margaret?” the stern voice asked as she threw open the door, as if she intended to surprise her charge and catch her off-task.


      Perhaps wearing slippers instead of those clod-hopping boots might make that a bit more feasible, Meg thought as she casually lifted her eyes from the page. “Yes, miss?”


      “How is your studying going? Are you able to recite the kings of England from James I to William III?”


      “Yes, miss,” Meg replied, closing the book. She would have been able to recite all of the ruling monarchs from Egbert to their own Edward IV without ever having opened the book at all. Meg was quite good at memorizing and understanding history and literature. She was even good at foreign language. Maths were what hung her up, but she didn’t mind being asked to spend her time working on things she could already do. That way, whenever she was asked to perform there would be less chance of meeting the business end of the switch Ms. Strickland had traded her ruler for last year. While Meg was still careful not to let them see her cry, it smarted quite a bit more than the ruler had.


      “Begin,” Ms. Strickland insisted, and Meg found a spot on the wallpaper to train her eyes on as she recited the names and dates of each of the rulers that had held the crown these past three hundred years, including the leaders of the commonwealth as well. When she was finished, Ms. Strickland only nodded sharply, never offering any praise or assurance. “I suppose I should find something more difficult to assign next time,” she said. “For now, move on to Latin. Review the conjugations from yesterday and then continue with the next list.”


      “Yes, miss.” As Ms. Strickland turned to leave, Meg regained her seat and pulled her Latin book out of the stack of texts on her desk.


      While she had more privacy studying here than she had when they used the downstairs study, she had begun to despise this room over the years, and every time the door closed, she couldn’t help but shiver, particularly when she could hear her uncle’s voice or footsteps in the house.


      It had been four years, and not much had changed. Meg pushed those thoughts aside and began to look over the list from yesterday again. She did her best to concentrate, but pieces of the conversation she had overheard came floating back to her. Why was that name—Ashton—so familiar? Why had her mother said the company wasn’t doing well? Were they about to be put out onto the street?


      She honestly wasn’t sure she’d mind too much if they were. Recently, she’d been forced to spend more time with the daughters of her mother and uncle’s high society friends, and quite frankly, she wasn’t certain she wanted to have anything to do with the lot of them. Sitting about, sipping tea, attempting to outplay each other on the piano or harpsichord, gossiping about others who were not present—it all seemed like a waste of time to her. She’d much rather be out riding one of the horses from the carriage house or climbing a tree.


      Though she could play the piano well and embroider, those things were not what interested her. The nearness of the ocean was always tempting; the water seemed to call to her, to promise an escape. More than once, she had considered sneaking aboard a steamship bound for America. It was only fear of what the sailors might do to her if they should find her that prevented her from trying her hand. She knew enough about what unscrupulous men could do to little girls to prevent an attempt at escape under her present circumstances.


      But someday, when she was older and wiser, she would do just that—get aboard a steamship and voyage to America. There, she could leave all of this behind and start over. There, she’d find a way to become the young lady her Da had always dreamed she would be.
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      New York City


      “No letter again today?” Charlie asked, a tinge of hope still in his voice, though he could tell by his mother’s expression that the answer would be no.


      “I’m sorry, Charlie,” Pamela said, placing what had come in the post on her husband’s desk. “I’m afraid there’s nothing today either.”


      Charlie’s shoulders slumped. It had been nearly two months since he’d sent his letter to Mary Margaret, and she hadn’t written back yet. “But father’s trip is coming up, and if she doesn’t answer, then how will I know if it is all right for me to visit?”


      Pamela wrapped her arm around her son’s shoulders. “Charlie, your father and I have talked about this. Perhaps, this time, it would be best if your father went by himself. He can speak to Mrs. Westmoreland in person, make sure that Mary Margaret received your letter, and then, once they’ve discussed the situation, you can go with him next time.”


      “But that may be next year,” Charlie protested, turning to face her. “Must I wait so long?”


      She sat down on the edge of John’s desk, her hand still resting on Charlie’s shoulder. “I understand you’re disappointed, Son. I would be, too. Try to understand, this is a complicated situation. You are growing into a fine young man, but for now, it’s best if adults handle the details. Does that make sense?”


      Charlie hung his head and nodded. He didn’t want his mother to see that he was fighting back tears. Fourteen-year-old boys were not supposed to cry. He had been looking forward to this trip with his father for a number of reasons. While meeting Mary Margaret for the first time was certainly a priority, he had hoped to have the opportunity to attend some of his father’s business meetings, to see how he handled himself in Southampton and London as well. Charlie had traveled to London a few times, but he had never been to Southampton. Traveling with his father would have been a wonderful opportunity to see more of the world and spend some quality time with his father.


      “Are you all done with your studies for today?” Pamela asked, lovingly stroking her son’s neck.


      “Yes, Mother.”


      “Then, why don’t you take the trap over to Walter’s? Perhaps the two of you could spend some time together?”


      Charlie’s face lit up. “You don’t mind?”


      “You’re old enough, don’t you think?” she asked, a smile flickering across her mouth.


      “Yes, Mother.”


      “All right then. Be back in time for supper.”


      Charlie managed a, “Yes, ma’am,” over his shoulder as he practically flew out of the room. While he’d been allowed to take the pony trap out a few times, he’d never been granted permission to go so far as to Walter’s house. He hurried to the carriage house to ready the trap and his pony, Scout, as quickly as possible, perfectly content to do the work himself.


      While Walter’s mother had been a bit surprised to see Charlie calling upon her son unannounced, she had allowed him to take a break from his studies and accompany Charlie to the little pond behind their house. Most boys their age were off at boarding school, so they had become quite close to each other, being two of the few left to study at home.


      “I can’t imagine how it must be to already know who your wife will be,” Walter said as he tossed a flat stone across the surface of the otherwise pristine pond. He had a blond mop and despite the lack of a breeze, it still insisted on standing up almost straight on top of his head.


      “I suppose it is a little strange,” Charlie agreed, skipping a stone almost twice as far as the one Walter had sent across. “But that’s how it’s been for as long as I can remember.”


      Walter looked annoyed that Charlie had outdone him, so he tried to throw even harder, which resulted in his stone spinning out of control and sinking before it had even gone a few feet. “What if…” he began, “what if she’s hideous?”


      “What’s that?” Charlie asked, dropping the stone he’d been about to toss and looking at his friend.


      “That is to say, what if she’s quite ugly? Or plump? Or boring?”


      “All right, Walter,” Charlie began, shaking his head.


      “No, I’m serious, Charlie. What if she’s dull or dimwitted? There will be absolutely nothing that you can do about it. You’re bound to marry her anways.”


      “Walter, my father assures me that she is none of those things.”


      “But how does he know?” Walter pressed on. “Has he seen her?”


      “I believe he met her when she was a small child,” Charlie argued.


      “But a lot could change between then and now—or between now and whenever you actually do marry her. What if you go away to study and meet someone else? What if you fall in love with a beautiful woman? You won’t be able to marry her because your father promised you’d wed Margaret.”


      “It’s Mary Margaret,” Charlie corrected, “and I highly doubt that will happen.”


      “Why not?” Walter pressed on, all thoughts of skipping stones laid aside. “You’re a fairly handsome fellow, I suppose,” he continued, and Charlie snickered at his attempt at a nicety. “It could well happen that you’ll meet some other lady—perhaps at a ball or some such thing—and you’ll fall in love with her. You’ll break her heart.”


      Charlie continued to shake his head, not willing to hear what his friend had to say. “Walter, I assure you, that won’t be the case.”


      “Or perhaps you shall run away!” His hazel eyes lit up with the idea. “You could elope! Like one of those men in the romance novels my older sister is always reading.”


      “Walter, you’ve lost your marbles,” Charlie replied. “Listen, I understand our arrangement might seem a bit peculiar, but I will wed Mary Margaret Westmoreland. My father made a promise, and I will always honor my father’s word the same way I honor my own. I’m sure I’ll meet other lovely ladies, but I will simply have to tell them I’m already betrothed to someone else. If they can’t respect that, then they’re not the type of honorable young women I’d like to associate with anyway.”


      Walter stared at Charlie for a long moment before he finally managed, “Charlie, my friend, I think you’re wise beyond your years.”


      “Thank you,” Charlie said, nodding.


      “I’m not sure that’s a compliment. Perhaps you should try being a child for a while. There’s quite a bit of fun to have in it.”


      Charlie considered his words. He had a point. Why was he always consumed with concerns of the grown up world? He was only fourteen. Before much longer, he’d be off to study at a high school and then a university. Then, he’d be forced to pay attention to more important things. So what if Mary Margaret hadn’t written him back. Maybe she was too busy being a child. “Race you to the fence line!” Charlie yelled, and without giving Walter a chance to process the dare, he took off sprinting as fast as he could. A bit of spontaneity could actually be a good thing, he decided, as his lungs began to burn. Even if Walter had been ready, there was no way he could catch Charlie. He was fast, and once he’d set his mind to something, nothing could stop him.
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      Southampton


      “One, two, three. One, two, three,” Mildred Westmoreland counted as she traced Meg’s steps around the room. “Good, now remember to hold your arm up. It must be stiff. That’s it.”


      The sound of cheerfulness in her mother’s voice was not only surprising but refreshing. Ever since her mother had decided that she would teach Meg to dance herself a few months ago, they’d spent quite a bit of time together each afternoon. Though Ms. Strickland had insisted that she knew all of the dances Meg was sure to encounter once she began attending balls on a regular basis, Mrs. Westmoreland had been appalled at the poor quality of her instruction and had taken over the duty almost immediately. She had explained to her daughter that very afternoon, “As a young lady, I was renowned for my dancing skills. No daughter of mine will embarrass herself at a ball.”


      While it had been odd at first—after all, Meg hadn’t spent more than ten minutes outside of a meal time with her mother for as long as she could remember—she had soon learned to enjoy the time spent in her mother’s company. Clearly, she was quite the dancer, agile and graceful, and while Meg had never fancied herself being much of a debutante herself, the idea that she could find something in common with her mother was intriguing.


      “There, that’s it!” Mildred exclaimed as Meg showed off the newest steps she’d learned, this time to the Viennese Waltz. “Splendid! By the time you start attending, you’ll be so polished, all of the young men will want to dance with you!”


      “Do you really think so, Mother?” Meg asked, coming to a stop in front of Mildred. The smile on her face was so rare, Meg couldn’t help but think she actually looked pretty. She couldn’t remember the last time she thought her mother anything but stern and stark.


      “Oh, yes, most definitely,” her mother nodded. “I should hope that Ms. Strickland is better at teaching proper etiquette than she is correct dance steps.”


      Meg shrugged, not sure how to answer that question. Of course, they’d been practicing etiquette for years, and whenever she accompanied her mother at an event, she always tried to manage to be civil and act like the other girls. But the idea of how one was to conduct oneself at a ball was another thought entirely, and she really wasn’t sure how Ms. Strickland would know how to act since clearly she did not attend them herself.


      “I will take that improper shrug of your shoulders as a no,” Mildred replied, a bit of the stern look back about her face as she clicked her tongue and crossed her arms. “I’ve been thinking, Mary Margaret, perhaps it is time we found you a new governess. Ms. Strickland has grown a bit… tedious.”


      Meg’s eyes lit up. The thought of being unbound from the wretched Ms. Strickland after all of these years was too good to be true. Perhaps things were finally starting to turn around for her. “Yes, Mother,” she said, trying not to show her pleasure too much for fear it might ruin any chance at fruition.


      “Do you remember the Tango?” she asked, her eyes twinkling a bit.


      She had explained to her daughter that the Tango was a sensuous dance, not one that she would likely be asked to do at any ball in all of England, and yet she had taught her anyway simply because it was the most fun. Mildred explained to her daughter that she and her father had fallen in love thanks to that dance, and when Meg had pressed for more information, her mother had simply giggled and changed the subject. “Yes, Mother,” Meg replied. She’d learned it the day before, but she’d been mentally practicing it ever since.


      “Good, go through the steps on your own, and perhaps when your uncle returns home he can practice with you. It simply can’t be done correctly independent of a partner.”


      Meg froze. The idea of dancing with her uncle at all, particularly a dance as seductive as the Tango caused her to freeze. “Mother, I’d rather not,” she stammered.


      Her mother wasn’t listening, however. She had already begun to count, doing the steps herself, so Meg went ahead and showed her mother what she remembered, gladly accepting the praise when it was offered. When she had finished, her mother exclaimed, “Yes! Very good! Though it’s a pity no one will ever see how well you dance those steps, Mary Margaret.”


      “Thank you, Mother,” Meg replied, wondering why it was so important that she learn them then.


      “As soon as Uncle Bertram comes home from the factory, I’ll ask him to dance with you. He’s not as talented as your father, but he can go through the steps.”


      Meg swallowed hard. “Must I, Mother?” she asked, her hands folded in front of her, her eyes locked on the floor.


      Mildred was giving her daughter her full attention for the first time in her twelve years, and she seemed quite surprised at the question. “Whatever do you mean, Mary Margaret? Yes, of course. What in the world is wrong with you?”


      For five years, Mary Margaret had kept her secret. Now, here she was carrying on with her mother as if they were friends, as if she hadn’t been discarded and forgotten by the one who should love her most. Perhaps now was her opportunity. She knew her mother was close to her uncle and often wondered at the true nature of their relationship, but surely her mother would listen to her now. Surely, she would understand how it would make her so very uncomfortable to be forced to dance with the man who had misused her so frequently for half a decade.


      “Mary Margaret, what is the matter with you?” her mother asked, taking her by the shoulders more gently than she had ever put her hands on her daughter in as long as she could remember.


      Meg looked up. Taking a deep breath and swallowing hard, she said, “Mother, it’s just… sometimes at night, Uncle Bertram comes into my room….”


      Mildred’s face changed almost as quickly as the sudden onset of happiness had overtaken her the first time she’d given her daughter a dance lesson. “Mary Margaret,” she said, the stern tone resounding in her voice more apparently than ever before. “You shut your mouth right this moment.”


      Meg’s eyes widened. “Mother, it’s true. He comes into my room….”


      “Shut your mouth!”


      Compelled now at putting voice to the secret she’d harbored for so long, Meg’s fear morphed into indignation. Now, it wasn’t a question of should she dare to be heard but an insistence that she would be. “He does things to me… things that aren’t right!”


      Before she could comprehend what had even happened, Meg found herself laid out on the floor, her head ringing, the left side of her jaw swelling so rapidly she couldn’t even catch her breath. Not only had her mother slapped her so hard she wasn’t sure if her mandible was still intact, she had also hit her head on the cherry parquet floor.


      “You shut your mouth, Mary Margaret Westmoreland!” Mildred screamed. “How dare you say such evil things about your own uncle. He’s raised you! Taken care of you since you were a small child! You horrible, insolent child!”


      Mildred stormed from the room, slamming the door behind her, leaving her daughter lying on the parlor floor near where her father’s chair used to sit. After a moment, Meg collected herself enough to pull herself up to sitting, her hand clenched against her throbbing jaw. She felt tears stinging the back of her eyes, but they hadn’t rolled out yet—not yet. She intended to attempt to make it to her bedroom before she let them fall so that there was less of a chance of anyone seeing them, but she wasn’t quite sure she would make it.


      Beyond the pain of the blow, the continued betrayal of her own mother, there was the thought that she truly was alone in all of this. Was there no one in the world who could save her? No one who would take her side? She hadn’t prayed in years, but since she was already on her knees, she offered up one last attempted plea for mercy. “Please, God. If you exist. If you can hear me. Send me someone—anyone—who will take my side. Even if I am an insolent child. Even though I’ve done mean and terrible things. Please, send me a friend!”


      As she stumbled to her feet, and grabbed onto the furniture to make her way towards the stairs, she put on her brave face again, the one that said nothing they did could hurt her. Beneath that, however, she knew the truth. She was beginning to crumble inside, and if something didn’t change for the better soon, she would have to take her chances with the seamen.
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      New York City


      It was a crisp fall morning, and because Charlie preferred to be outside when possible, he had decided to go for a walk about the grounds to clear his head and gather his thoughts.


      In a few short weeks, he would be off to attend high school at the New York Preparatory School, not far away in Manhattan. Though he was certain he would see his parents frequently, the idea of going off to school after so many years of being tutored at home was a bit unsettling. His friend Walter would also be attending, so at least he knew he’d see a familiar face. Nevertheless, he was quite fond of his parents and thought he would likely miss them quite a bit, despite knowing they would visit regularly, and he could come home often.


      Though he had determined to push thoughts of Mary Margaret Westmoreland out of his head months ago, he couldn’t help but wonder if he should write her another letter once he knew his school address, on the off chance that she might finally care to answer his correspondence. After sending four letters and hearing nothing in response, he had all but given up. His father gave him few details of what transpired when he had called upon the Westmoreland residence on his visit to their home after the first letter, and since his father was genuinely an optimistic soul, his lack of detail made Charlie think things had not gone well. Nevertheless, his parents told him he should press on and send Mary Margaret a letter now and again in case she may be curious as to what his life was like in New York.


      Charlie was beginning to wonder if Mary Margaret even existed.


      After a vigorous stroll that had his heart pounding and his lungs burning, he decided to make his way back toward the house. As he approached the front porch, he heard the sound of piano music coming from the parlor and hurried inside so that he might catch his own private concert put on by his older sister, Grace. She was quite the pianist, and he loved to sit and listen to her play whenever he had the opportunity.


      At eighteen, Grace Ashton was the talk of high society. She had her coming out ball earlier in the spring of that year—the first such event Charlie had ever attended—and since then there had been an endless stream of gentlemen callers leaving calling cards at the Ashton home. Having graduated from finishing school and proven herself quite the capable young lady, Grace Ashton would certainly be choosing a suitor soon, and it wouldn’t be long until these concerts were no longer held at the family home.


      Charlie sat in a leather chair across the room from her where he could get the full experience. The acoustics in the room were wonderful from every seat, but from here, the music seemed to surround him. Grace gave him a quick glance and small smile as she entered a particular difficult portion of Liszt’s “Liebestraum No. 3” and Charlie leaned his head back and closed his eyes. Though he had never learned to play himself, he greatly appreciated the art of playing an instrument, especially one as complicated as the piano, and as his sister continued, he absently wondered if Mary Margaret knew how to play and if she did so well.


      Just as he was about to drift off to sleep, his sister changed her song and began thrumming out the faster paced, more jovial sounds of a ragtime piece. His eyes flew open, and he sat up to see her laughing at him as she pounded away at the keys. He wasn’t familiar with this particular tune and knew it must be something she learned when she went off to school as there is no way her stuffy old piano teacher, Mrs. White, would have allowed her to play such a “scandalous” song.


      “You’re awake then?” Grace called as she pounded out the last few notes and finished with her hands poised over the keys.


      “I certainly am now,” Charlie laughed as he strolled over and joined her on the piano bench. “Wherever did you learn that one?”


      Grace laughed. “My friend Harriet taught me. Isn’t it grand?”


      “It’s definitely not what I was expecting to hear,” Charlie nodded. “I hear that sort of music is becoming more popular though.”


      “It’s wonderful!” Grace exclaimed. “It’s so much more interesting to play than those classical pieces Mrs. White made me practice for hours on end.”


      “Has Father heard it?” Charlie asked smiling up at his sister who was slightly taller than him still.


      “Not yet, but I don’t think he should mind too much. Father has always been a bit of a progressive. Mother loved it, though. She said I should learn more.”


      Laughing, Charlie said, “Now that I’m not at all surprised to hear.”


      “She just cautioned me against playing it for any suitors who might happen by. She said I’d need to make sure I had a good one before I tested out whether or not he should allow me to play popular music.”


      “I can’t imagine she’d like for you to marry anyone who would disagree.”


      “Quite true,” Grace nodded, her fingers tinkling over the keys quietly as she spoke. “I would never marry a man who wouldn’t let me play anything I choose.”


      Charlie nodded and then dropped his eyes to the keys, her last words catching his attention. Grace certainly did have a lot of choices in front of her. He wondered what that must be like.


      “Are you all right, Charlie?” she asked. “Have I upset you?”


      “Oh, no, not at all,” Charlie replied, the smile returning to his face, though it was a bit forced this time. “I was just thinking about how nice it will be for you once you’ve found the perfect husband, and you can go off and start a family of your own; that’s all.”


      Grace looked at him scrupulously. “You know, Charlie, this whole bit about Mary Margaret Westmoreland—does it bother you?”


      His forehead crinkled, Charlie asked, “Why should it?”


      Grace pursed her lips, drawing them to one side of her lovely face. “Well,” she began, “you’re about to go off to school for the first time. You’ll have less supervision, less time with parents. More time with your friends. More possibilities of interacting with young ladies. I was just wondering if, perhaps, you might be excited to have the opportunity to see where that might take you, that’s all. You’re fifteen. Surely the thought of young women excites you. You seemed to enjoy my ball.”


      Charlie listened intently as she went on, his eyes wide with curiosity, but by the time she finished, he really didn’t know what to say. Finally, he shrugged and said, “I don’t know, Grace. I’ve always known I was meant for Mary Margaret. I’ve never really spent too much time thinking about other young ladies.”


      “Well, you should,” Grace said with a humph as she did a quick scale with her left hand.


      “Why do you say that?” Charlie asked, scooting out of her way a bit.


      She practiced a few more runs before she answered, “Because—I just don’t feel it’s very ladylike for someone to ignore several letters, that’s all.”


      While he agreed with her, he was very defensive when it came to Mary Margaret. “You don’t know for sure that she’s ignored them,” he said turning a bit to face her. “There are lots of reasons why I might not have received a letter yet.”


      Grace rolled her eyes, but she didn’t turn to face him, her gaze locked on the keyboard. “Very well, then, Charlie, waste your youth waiting for a young lady who is likely so spoilt she has no idea what she’s missing.”


      “Grace!” Charlie exclaimed. “Please don’t speak of Mary Margaret that way. You don’t even know her.”


      “No, I don’t, Charlie. That’s my point,” she said spinning to face him. “Neither do you!”


      “I will!” Charlie argued back, sliding off the end of the bench and turning to face her.


      “In the meantime, get to know the world, Charlie. You have no idea what you’ll be missing if you don’t!” There was no anger in her tone, just a sense of longing and romance.


      Jamming his hands into his trouser pockets, Charlie pivoted on his heels to go. She slammed her hands down on the keys, which caused a bit of anger to well up inside of him. He turned to face her again, and she was sitting with her elbow on the keyboard, her chin resting on it, obviously frustrated. “Grace, I suppose you mean well, but please don’t attempt to tell me what I should or shouldn’t do. Going off to school is difficult enough without thinking about what I may or may not be missing out on. Father has asked me to do this, and that’s what I intend to do. Why is that so difficult to understand?”


      She sighed loudly, removed her arm from the keyboard, closed the cover, and slowly rose. Walking towards him, she reminded him more of their mother than the little girl he had run about with in the back gardens not that long ago. “I understand Charlie,” Grace replied, placing her hand on his shoulder. “I just don’t want you to miss out on anything. You’re my brother, and I love you. I can’t imagine what it must be like to be in your situation, and I just hope that it works out for the best, that’s all.”


      “While I thank you for your concern,” Charlie said with a deep breath, “I assure you it is unwarranted. Everything will work out fine, Grace. Just like it always does.”


      Nodding, Grace drew him into her arms and hugged him tightly. “I certainly hope so,” she said quietly. “I certainly hope so.”


      As he made his way to his room, Charlie wondered what it was that his older sister knew that he did not. She’s always seemed wiser and more worldly than he was. Going off to school had made that particularly true. Still, despite not having heard from Mary Margaret, Charlie was certain that everything would turn out as his father had explained, and he would be betrothed to Mary Margaret and then married. Climbing the stairs, he wondered what he might be able to do to encourage her to write to him. Then, an idea popped into his head. “That’s it!” he said aloud. His last few letters had not been as personal as he had intended. He wanted Mary Margaret to feel as if she truly knew him, as if they were friends. He’d send her a likeness. Then, she’d be able to see his kindness and sincerity in his countenance. Surely, that would do the trick. It just had to.
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      Southampton


      Meg had expected a visit from the monster the night she told her mother, but remarkably, that didn’t happen. In fact, she had heard him come up the stairs late that night, heard her mother’s footsteps in the hallway, and then heard a series of loud banging noises and doors slamming from the other end of the house. Though their home was quite sizable, it wasn’t so large that she couldn’t surmise that her mother and uncle must be having it out about something. Meg was hopeful that, despite her initial reaction, her mother was both shocked and dismayed at what her uncle had been doing to her. She was not brave enough to get her hopes up entirely, but she was at least hopeful—and that was a bit better than having no hope at all.


      For obvious reasons, Meg was a light sleeper, and when she awoke to find the sun peeking beneath the heavy draperies that covered her windows, she was startled. Why hadn’t Ms. Strickland woken her? She was usually up with the sun, dressed, and downstairs for breakfast quickly so that they could get on with their studies post haste. This morning, the feeling of urgency seemed to only be emitted from Meg herself, and she couldn’t quite understand what might be happening.


      She dressed as speedily as she could and made a semblance of righting her hair. Her jaw was still sore, but a careful examination in her mirror showed no sign of swelling or bruising. Open hands tended to leave less of a mark, she’d learned. One final straightening of her skirt and she made her way downstairs. As she approached the dining room, she could hear her mother’s voice, and from the tone it seemed as if she were giving orders. She did not, however, hear Ms. Strickland at all.


      Her mother was sitting in her chair at the dining table, the same one she sat in for every meal, though Meg hadn’t actually breakfasted with her in so long she couldn’t remember the last time. Tessa, one of the servants who had worked for them for many years, was standing nearby, listening intently as her mother went over a list of items that needed to be done that day. “Make sure that listing gets in the newspaper in order to go out today. Tomorrow at the latest. We will need a replacement soon. You understand?”


      “Yes, madam,” Tessa nodded, her graying hair tied up neatly beneath her mob cap. “Is there anything else?”


      Mildred looked up to see Meg hovering near the door. “Mary Margaret, sit down,” she commanded. “Bring her breakfast in, Tessa, before you go.”


      “Yes, madam,” the servant repeated as she went off to the kitchen, and Meg dragged the heavy oak chair out from beneath the table.


      “Your hair is a mess,” Mildred commented as she took a sip of tea.


      “My apologies, Mother,” Meg began as Tessa set a bowl of porridge and a plate of dry toast in front of her. There was marmalade and butter on the table, but Meg was not sure what her mother might say if she reached for either of them, so she picked up the toast and took a small bite as Tessa sat a glass of water before her.


      “You may have noticed there has been a slight change in our arrangement,” Mildred began, setting the tea cup back on its saucer.


      “Yes, Mother,” Meg replied, once the toast was swallowed.


      “Ms. Strickland has been released from her duties. I’ve found her… tiresome. Tessa will place an advert today for a replacement. In the meantime, I’ve hired a young lady to look after you, to make sure you continue your studies on your own. You are capable of completing some of your studies independently, aren’t you, Mary Margaret?”


      Nodding, Meg said, “Yes, Mother,” and held back her excitement at the thought of never seeing the nasty Ms. Strickland again.


      “Good. You should also know that we’ve decided to let the other servants go as well. The only ones who will be staying on are Tessa and Mr. Bitterly. Your uncle has determined it would be worthwhile to replace some of the aging servants with younger ones. Of course, I insisted that Tessa stay, as she is practically irreplaceable. And your uncle has no interest in what happens in the yard. Therefore, you can expect to see some new faces here in a few days, once Bertram has the chance to find suitable replacements.”


      The entire conversation seemed quite odd to Meg, but she said nothing other than the usual. “Yes, Mother,” and began to mull over what her uncle might be up to.


      “This young lady we’ve brought on to look after you will do so until your governess is hired, and then she will also go about attending to household chores while you are studying. Since your uncle insists on keeping you here rather than sending you to a proper finishing school, you must have a governess who can ensure you are completely prepared to run a household. However, I also feel it is fitting for you to have your own lady to keep track of you.”


      “Yes, Mother.”


      “You must stop this… running away, Mary Margaret. This ridiculous, childish behavior. You are a young lady. You are quite pretty, though you have your father’s cheekbones and not mine, and if you tried at all, you could be quite graceful. Digging in the mud, riding bareback, taking things from marketplaces and people’s pockets—those things are absolutely revolting! You must stop them this instant. Do you hear me?”


      “Yes, Mother,” she said again, wondering at how her mother knew all of those things.


      “Climbing about in the carriage house with that dreadful Ezra…. You simply must stop, Mary Margaret. While other young ladies are preparing to come out in society, you are sneaking about as if you’ve been raised by common thieves. It is unheard of.”


      “I understand, Mother,” Meg replied, swallowing back the lump in her throat. She’d done all of those things out of rebellion, to escape, to be… free. Of course, none of them had worked—here she was after all. But when her mother put it like that, she did sound like a vagabond.


      Then her mother said the words that would cut her like a knife. “Your father would be very disappointed in you.”


      Meg’s eyes grew wide with dismay as Mildred scooted her chair out and tossed her napkin on the table in front of her, giving her daughter one last callous look as she did so. It had never occurred to her that her father would actually disapprove of what she had been doing. After all, she wouldn’t have been driven to do any of those things if he had still been there to protect her, to keep her safe from the monster and her own mother.


      She kept her vow of not crying when there was any chance someone might see her and swallowed back her tears. The lumpy porridge looked completely unappealing now, and she was certain any toast she put in her mouth would catch in her throat and choke her to death. Since she’d heard Tessa go out the back a few moments ago, she knew the coast was clear to do yet another thing her mother detested, though it hadn’t been on the list, and she took her dishes out into the yard and fed the scraps to her uncle’s hounds.


      “If my mother knew I had any contact with you, that would be forbidden also,” she mumbled as she watched the two dogs lap up the remains of the porridge. Her uncle didn’t hunt often, but when he did, he needed to look the part of the capable huntsman, so he had invested in two high-quality foxhounds a few years ago. He had given them some fancy names so that he would sound impressive to his counterparts, but Meg called them Max and Dax because those seemed more fun. She often snuck out from her studies with Ms. Strickland so that she could pat them on the head through their cage or sneak them a scrap of food. The one time she’d been discovered, the governess hadn’t hesitated to spare the rod. Hopefully, now that would all be behind her.


      When she reentered through the back door, she heard the sound of her mother’s voice entertaining in the parlor. The other woman was Mrs. Donaldson. She could tell by the familiar high-pitched tone of her voice. Though Meg thought it was rather early to call on anyone, she knew Mrs. Donaldson to be an odd bird, and since she may have a bit of freedom before this alleged new lady showed up to shadow her, she didn’t want to spend that time listening to Mrs. Donaldson drone on about her six Siamese cats or her son who had gone off to war and never returned. Therefore, she decided to sneak upstairs and find something to read that wasn’t at all educational.


      Meg was very good at sneaking up and downstairs. She had found success on many a staircase while visiting her mother’s acquaintances, on ships at sea, attending various events and get-togethers, but most importantly, she was very good at sneaking up these stairs. There was one spot on the fourth step from the bottom that tended to squeak no matter where she placed her foot, so, now that she was tall enough to do so, she simply stepped over top of it and made her way up the rest of the stairs with a light foot and a lighter heart. Today might actually turn out to be a good day at long last.


      She was only a few pages into her book when she heard someone at the door downstairs. Mumbling to herself about lost opportunity, she went to the mirror to check her hair. Despite her mother’s comment this morning, she really didn’t think it looked that bad, but she did poke a few lost strands back into place. By the time she had given up on fixing anything else, she’d already heard the squeak of the tell-tale step twice and assumed her mother was on her way to her room with the new lady-in-question.


      The door was slightly ajar, not that her mother would have knocked anyway. (Mildred insisted that she should never have to knock on a door in her own home.) Before she was even in the room, her mother was talking to her. “Mary Margaret, come here and meet your new lady.” Over her shoulder, she added, “I really do hope you can do something about that hair.”


      As soon as Meg looked at the young woman, who couldn’t have been more than fifteen or sixteen, she instantly recognized her, though she wasn’t sure from where. With her eyes wide, she gaped in silence for a moment before her mother prodded her. “Well, don’t just stand there, Mary Margaret. Say something.”


      “How do you do?” Meg managed, closing her mouth and giving a nod simultaneously.


      “Oh, yes, Mary Margaret. You’ve gotten much taller. It’s a pleasure,” the young woman said in a fairly thick Irish accent that only seemed to have been watered down from some time spent out of her own home.


      “This is Kelly,” Mildred continued. “You may remember her mother, Patsy, who used to work for us before she took ill several years ago.”


      Enlightened, Meg stammered, “Yes, of course. I remember Patsy. And you visited sometimes, didn’t you?”


      Kelly nodded. “I did. We used to run around the back garden together some.” Her smile faded when she saw the expression on Mrs. Westmoreland’s face. “Of course, there will be no time for that now. You must attend to your studies, and while I am no governess, I understand that you have work to do until one is appointed for you.”


      Nodding her head, Meg crossed her hands in front of herself, unsure of what to think of this new arrangement. Kelly had been her friend, every bit as much willing to run and play as she had been. Now, here she was before her, in charge as it were, at least until a new governess was hired. “Yes, you are correct,” she said, remembering her mother’s harsh words at breakfast. “If I’m ever to find a good young man, I must attend to my studies.”


      A flicker of confusion seemed to pass through Kelly’s eyes for a second, but Meg had no idea why. After a second, she said, “Yes, yes. You should get back to your studies. Perhaps I should put my things away and then come back to check on you?” she asked, looking for permission from Mrs. Westmoreland.


      “I will show you to your room since Tessa is still out, and we haven’t any other workers just now,” Mildred said as she gestured for Kelly to follow her. “Mary Margaret, I do not believe the book on your bed will help you grow any wiser, young lady.”


      “No, Mother,” she called after her, wondering how in the world her mother could tell what she had been reading from this distance when the face of the book was down on her coverlet. Perhaps her mother just assumed she was reading for pleasure and not for educational purposes.


      Giving the book another longing glance, she sat down at her table and pulled out her mathematics book. It was by far her worst subject, but she thought, if she wanted to impress a new governess, she should likely study it a bit more. Young women didn’t have to know nearly as much about calculations and sums as young men, but she’d be expected to know something about how numbers worked. She felt like such a failure every time she attempted to do a simple long division calculation. Whenever she began to court, she would make sure that all the young men she accepted invitations from could do their computations so that she wouldn’t have to.


      “That does not look very exciting at all,” Kelly said from just behind her. Meg hadn’t heard her come in and startled a bit at the unfamiliar voice. “I’m sorry—I didn’t mean to frighten you.”


      “Not at all,” Meg said. Being frightened was a weakness, and she had none of those. “I just… I was just looking over my maths.”


      “I see,” Kelly replied. “I have never been too good at that subject, but I do know how to make change when I go to the market and calculate for a recipe. I suppose that’s good enough for my station.”


      She smiled, a facial gesture Meg was not particularly used to, and she wasn’t sure if she should smile back or slowly retreat. “You seem awfully young to be looking after me,” she finally managed, a bit of defiance in her voice.


      “That’s true,” Kelly agreed. “What are you now? Twelve?” Meg’s head bobbed up and down slowly, and Kelly continued. “I’m fifteen. Almost fifteen and a half if you want to do the math.” She winked and Meg couldn’t help but smile. “But I’ve been caring for younger children for the past four years, and my mother thought this might be a good opportunity for me. Your mother came by quite early this morning asking if my mother might be interested in returning to her former employment. Since she’d taken a job with another family a few years ago, she wasn’t willing to give it up, though she has said many times how much she misses you. She suggested me, and your mother negotiated a fairly small salary which I accepted despite that others may say it is unfair. It will give me the opportunity to strike out on my own and try my hand at something new.”


      “What of the children you’ve been looking after?” Meg asked. Hearing that Patsy was no longer ill and that she had waited for re-employment from her mother that never came was both startling and infuriating so she decided not to dwell on that.


      “It’s been mostly during the summer and nothing for more than a few weeks at a time,” Kelly explained. “This, I hope, will be more permanent. I hope that your mother and uncle take a liking to me.”


      Meg shuddered at that last sentence. “My mother doesn’t like anyone, and if my uncle takes a liking to you, well, then, God bless you,” she said, leaning back in her chair and crossing her arms.


      “What’s that then?” Kelly asked.


      “Nothing. Never mind,” Meg said shrugging her shoulders. If she found she could truly trust Kelly, she might tell her at some point, but not right now, not today. The last time she had told her secret she’d paid dearly for it. Though, in retrospect, at least Ms. Strickland was gone.


      Kelly’s green eyes were peering intently out the window. “Didn’t there used to be a boy as well? The caretaker’s son?”


      “Ezra,” Meg offered. “Yes. He’s here sometimes. His father sends him off to school on days when he doesn’t need his help. Other times, he’s out back working or running around. He’s almost your age and still climbs trees and plays in the mud.” She said the last part as if the entire idea was completely childish.


      “You do those things as well, don’t you?” Kelly asked with a coy smile.


      Meg’s face reddened a bit. “I did. I don’t anymore. My mother says it is time for me to grow up and become a responsible young lady. So… that is what I intend to do. So that I may find a husband someday.”


      Once again, that strange expression crossed through Kelly’s eyes. After a long pause, she said, “I see. Well, I shouldn’t keep you from your studies and your mother has asked me to help Tessa in the kitchen today until your uncle finds some new help to hire. What happened to the rest of the ladies?”


      “I’m honestly not too sure,” Meg replied. “I think my mother decided their wages were too high and that if she could find younger workers, perhaps she could pay them less.”


      “Oh, I shouldn’t think she’d be able to pay too little or else she will never find anyone to take the job,” Kelly muttered.


      “It worked with you,” Meg reminded her.


      Kelly’s lips pursed together. She opened her mouth and then closed it. Finally, she said, “Mine is a special case. Not many will be willing to take what I agreed to. Besides, your uncle owns the textile factory. Surely he can afford to pay a few ladies what they deserve to take care of the household.”


      While she was tempted to blurt out what she knew about the money—or lack thereof—Meg said nothing. If she mentioned to Kelly that the factory was losing money, she might leave, and Meg was beginning to think that she and Kelly might actually turn out to be friends, a foreign concept but an enticing one nonetheless.


      “Do finish your maths and then get on with your Latin and history, won’t you?” Kelly said as she stood.


      “Yes, Ms….” Meg froze. “What shall I call you?”


      “You shall call me Kelly, of course,” came the reply.


      “Yes, Ms. Kelly,” Meg nodded.


      “No, silly. Just Kelly will do. I’m not a governess. I’m hardly a miss!”


      “All right then, Kelly,” Meg smiled.


      “I will see you in a bit, Mary Margaret,” the redhead said as she started for the bedroom door.


      “It’s Meg,” the younger girl called, turning in her chair.


      “What’s that?” Kelly asked, turning to acknowledge her.


      “Please, call me Meg. All of my friends call me that.”


      Kelly smiled, her face brightening. “Very well. See you in a bit, Meg.”
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