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  Chapter 1




  




  Jasmine Beaudine stood on the Boston pier watching the big cargo ship slowly make its way toward the pier. Somewhere on that big ship was William Holt, the most handsome and richest bachelor in all Boston. She wanted William; she wanted his name, his riches, and his social status, but did he want her? Oh, he liked the way she satisfied his sexual desires but not enough to slip a wedding band on her left ring finger. But that would change; she would see to it and then she and her mother would rise above the squalor they had been forced to live in ever since her white French father ordered her Creole mother out of New Orleans.




  Her mother was also a beautiful woman, but she never used her beauty to get what she wanted for herself and her daughter. Bessie Jarreau worked an honest job to give her daughter the material things she was never privileged to enjoy. Bessie Jarreau worked as a domestic for some of the rich people on Boston’s Nob Hill. That’s how Jasmine met William Holt. Her mother was hired as housekeeper for William and his two twin brothers, Jack and Joseph.




  William was bringing the last of the supplies needed to complete the Holt family’s Boston Foundry and Iron Works. The supplies were on board the ship that was slowly making its way into the harbor and Jasmine was there to meet William–in his closed buggy parked beside the harbor freight offices. Waiting somewhere inside the freight office were his brothers.




  A shiver of excitement radiated up Jasmine’s spine. She could hardly contain herself. William was sure to have some expensive trinket for a welcome home present. She wondered what it could be. The last time he traveled home to England he’d brought her a beautiful strand of pearls. She fingered the pearls wound about her neck. They felt cold against her lily-white neck. Jasmine loved and admired her mother, but she was grateful she inherited her white father’s ivory-colored skin. It had served her well ever since she flowered into womanhood.




  The ship was now bobbing against the long wooden pier. Soon the mooring would be complete and the gangplank would be lowered. It hurt her that William didn’t want anyone seeing him greet her. But, she did as he asked and had parked the curtained buggy around the last building beside the pier. She turned quickly and made her way to the buggy. She understood that William would greet his brothers first and then leave them to unload the cargo and get it to the new iron mill and foundry. She would need to be out of sight when he came bounding down the gangplank. When she reached the buggy, she climbed inside and waited.




  “I wonder if William saw the little Welsh princess that he still pines for while he was home?” she muttered as she snatched the curtains closed. “If he did, it will only take one night in my bed to erase his memory of her!”




  Suddenly the buggy door opened and William’s handsome face stared at Jasmine. She never tired of seeing his eyes seemingly undress her as he stared at her from head to toe. He was hers and she hoped to soon make him realize that. William’s sexual appetite was greater than most she had known, and she was just the woman that could go toe-to-sexual-toe with him.




  “What did you bring me?” Jasmine asked as he climbed into the buggy.




  “What are you going to do to earn it?” was his reply.




  “I’ll show you when we get to my place,” she cooed softly as she stroked his inner thigh. She had learned early how to use her beauty and lovemaking techniques to arouse her escorts. The look on William’s face told her she hadn’t forgotten and she moved closer and brushed his cheek with a quick kiss.




  William Holt was her ticket out of Boston’s lower east side. All she had to do was wangle a marriage proposal out of him and then she and her mother would be set for life. Jasmine’s mother was the daughter of a white Frenchman and a beautiful New Orleans Creole. She was determined that William Holt would not do to her what the Frenchman had done to her mother; he’d refused to marry her mother when she told him she was pregnant with his child. Actually, he did more than that; he shipped her out of New Orleans to Boston.




  Jasmine’s mother, Bessie Jarreau, had aged well—she was still a beautiful woman—but, unlike Jasmine, she never used her beauty to keep the rich men who lived in the big houses. She worked as a domestic for them.




  * * * *




  Now, as Jasmine snuggled close to William, she dreamed about the lifestyle she and her mother would have when she was Mrs. William Holt. William and his brothers, Jack and Joseph, had purchased an older home in Boston’s Knob Hill area. After extensive renovations were completed, the house was the envy of every person living on Knob Hill. The Holts named their home Holt Manor. In need of a competent housekeeper, they advertised; Jasmine’s mother applied and was hired.




  When Jasmine learned that three rich bachelors lived at Holt Manor, she pestered her mother until she wangled an introduction to meet the Holt brothers. Jack and Joseph were polite. They acted as perfect gentlemen, but Jasmine saw the glint in William’s eyes. It was a look that Jasmine recognized—a look she was accustomed to—and she knew just how to respond. Soon, she was William Holt’s constant companion and before long, his secret mistress.




  Jasmine enjoyed the perks of being William’s mistress, but she hated the fact that he insisted they keep their relationship a secret. The reason was, he told her, that his business associates might not understand his relationship with the housekeeper’s daughter. Jasmine knew that was not the only reason, but she agreed. She also agreed to keep their relationship secret, even from her mother.




  William lavished costly gifts on Jasmine and for that reason she was content to enjoy his company in secrecy. She gave him everything he asked for—and more. She even endured his constant comparison to the little Welsh princess-of-a-woman that he left behind in Wales. The woman he left behind might have William’s heart, but there was an ocean between them. That gave Jasmine time to nurture their relationship—and nurture it she did.




  She could hardly contain herself during the ride to the quaint cottage William purchased for their romantic trysts. She was anxious to show him how much she missed him while he was away—show him in the way William liked best. Every so often she looked at William’s handsome face. Something was amiss. He wasn’t his usual impatient self to reach their cottage and their steamy lovemaking. He appeared to be moody and aloof. It wasn’t until they reached the cottage that Jasmine was made aware of his unhappiness; his Welsh princess was getting married. She was also carrying another man’s child and William was livid.




  “You told me you were going back to England to see your father on business,” Jasmine declared. “You swore to me that was your intent!”




  William didn’t answer; he only stared at her with cold, unfeeling eyes. He had said that he was going alone and she hoped he would ask her to accompany him but he hadn’t. She had missed him terribly while he was gone and she had waited patiently for his return so she could show him just how much she missed him.




  * * * *




  After a few days, Jasmine began to notice that William had changed; he wasn’t the man he was before he left for England. He was difficult to please and unpleasant to be with. Jasmine overlooked his bad temperament each time they were together because she was happy to have him back in Boston. He spent more time at the Holt’s family business than before, but he managed to see Jasmine often.




  This particular evening they had supper in a fine restaurant and then came back to her house–the cottage William bought in order for them to have a place for intimate evenings together. Usually after a night of rough sex, he opted to go home but this night he decided to remain at the cottage. Jasmine was glad. It gave her another chance to show him how much she wanted to please him and he was pleased. He even appeared to be his happy, fun-loving self. For once there had been no mention of the Welsh princess back in Wales and Jasmine was careful not to mention her name.




  When morning came, William was still in a good mood. He was in such a good mood that Jasmine dared to mention the m-word. When William heard the word marriage, he exploded! He jumped from the bed, dressed, gave her a wad of money, and then told her he would have nothing more to do with her. He severed their relationship and ordered her never to mention it to anyone. William even went as far to threaten shipping her and her mother to a far island on one of the Holts’ clipper ships if she ever mentioned their relationship to anyone! Then he stormed out of the cottage.




  Now, as Jasmine stood at her bedroom window watching her ticket to the good life disappear down the road, she swallowed hard in an attempt to quiet her anger.




  “If William Holt thinks he can get rid of me with a threat and a wad of money, he has another think coming!” she muttered as she drummed her perfectly manicured fingernails against the windowsill. She was hurt and she was angry. Not even the roll of bills in the pocket of her dressing gown was enough to quiet her anger.




  “Two can play this game,” she declared. She had worked too hard and endured too much in hopes of becoming Mrs. William Holt to give up now.




  All she had up to now to show for the past months’ service was a wad of money and the threat of a kidnapping. She sighed heavily. Her birth father had done the same thing to her mother when he learned she was pregnant with his child. He gave her mother money and shipped her out of New Orleans.




  “Like mother, like daughter,” Jasmine muttered as she pulled the curtain across the window glass. She walked slowly to her dressing table and plopped in the chair. William’s face smiled at her from a silver frame. She stared at the picture. How thrilled she had been when he gave it to her. She had even planned to replace his picture with one of their wedding pictures.




  The longer she stared at the picture, the madder she got. Finally, she could contain herself no longer. She spat on the picture and then hurled it against the wall, sending shattered pieces of glass across the floor. She had destroyed the picture, but it did little to ease her anger.




  Never in her wildest dreams had she thought that William would turn on her as he did. She had seen him lose his temper, but she had never seen him so angry. She took deep breaths of air hoping to control the tears that dimmed her eyes.




  “No one uses me or my body to satisfy their needs and then tosses me away like so much dirt.” The expression on her face did more to express her anger than the words that spewed from her mouth. “I'll show William Holt that he can’t treat me like this.”




  She gulped a few more deep breaths to help quiet her fury and then she patted the wad of money in her pocket. It’ll cost him more than this bit of hush-money to get rid of me. She glanced about the room. She felt the urge to scream and throw things, but she managed to remain calm. She needed to keep calm in order to think. She needed a plan; she had to come up with a plan to get even with William Holt.




  “If not for that Stamford girl back in Wales, William Holt would not have stormed out of here!” Jasmine said before hurling her hairbrush across the room.




  The mention of Glendora Stamford brought to mind the woman’s brother, Thomas. He was forced to sail to America without his sister. She had taken ill and could not withstand the long sea voyage. William had never discussed Thomas Stamford with her directly, but she had overheard enough from his brothers to know that there was bad blood between William and Thomas Stamford.




  From what she had overheard, it seemed that William had been instrumental in seeing that Thomas sailed without his sister. The two men had little regard for the other. She wondered if Thomas knew that William had tried to stop his sister’s wedding. William’s ploy failed, but Jasmine knew William; he would try again. From the way he reacted when he told her that the Stamford girl had married, Jasmine thought he might make another attempt to sabotage the marriage.




  “That’s what I’ll do,” Jasmine cried with glee. “I’ll get Thomas Stamford to help me exact revenge on William Holt!”




  Suddenly, the loud squawking of a bird outside her window broke her train of thought. “That’s just great!” she grumbled as she hurried to the window and then drew the curtain aside. “First I have to contend with William Holt’s ultimatum, and now I have to contend with that darn blackbird!”




  Jasmine raised the window and looked out. Shading her eyes against the sunlight, she searched a nearby tree for the source of the noise. “Where are you, you black devil?” she called.




  She wasn’t superstitious, but ever since Jasmine was a little girl, her mother had told stories about a devil-bird the Creoles called the jackdaw. Her mother was a Creole–born in New Orleans—and she believed the blackbird’s appearance foretold of dreadful things that were certain to happen. Jasmine didn’t share her mother’s voodoo beliefs in myths and omens, but there had been times she’d had her doubts. This was one of those times.




  “Your warning comes too late!” she called as loudly as she could. “You’re supposed to warn me before something dreadful happens!”




  Jasmine listened, half expecting an answer, but none came. Then she saw a blackbird perched on a lower limb of the tree. The bird bobbed its head and fluffed its feathers. Jasmine was certain the bird was staring at her.




  “I don’t believe in you or your mythical powers!” Jasmine shouted. The bird screeched loudly and flew from the tree. She watched until the bird disappeared from view. Then she closed the window and crossed the room to her bed. The flood of pent up tears burst forth and she fell on the bed and cried until there were no more tears.




  It was then she remembered one of her mother’s favorite saying–a hot cup of strong tea dulls the hurt, soothes the pain, and comforts the spirit. “That’s what I’ll do,” she said, dragging herself from the bed and making her way to the small kitchen in back of the cottage. After making a fire in the cook stove and filling the kettle, she sat to wait for the water to boil. While she waited, she mulled over the happy times she and William Holt had enjoyed.




  William was charismatic with a slender build. He wasn't muscular, but he carried his five feet, ten-inch frame with a commanding air of arrogance and superiority that made him appear taller than he was. His grooming was impeccable and so was his tailored clothing of the finest velvets and tweeds. But it was his eyes that were his best feature. They were black as polished coal and they complimented his dark hair, which was always neatly groomed with just enough hairdressing to keep it perfectly in place.




  The man had been very generous to Jasmine. He had seen to it that that her wardrobe was adequate to his. After all, anyone seen with him had to be equally and adequately dressed. So, he purchased clothing for her that was the latest fashion with shoes and accessories to match. In return, Jasmine gave him everything and anything he demanded. His demands were sometimes degrading but she had endured them; she believed in doing so, she would endear herself to him and one day become his wife. Now, that was not to be; she would never become Mrs. William Holt.




  The man’s departing words still rang in her ears. He said, “Did you really think I would marry someone like you, the daughter of a Creole woman? When I take a wife, she will be someone with stature equal to mine and not a bastard quadroon!”




  That was William’s first mention of her being the daughter of a Creole woman and a white Frenchman.




  The loud whistle of the water kettle shook her from troubling thoughts. She jumped to her feet, walked to the stove, and grabbed the handle of the kettle; it was hot and she burned her hand. Not even the pain erased the memory of William’s sneering face. She plunged her hand in a pitcher of cool water and then grabbed a potholder.




  She never thought William would say that to her. How dare he say that! “I’m good enough to warm his bed but not good enough to marry into his precious Holt family!”




  “Think Jasmine, think!” she muttered as she wrapped a dishtowel about her burned fingers. She was too angry to think clearly. She had to gain control of her temper, but that was impossible as long as the image of William’s smug face kept flashing in her mind. “I hate you, William Holt!” she shouted.




  That wasn’t entirely true. She didn’t hate William; she hated the Welsh princess. She was the reason William thought she wasn’t good enough to be his wife. He was still hung up on Glendora Stamford. She hated the woman and she had never even met her. With one hand she fingered the single strand of tiny emeralds about her neck; with the other hand she fingered the wad of currency notes in her pocket.




  “You just wait, William Holt,” she muttered. “I’ll make you pay, and I’ll get your Welsh princess’ brother to help me exact my revenge.”




  Jasmine’s voice resonated with determination. When she set her mind to do a thing, she usually got it done. She was so deep in thought that she did not hear the door open or hear her mother enter the room.




  “What have you done, Jasmine?” her mother asked.




  The unexpected presence of her mother startled Jasmine. She whirled about and demanded to know what her mother was doing there. Her words were sharp and her tone harsh.




  “Your friend DeWitt came to get me. He said William Holt was here and the two of you were in a heated argument. DeWitt was afraid you needed my help.”




  “That’s absurd,” Jasmine muttered. It angered her that DeWitt had stuck his nose in her business; it angered her more that DeWitt told her mother that William was at her house. She had been careful to keep her affair with William a secret, even from her mother.




  DeWitt Heffron was a young man who lived with his uncle not far from Jasmine’s cottage. The young man had no schooling and he supported himself by doing odd jobs for those living in and around his uncle’s home. Jasmine had even asked William Holt to hire DeWitt to help deliver tools and equipment manufactured in their foundry. DeWitt was devoted to Jasmine but she had never encouraged any romantic attachment.




  “DeWitt said you and Mr. William were yelling at each other. I was afraid for you; Mr. William has a terrible temper.” Bessie stopped when she saw the cup towel wrapped about Jasmine’s hand. She asked what happened and Jasmine told her it was nothing—only a slight burn.




  “I suppose what DeWitt heard was also nothing.”




  “DeWitt is overly protective, Momma. I’m sorry he worried you. He misunderstood.”




  “Tell me what he misunderstood, Jasmine.”




  She turned from her mother’s disapproving look and pointed to the water kettle. It was still warming on the burner. “The water's hot; I’m having a cup of tea; will you join me?”




  Bessie shook her head. “What I want is the truth. Please tell me that you and William Holt were not arguing about me. I like my job and I want to remain the housekeeper for the Holt brothers.”




  Jasmine was glad her mother thought she and William were arguing about her. She didn’t like her mother being the housekeeper for the Holts. She had asked her mother many times to quit and find other employment, but her mother said no; she enjoyed working at Holt Manor.




  Her mother asked again what she and William Holt were arguing about. Jasmine replied, “I’m not a little girl, Momma; I don’t have to tell you what goes on in my own home.”




  “Is this your home, Jasmine, or is it just a place someone provided for you in exchange for what you do for them?” Bessie Jarreau said, rolling her eyes.




  Her mother never said in so many words but Jasmine knew the woman didn’t approve of the ways she obtained the luxuries she enjoyed. Besides, she wasn’t ready to tell her mother about her romantic relationship with William Holt. So, she smiled and said nothing.




  Bessie stared at her daughter for a long time and then sighed. “Maybe I’m to blame, Jasmine. I’ve spoiled you by seeing to it that you always had everything you wanted. Sometimes I think all you care about is yourself. I don’t want to know how you come by all your pretty little trinkets. But if you were arguing with Mr. William about me and my job, that makes it my concern.”




  “Mr. William! Why must you always refer to him as Mr. William? He’s no better than we are, Momma!” Jasmine fluttered her eyelashes and then pursed her lips in the pretense of a pout. She hoped to cajole her mother into dropping the subject. It didn’t work.




  Bessie persisted with her questions, and asked why William Holt was there at the cottage. “Tell me what you two were arguing about and I’ll leave you alone.”




  Jasmine smiled and winked at her mother. Then she told the woman that she and William were not arguing; they were striking a bargain. Her mother asked what kind of bargain.




  “I asked William Holt for something; he said I couldn't have it; we argued; and then we struck a compromise. That’s all there was to it, Momma.”




  “The Holts are rich and powerful, Jasmine. They don't bargain or compromise with the likes of you and me.”




  “What do you mean, the likes of you and me?” Jasmine demanded. “We’re just as good as anybody else in this town!” The inference that the Holts were better than she and her mother infuriated Jasmine. “All my life you hammered into my head that we are just as good as anybody else!”




  Jasmine had, on occasion, argued with her mother but never had she raised her voice in such an angry manner. Her mother’s response was calm and soothing. “You know what I mean, Jasmine. The Holts are powerful and influential; you don’t want to mess with them.”




  Jasmine swallowed hard and then she smiled sweetly at her mother. She struck a sexy pose and said, “The Holts don’t frighten me, Momma.”




  She hoped her mother would not question her further, but she soon realized her mother wasn't going to stop her attempt to find out what she and William had argued about. Bessie Jarreau was a loyal employee of the Holts, but she was fiercely defensive and protective of her only child. If the Holts posed a threat to Jasmine, then they threatened her as well. She asked Jasmine if there was any way she could help resolve the issue that Jasmine and William had argued about.




  Jasmine loved and respected her mother. Bessie Jarreau was a beautiful woman, but she was accustomed to hard work and adaptable at overcoming hardships. She’d proved that when she left New Orleans at sixteen, alone, pregnant and unmarried. Jasmine knew her mother would forgive the relationship she had with William; she also knew her mother would never condone the plan she was formulating to get even with him.




  “I have a plan, Momma,” she said. “I’m going to get everything I ever wanted and when I do, I’ll be able to take care of you.”




  “What kind of plan are you hatching, Jasmine?”




  “The less you know, the safer it is for you, Momma. When I come back to Boston, you’ll be able to take off that servant's apron because you’ll be mistress of your own home!”




  “Jasmine, I don’t understand what you’re saying. What do you mean when you come back? Where are you going?”




  Her mother collapsed in a chair and hung her head. Jasmine could tell that she was clearly distraught. She knelt beside the woman and took her hand. “I love you, Momma,” she whispered. “I know that I’ve sometimes caused you heartache, but I know what I’m doing. Don’t worry about me; I can take care of myself.”




  “I love you, Jasmine, but I fear my love won’t be enough to keep you safe. I also fear you don’t know how to take care of yourself. There was always me or someone else taking care of you. Maybe that’s my fault; I loved you so much and I wanted so much for you.”




  Jasmine danced around the room, oblivious to her mother’s despairing look. “Don’t worry about me, Momma. I’m going to be just fine.”




  Her mother asked again where she was going and again Jasmine shook her head. “It’s best you don’t know. As soon as I get where I’m going—I promise, Momma—I’ll send you word.” Jasmine saw the worry lines building on her mother's face. She had not considered the fact that her mother might be so concerned. The last thing she wanted to do was cause her mother worry.




  “Momma, you raised me to be independent. I have a plan and when I have it all worked out in my mind, I'll let you know. Now, you best be getting back to Holt Manor. I don’t want William taking his anger out on you. I know how much you like being their housekeeper.” She was trying to be facetious in the hope of lightening the mood, but it didn’t work.




  Bessie Jarreau’s dark eyes flashed with anger that Jasmine seldom saw. “I'm not ashamed of who I am or of you either, Jasmine. I give an honest day’s work and for that I receive an honest day's pay. The Holts know that; they respect me for it. But you are my daughter, Jasmine, and I love you. Don’t ever think that my job is more important than you are!”




  Jasmine put her arms about her mother and told her she knew how much she loved her. “It’s just that I don’t like you working for those that think they are better than we are, Momma, and when I return, I'm going to change that!”




  




  


  





  




  




  




  




  




  




  




  Chapter 2




  




  Jasmine loved her mother, but she didn’t always agree with her. Her mother’s unexpected visit reminded her just how much her mother cared about her. It also reminded Jasmine how selfish she had been over the years. It was true; her mother did spoil her. She had seen to it that she had all the material things that the other girls her age enjoyed.




  “I’m so sorry, Momma,” Jasmine whispered softly. “I took and never gave you anything in return, but I’m going to change that–just you wait and see.”




  After her mother left the cottage, Jasmine poured another cup of tea. As she sipped the hot brew she began formulating a plan—a plan to get even with William Holt.




  She was so lost in thought she didn’t hear the back door open and her friend DeWitt Heffron come in. In a soft voice the young man asked Jasmine if that man hurt her.




  Jasmine jumped from the table and smiled at the young man. “I was just coming to look for you, DeWitt,” she cooed sweetly.




  “Are you mad at me, Jasmine?”




  “Why would I be angry with you, DeWitt?”




  “I was scared, Jasmine. That’s why I fetched your mother.”




  “How did you know that William Holt was here, DeWitt?” Jasmine smiled at the young man but he knew from the tone of her voice that she was not pleased with him.




  He dropped his head and started toward the door. “I wasn't spying on you,” he stammered. “Honest, I wasn’t.”




  “Then how did you know Mr. Holt and I were arguing?” Jasmine spoke quietly but it was evident from her tone that she was angry.




  The young man’s lips trembled and Jasmine thought he was about to cry. She didn’t want that and she hastened to tell him that she wasn’t angry with him. She told him she was pleased that he cared enough to look after her.




  “I’m always going to look out for you, Jasmine. I won’t let anyone hurt you.”




  Jasmine decided to let the matter of his spying on her drop for the time being. She had already determined she needed his help if her plan to get even with William Holt had any chance of succeeding. She moved close and took his hand. “We're best friends, aren't we, DeWitt?”




  “You're my only friend, Jasmine.”




  “Best friends can ask each other for favors, can’t they?”




  DeWitt’s reply was immediate. “I'll do anything you want me to do, Jasmine.”




  She continued to smile, and from the way DeWitt looked at her, Jasmine knew she had only to ask and he would do whatever she wanted him to do. She had learned at an early age how to get men to do whatever she wanted, but what she wanted from DeWitt was more than a favor.




  Jasmine had already formulated a plan to even the score with William Holt. If her plan was to succeed, she needed to get pregnant. DeWitt Heffron would not have been her first choice to father a child, but he was the only man around at the moment and the only one she trusted to keep their relationship a secret. DeWitt was only eighteen, but he was old enough to father a child. She pressed her body close to his and hurried on before she lost her courage.




  “I really have two favors to ask of you, DeWitt,” she said softly. To create a sense of urgency, she pretended to wipe a tear from her eye. The ploy for sympathy worked. DeWitt looked concerned and he put his arms about her waist and pulled her close. Then he told her he would do anything she wanted him to do. She had only to ask.




  Jasmine took several deep breaths to calm her nerves. She needed to put her request for his help in just the right words or he might not be so eager to do what she asked. First, she had to convince him to accompany her out of Boston. William was certain to have someone watching her. If she and DeWitt remained in the house and William found out, there was no telling what he might do. She had to leave town and she had to convince DeWitt to accompany her. Once they were out of town and far enough to be safe, she would find a way to get him in her bed.




  “Have you ever thought about leaving Boston, DeWitt?” she asked hesitantly.




  The question caught the young man off guard. He didn’t know how to answer. “Why would I want to leave Boston?” he stammered.




  “Haven't you ever wanted to get on a train and go somewhere just for the heck of seeing what’s at the end of the tracks? There is a whole other world outside Boston with new places to see and new people to meet.”




  “You mean go for an outing or for a day or two?”




  Jasmine shook her head. “I mean leave Boston and make a new start someplace else.”




  “But I got a job here,” he replied. “Why would I want to go somewhere else?”




  It was going to be harder to convince him to leave Boston than Jasmine thought. She couldn’t stay in Boston if her plan was to succeed, and she didn’t know how long it would take to get pregnant. She had to convince DeWitt to come with her, and somewhere along the way she had to coax him into her bed. She smiled her best smile, pulled from his embrace, and walked outside. She stood at the edge of the back porch knowing DeWitt would follow her.




  “They’re so pretty,” Jasmine said pointing to the flowers blooming in a nearby flowerbed.




  DeWitt hurried to gather a handful of the fragrant blooms. “I’m glad you like them, Jasmine,” he said thrusting the flowers for her approval. “I planted flowers that smell good–just like you.”




  “They’re really nice and I do like them, DeWitt,” she said after lifting the flowers to her nostrils. The sweet aroma tickled her senses. The young man was so good and so trusting. She hated the thought of hurting him, but if her plan was to work she had no choice; she had to have his help. Besides, he would never know about the baby she hoped he would father. When she was certain she was pregnant, she planned to tell him she was pregnant before they left Boston.




  “I’m going to miss my little house and the pretty flowers when I go,” she said sighing as she looked across the yard. Her voice was wistful and she pretended to blink a tear from her eye. She saw the look of alarm on DeWitt’s face when he asked where she was going.




  “I'm leaving Boston,” she said in a pensive tone. “That was the favor I was going to ask of you. I hoped to convince you to come with me—as my companion.”




  DeWitt didn’t hesitate to respond. “If you need me, I’ll go with you, Jasmine.”




  Before he could change his mind, Jasmine threw her arms about his neck and hugged him. “That makes me so happy!” she exclaimed. She’d never had any doubt he would agree to go with her. So far, no man had ever refused to do whatever she asked—that is, no man except William Holt.




  “I told you I would always protect you,” he stammered. “If you leave town I have to go with you.” Then he asked Jasmine when she was leaving and where was she was going.




  “I don’t have all the particulars worked out just yet,” she replied. “First, we have to decide where we’re going. I’ve never traveled more than a few miles out of Boston, but you’ve helped deliver supplies for the Holts. Where did you go?”




  She knew DeWitt had gone with Thomas Stamford to make deliveries in the New London settlements along the Big River. She hoped the young man remembered the route.




  “It was a long wagon trip,” DeWitt said scratching his chin. “We made lots of stops along the way.”




  “Do you remember the route you and Thomas Stamford took, DeWitt?”




  “How do you know I went with Mr. Stamford?”




  She hesitated to remind him she was the one who suggested to the Holts they hire him to help Thomas Stamford make his deliveries. She didn’t know how to respond. Thankfully, he remembered. “You got me the job, Jasmine. That’s how you know I went with Mr. Stamford.”




  “The Holts said you did a good job, too, DeWitt. Do you remember what towns you traveled through?”




  “There were no towns–just farms, Jasmine, but occasionally we traveled through some small communities that had a few stores.”




  “Were there any hotels or places where people could stay overnight?”




  DeWitt shook his head. He told her that most of the settlements were new. “We went to the settlements along the Big River that runs near New London, Connecticut.”




  “What’s in New London? Is it a big town?”




  “I don’t know,” he said.




  “What do you mean–you don’t know?”




  DeWitt backed away from her harsh tone. “I didn’t go to New London,” he said.




  “I’m sorry, DeWitt. I didn’t mean to take my frustration out on you. It’s just that I have to get out of Boston and I don’t know where to go.” This time she didn’t pretend; tears welled in her eyes and then splashed down her cheeks.




  “Don’t cry,” DeWitt said. “We could go to New London. Mr. Stamford said he was going to New London to find his friend. He said his friend told him it was a nice place.”




  Jasmine blotted her tears and asked him if he remembered who Mr. Stamford’s friend was. DeWitt said he didn’t remember. Jasmine beamed the young man a big smile and told him they would go to New London–this time they would not travel in a wagon; they would go by train.




  “But I got no money for train fare, Jasmine.”




  “You won’t need money; I'll take care of the train fares.”




  DeWitt backed a few feet away and Jasmine saw a frown creased his handsome face. “I’m not real smart, Jasmine, but I know that ain’t right. Women don’t pay a man’s expenses.”




  It had not occurred to Jasmine that DeWitt would object to her paying all expenses. She had to find the right words to convince him that he would be helping her and therefore it would be proper for her to pay for everything.




  “Don't worry about the expenses, DeWitt,” she said smiling at him. “Besides, it’s not my money we'll be spending.”




  DeWitt asked whose money it was. Jasmine took his hand and smiled into his trusting blue eyes. She felt him tremble; she knew it wasn't because he was scared. “How old are you, DeWitt?” she whispered, brushing his cheek with her lips.




  “You know how old I am, Jasmine. I'm eighteen; you’re twenty-three.”




  She pursed her lips as if to pout. “Do I look that old, DeWitt?” She hoped to take his mind off the money, but it didn’t. He asked her again whose money it was. His breath was warm and moist as she brought her lips close to his.




  “It's William Holt’s money,” she whispered.




  DeWitt’s eyes widened with surprise. “Is that what you were arguing about? You took his money?”




  “I took his money but I didn’t steal it; he gave me the money,” she replied. “He gave me a lot of money and all I have to do is leave Boston.”




  “Why does he want you to leave Boston?”




  “Let's just say that William Holt would rather part with his money than have it known that he was keeping company with me.” She laughed when she said it, but it wasn’t funny.




  “William Holt is a fool,” DeWitt replied. “Nothing would please me more than to have everyone know you cared enough to keep company with me, Jasmine.”




  His voice was husky with emotion and his breath hot and moist against her cheek as he put his arms about her waist. She twisted in his arms just in time to avoid his hungry mouth. When he refused to release her from a tight embrace, she knew that getting him into her bed would be easier than she thought.




  “You’re a young man and I’m an old woman, DeWitt. You don’t want me; you want someone your own age.”




  “I know you're teasing me, Jasmine. You ain't old and I ain't that young.”




  Jasmine liked DeWitt; she liked him too much to let him believe there could ever be anything between them but a deep friendship. But now was not the time to tell him. He was breathing hard, and fast becoming sexually aroused and so was she.




  “I know you don't feel about me like I do about you, Jasmine, but that's all right. And I know I'm not good enough for you.”




  “You certainly are good enough!” she replied, “and someday you’ll make a lucky woman a fine husband. But I want you to know, I'm not ready to marry anyone—not just yet.”




  She moved closer and ran her fingers through his thick mop of blonde curls. A soft cry escaped his throat as she pulled his head toward her breast. “That doesn't mean we can't be really good friends and make each other happy. I like you, DeWitt,” she whispered in his ear. “Would you like me to show you how much I like you?”

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
AN

THE BLACKBIRD TRILOGY BOOK 2

ELAINE ROBINSON





