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  Prologue




  On April thirteenth, 1865, Erin O’Neal’s world went up in flames.




  The first news of Lee’s surrender at Appomattox had reached Natchez on April eighth. Reactions of Southern separatists and the Union troops occupying the area, were predictable. While the anguished losers wept, the delighted victors celebrated, noisily, raucously and endlessly.




  Shortly after dawn on the thirteenth, while Erin slept, a band of drunker revellers went on a rampage across the gentle spring countryside, torching as many Southern planter’s homes as they could reach.




  Erin was awakened by pounding on her front door. She grabbed her robe and rushed downstairs.




  When she cracked open the door, she found her neighbor’s Negro stable-hand on the porch, his face a mask of worry. “What’s wrong, Mike?”




  “I’s sorry, Miss O’Neal. But the Yankees are ridin’ hard, burnin’ every house dey come across. Looks likely Mayfair is gonna be next. I’s going now. You better git to your people’s cabin and hide out till they’s gone.” Without waiting for a response, Mike ran down the steps and mounted his skinny horse. “Goodbye, miss. Hurry now,” he shouted as he reined the horse away.




  Erin ran to the end of the porch and stared toward the north. “Why, those villains have gone plain crazy,” she muttered to herself. Tongues of flame were rising from the hills to challenge the first pink glow of morning.




  What Mike had said was true. The Yankees were bent on removing every trace of the Southern way of life. She had been greatly relieved when the war ended, even though the tragic uselessness of it had broken her heart. The “grand cause” of the Confederacy had taken her father’s life at Bull Run, then killed her mother with a fever as surely as if the lady had fallen in battle. And now this.




  Erin rushed upstairs to her room. In the pale light sifting through the windows, she pulled on a blouse and skirt, tugged on her boots, and retrieved her traveling bag from the wardrobe. After stuffing a few items of clothing inside, she swept personal items from her dresser top helter-skelter into the bag. From a drawer, she retrieved a small pouch of jewels, then she raced downstairs shouting for Sookie and Ben, the last house servants who had remained since emancipation.




  “Bring the trunk from under the stairs!” she cried. “We’ll go to the cabins.”




  Within minutes, Erin, Ben and Sookie were huddled in one of the slave cabins along with a family of field hands: old Castor, three of his daughters and two babies. All the able men had gone to fight for the South. Only a few of the elderly and children were still on the premises.




  Through a cracked, dusty pane, Erin watched as the shouting Federals rode onto the grounds, broke open the doors, threw rocks at the windows, and pillaged the stately home where she had lived all her life. They took everything of value from the house. In the end, they shot the mule that was chained to a tree for safe-keeping, and then made a bonfire on the front lawn of all the books from the extensive Mayfair library. At least they couldn’t steal the silver that Erin and her mother had buried two years ago when the Yankees took Port Hudson and occupied Natchez.




  Too shocked and sickened to weep, Erin watched it all. An hour after the looting began, the men waved their hats toward the flames leaping from the roof, then wildly cheering, mounted their horses and headed for the next plantation two miles downriver.




  The war was over. The Confederacy was dead except in memory. The South must now pay for its sins.




  Numb, Erin waited until the men had ridden away, then she sat on the trunk in the middle of the rustic cabin and rested her head in her hands. She had nothing left—nothing. Since her mother’s death two weeks before, she had roamed the vacant and deteriorating house like a wraith, lost and alone. She had been pampered and sheltered always by her doting father and socialite mother. Never had she faced hardship or been forced to make decisions. Years ago, her Grandfather O’Neal had come from Ireland and bought this fertile land, then built Mayfair into a successful plantation. Her father, Gilbert, industrious, handsome and gregarious, had married a belle from Memphis, then continued to make large profits while treating his slaves with kindness and raising his one and only child to be a lady.




  Gone now. All gone. Erin lifted her head and gazed around. What could she do? Where could she go? She had no family at all. Before the war, in some other world, she had been content to spend her days fussing over her gowns, riding her fine mare, and fending off suitors from among her family’s friends. She had been nineteen then, and her only serious goal in life had been marriage to an eligible gentleman. If she had married before the war, she would have had the protection of her husband’s family. But she had been head-strong and particular and had waited for someone special to stir her deepest emotions. Her delay would cost her dearly now. Most of the young men she had known were dead. Maybe a few survived in northern prisons, but marriage would not be on their minds when they returned to the devastation of their homeland.




  Erin raised her head and pushed back her tangled hair. The servants had gone outside to watch the once stately mansion burn to the ground.




  She wiped away stray tears and knelt beside the trunk. She wasn’t sure why she had saved it, but her mother had always kept it handy under the stairs so it could be rescued in case of fire. Though desperate, she had followed her instructions. Today, her mother’s worst fears had come to pass. Erin figured it was a blessing her mother, so used to every luxury, hadn’t lived to see this day.




  The trunk wasn’t locked and opened easily. Erin sighed as she gazed at the layers of pictures, some hand-painted, and several more recent photographs. Faces of people she had never known, nor would she ever. Most had been dead for years. She supposed she should have more interest in her ancestors, but on this dreadful morning, she found the pictures useless and irrelevant.




  Underneath the pictures was a dress box tied with a pink ribbon. Opening it, she stared in dismay. Another useless treasure from the distant past: a faded satin and lace dress, apparently someone’s wedding gown from long ago. Probably it had belonged to a lady in her mother’s family. Her mother had always taken great pride in her heritage. French, she had said. With very high connections near the French crown. Her mother had often appeared to disparage her lively, hard-working, and enormously successful Irish husband. She preferred the company of her cousins in New Orleans. In fact, Erin had never felt her mother loved anyone deeply, not even her only child. Erin had turned to her father for love and laughter and companionship. That dear gentleman had never allowed her to go wanting. She had adored him till the day he died.




  She replaced the lid over the dress and continued her perusal of the trunk’s contents. A square box, bound shut, was resting on a handmade quilt. At least the quilt would be useful, she thought bitterly, as she lifted the box from the trunk.




  Tearing off the strings, she peered inside. To her surprise, she found a miniature piano, quite lovely and in excellent condition.




  Holding up the piano, she discovered it was a gilded music box, very ornate with a sound board over the interior like a real grand piano, only this board was created from polished green alabaster. On the top was attached a note that read, May all your dreams come true. There was something inside. An envelope. Curious, she removed it and looked at the name scrawled in child-like script.




  Mr. Gilbert O’Neal. Mayfair Plantation. Natchez, Mississippi. Personal




  The envelope had been opened. She pulled three folded pages from inside.




  The first page held a brief note.




  

    

      Dear Gilbert,




      By the time you receive this, I will be dead of consumption. Yes, I know you thought I was already dead, because you were told that lie by the people at Rosehill. That was all right by me until now. But now I can’t help but think of our daughter, and I can’t leave this earth without sending her something. Maybe this little piano will remind you of how we met. You can give it to her, if you see fit. Also, I’m including something else, which you will understand. I’m leaving her, and her half-sister, the title to Belle Charmaine. You can decide if you want her to know the truth. I sure don’t want to cause trouble between you and Mrs. O’Neal. I’m glad we met, Gilbert, and my prayers were answered when you took our child to raise as your own. I hope you and our daughter will always be happy.




      Yours, E.M.A.


    


  




  E.M.A. How mysterious. It was dated November 5, 1861. By then, her father had left for the war. He had never seen the piano-shaped music box or the note. But it had been opened by someone.




  The implication in the letter sent shock waves through Erin’s whole body. She had thought she had no feelings left after this morning’s raid, but her hands were shaking as she unfolded the second page. It was a legal document, a proof of ownership. It stated that the daughter of Gilbert O’Neal, whose name was believed to be Erin, was the legal owner of half-interest in the Belle Charmaine, in St. Louis, Missouri. No further description of the property was given, nor the name of the previous owner, nor who might own the other half of the property. But the deed was signed by a judge, and duly witnessed on November 30, 1861.




  Dare she open the third paper? What else might be revealed? The final document took the breath from her. It was a codicil to her mother, Laura O’Neal’s will, signed and witnessed four years ago. There had been neither time nor opportunity since her mother’s recent death for the will to be retrieved from her attorney and presented to her heirs. With mounting horror, she read the brief message. In the event of Gilbert O’Neal’s death prior to his wife’s, Mayfair and the plantation land, the slaves and all remaining assets, with the exception of the Confederate bonds in the bank at Natchez, were to go to Mrs. Laura Ruth O’Neal’s first cousin and closest blood relative, who resided in New Orleans. The Confederate bonds would go to Erin O’Neal, her adopted daughter. Her mother had known everything.




  Adopted! With trembling fingers, Erin folded the papers and put them into her skirt pocket. Sitting in the dim light with the smell of smoke drifting through the broken window panes, she wound the tiny key on the music box. The haunting melody, “Liebestraum,” surrounded her as she stared into emptiness).




  * * * *




  The cavernous interior of the structure near Andersonville, Georgia was straight from Dante’s Inferno. No sunlight penetrated the building. The only light was from gas lanterns suspended haphazardly from the low ceiling. Row after row of cots held the unwashed bodies of suffering soldiers, many writhing in agony, but just as many stiff and silent in their anguish, or even in death. Occasionally a man walked along the rows, indicated a corpse, and motioned for someone to remove it.




  In this scene from hell, the stench was as disgusting as the sight: Blood, urine, vomit, sweat. Cries, prayers, and occasional screams drifted through the putrid atmosphere, adding to this ultimate nightmare. Thirty thousand men were jammed into the stockade. Only the worst cases were admitted to what served as the infirmary.




  At one end of the building where an open doorway offered some light, Dr. Lincoln Baxter bent over the body dumped without ceremony or compassion on the operating table before him.




  “Dear God,” he murmured. “Another youngster.” Link swallowed the bile in his throat, wondering why he couldn’t get used to the sight of young boys with horribly damaged bodies. They were Yankees, as he was, but that was irrelevant. Five years ago, Link had sworn an oath to ease the suffering of anyone who came into his care. When he had volunteered for duty with the Union Army, he vowed to do his best for Yankees or Rebels, whomever needed his help. These boys’ lives were ending before they had barely begun. A waste. An awful waste, no matter what the outcome of this dreadful war.




  “Hang on, lad. Let me have a look at you.”




  The boy opened his eyes and stared blankly up at him.




  “What’s your name, young man?” Link asked with a tone of respect. “I see you’re a lieutenant. You got yourself busted up pretty good.”




  The boy touched his tongue to his pale lips. “Frederick Meyer. Pennsylvania Regulars. I was digging up a potato, that’s all. Anyway, I thought it was a potato and I was sure hungry. That’s all I recollect. Are you a doctor?”




  “That’s right, Lieutenant. Relax now and let’s see those arms.” Link tried to sound encouraging, but he knew without close inspection that the boy’s wrists and hands were shattered beyond recovery. What was left would have to be amputated and fast, if the lad had any chance of surviving. The young soldier was in shock from loss of blood. At least he didn’t feel the pain—yet.




  “I’m a blacksmith, Doctor. A good one too. Fix up those hands real good now.” The boy’s face screwed as Link fingered the rag serving as a tourniquet around Meyer’s left wrist.




  “A blacksmith,” Link muttered. “I hope to God you’ve got some other profession,” he rasped under his breath. “Get the chloroform, Michael,” he said to his lanky assistant.




  While the boy was being put under, Link stepped away and leaned wearily against the cold stone wall. Sixteen hours, he estimated. Sixteen hours in the bowels of hell. He had been a prisoner of the rebels ever since the battle of Vicksburg. As soon as they found out he was a doctor, he had been put to work, day and night, tending to the sick and wounded Yankee prisoners. He’d been moved twice and now must tend the victims packed into this inhuman compound. His constant complaints about food and sanitation, not to mention lack of medical supplies, went largely unheeded. He guessed it wasn’t inhumanity that caused the problem, but absolute lack of supplies. On the other hand, the camp superintendent, Major Wirz, seemed indifferent to the suffering and turned a deaf ear to the physicians’ desperate requests for supplies. The South was on its knees. The Yankee lines were tightening. Link didn’t think this agony would last much longer.




  He wiped sweat from his face and turned back to the operating table. His vision was blurred from fatigue, but he had to get back to work. How many more Frederick Meyers needed his skill? How long could he keep going? Amputating the boy’s hands wouldn’t take long. Then there would be another tragic figure laid before him—and another—and another. His comfortable and satisfying life as a prestigious second generation physician in St. Louis, brief as it was, was a distant memory. There was only this fight against death, this mechanical use of his skill, this extraordinary effort, day after day, to stay as healthy as possible, or at least to stay awake, to continue through endless hours doing whatever he could to help the suffering, as he had sworn to do in that other lifetime. He picked up the scalpel.




  “Never mind, Doctor Baxter, he’s done for.” The surgical assistant waved his hand over the body of young Frederick. “I thought he might make it, at his age.”




  Link clenched his jaw and placed his fingers against the boy’s throat. Did he pray that the lad still lived, or that Frederick Meyer had gone to a better world? The boy had been a blacksmith. Young, strong, and proud of his work. How could he return to his people in Pennsylvania with no hands? Maybe God was merciful, after all.




  


  





  Chapter 1




  June, 1865




  A pall of smoke hung over the city of St. Louis, turning the summer heat and humidity into drifts of eye-stinging haze.




  Erin O’Neal stood on the dock beside the antiquated side-wheeler from which she’d just disembarked and looked into the tearful faces of Sookie and Ben.




  She forced her lips into a smile. “You’ll be just fine, I’m certain. You’ve come this far and you’re free as the wind.”




  Sookie dabbed at her eyes. “I knows, Miss Erin, but we looked after you since you was a babe in swaddlin. We don’ like leaving you by yourself, chile. Specially here in a city full of Yankees.”




  “The Yankees aren’t our enemies anymore. The war’s over, and we must make a new beginning.”




  Erin had drummed these words into her mind ever since that fateful day last April when word had come that Lee had surrendered, that the Union was preserved. How terrible it was to be on the losing side; she had been so sure the South would win and life would go on the same as always. She had been confident the institution of slavery would die of its own accord someday, gradually, as was recommended by planters and family friends. Gradually would be best, they had insisted. That was the humane approach, the men had said. Humane and fair and reasonable. Erin had accepted that view without question, especially since the workers at Mayfair Plantation appeared happy with their lives and their position.




  But now, everything had changed, suddenly and drastically. Whether it was better or worse for the slaves, she wasn’t sure. As for her, she was completely adrift on uncharted seas.




  “You and Ben had better go along now,” Erin said to Sookie. “Find your people and make plans to travel north. Missouri may not be truly safe yet for freed slaves. Up north, you’ll find safety and friends, a better life, I’m sure.” She wasn’t sure at all, but it was the best advice she could give. Across the country people were scattering in every direction as if some huge explosion had sent them sky-winding. The blacks were going north, Yankee opportunists were already arriving in the South, and many destitute Southern gentleman were heading west with their families.




  She herself was like a tree with its roots yanked out, Erin thought bitterly. She was as homeless as Ben and Sookie. All she had was one or two clues to the identity of her birthmother, and the contents of the small trunk sitting on the dock beside her.




  Ben tugged off his cap.




  She hadn’t noticed how gray her faithful major domo had gotten lately. He and Sookie had no kin that she knew of. She didn’t remember if they’d ever married, but no one expected black couples to make legal commitments. Now that she considered it, that didn’t seem quite fair or Christian. She admitted she had been wrong about a lot of things, complaisant and blind. She would sort it out now that she was changing everything in her life.




  “Good-bye, Miss Erin,” said Ben softly. “If’n we gets back to St. Louis someday, we’ll try to look you up. Do you think you’ll likely be hereabouts?”




  Erin knew the chances were slim she’d ever see the two again, but she said warmly, “I’d be really pleased to see you, Ben. I plan to search for family members in St. Louis. I was born here, you see, and with luck, I expect to stay.”




  “I remember when you was born,” said Sookie. “Your mother was away from Mayfair when her time came. Mr. O’Neal, too. We was all sorry we couldn’t help with the birthin, but Mr. O’Neal said there was a doctor in the city, so everything went jus fine.”




  “You knew mother was expecting a baby? You saw her?” Erin prompted Sookie, though she knew full well this couldn’t be the case.




  “No’m. She left on a long trip before anyone knew about her condition. When she came home, she had you in her arms.”




  “I see. Did she...did she look happy?”




  “Why, ’course. Why wouldn’t a lady be happy with a babe like an angel, jus so plump and sweet with eyes the color of lilacs in spring? You was sure a pretty chile, Miss Erin.” Sookie’s eyes began to pool again with tears.




  Erin touched Sookie’s sleeve. “You were always so good to me, Sookie. No matter what happens, I’ll never forget your love and caring.”




  Sookie sniffled loudly.




  “I’ll always remember the times we shared.”




  “You’re a mighty fine lady, Miss Erin. You was the apple of your papa’s eye till the day he died.”




  On this point, Erin had no doubt. “Yes, indeed, Sookie. I know that for sure.”




  An open carriage pulled up to the dock.




  “There’s a hackney,” Erin said. “Ben, would you load my trunk? I must go now and find a room in a hotel.” She glanced at the murky sky. “Wonder why it’s so smoky.” She brushed her own eyes with the tip of a gloved finger. “Good-bye, Sookie.” Quickly, to prevent her emotions from overwhelming her, she hugged the former slave who had been like family.




  They arrived at a plain brick structure fronted by a canvas awning protecting three front steps leading to the doorway. Erin strode into the quiet, carpeted, wood-paneled lobby as the driver carried her trunk behind her. As soon as she had paid his fare from the purse tied securely to her wrist, she confronted the man behind the desk.




  “Excuse me, sir, I’ve just arrived on the packet from Natchez.”




  “Yes, madam?”




  To her surprise, she felt a sudden wave of satisfaction. She was pleased to be handling this matter all on her own. In her entire life, she had never held a conversation with a man without first being introduced, much less checked herself into a hotel in a strange city. “I’d like a room for tonight,” she said with growing confidence. “A small one for one person. Also I would like information on how I might locate permanent rooms in town.”




  “Very well, madam.” He placed a registration form before her. “If you’ll sign here, I’ll give you the key to Room Sixteen. It is small, but has a nice view toward the river.”




  She picked up the pen.




  “Excuse me, may I make a suggestion before you sign?”




  “Certainly.”




  “If you’re traveling alone, I recommend you sign with your first initial and surname only. Although the registry is kept private, some curious eye might fall on your signature and discover you’re a lady without an escort. No need to invite speculation.”




  Despite the heat rising in her cheeks, she looked him squarely in the eye. “Naturally. That is always my custom. Actually I won’t be alone for long. My brother will be arriving any day from the war,” she lied glibly. “We’re meeting here, you see.” Then she signed E. O’Neal on the line indicated and asked with a casual air, “By the way, what is causing this dreadful smoke in the air. Is something on fire? I tried to reassure my servants there is no need for alarm. They are staying nearby.” She hoped the clerk understood clearly that she had servants at hand if she needed them.




  “A forest fire in the hills north of the city. The water wagons have been going back and forth between the river and the fire since dawn. The report is it’s under control. Now, I’ll have a boy take your trunk.” He snapped his fingers at a youngster lounging near the door. “Up the steps to your right, madam.”




  When she entered the room no bigger than a large closet, she tipped the boy and latched the door behind him. Stepping to the window a foot beyond the bed, she opened it and peered at the view. The smoke did seem to be dissipating, and she was safe in her very own little room. A thrill of excitement bubbled inside her. My goodness, this was quite an adventure, after all. She had managed beautifully so far without anyone’s help. She had traveled from Natchez, Mississippi, all the way to St. Louis, Missouri. No one was instructing her or giving her orders. She was on her own and free to do as she pleased. She would dine when she became hungry, perhaps at the hotel dining room. She would read herself to sleep tonight, then tomorrow hire a coach and driver to explore the city and begin her search for suitable accommodations. With the help of her family attorney, she had sold a few items of jewelry and the silver retrieved from its hiding place behind the slave cabins. She had enough money to last quite some time, perhaps a year if she was frugal. And there was the promise of property here in St. Louis. After all, she had the deed to half-interest in Belle Charmaine. With such a charming name, this must surely be property of value. As soon as she was settled, she would locate the property and try to find the name of her half-sister. She would begin by contacting the attorney whose name she’d been given in Natchez. In a day or two, she might know the identity of her lost family.




  She pulled off her bonnet and unlocked her trunk. Raising the lid, she fingered the items in the top drawer. She realized she had meagre possessions, but everything here was completely hers. She still had a few valuables, some jewelry and several nice dresses she had purchased before she left Mississippi. What’s more, her stubborn Irish pride was still intact. Her father had told her many times she was special, a person with courage and intelligence and value. The memory of his love flowed to her like a gift, instilling her with confidence and a sense of well-being. She was, after all, Gilbert O’Neal’s daughter. No one could take that from her.




  She removed the precious little piano music box and placed it on the dressing table, then wound the key. As she listened to the tinkling notes of “Liebestraum,” she picked up her hairbrush and began to restore loosened curls. Among other things, she must learn to arrange her hair herself. The mirror told her she was a handsome young woman, if not a great beauty. Her father had possessed a rich sable shock of hair; her mother had been a golden blond. She should have suspected something was unusual in her heritage when she turned out to have this reddish-brown hair she’d always disliked. The color of dying roses, she would complain to Sookie. Sookie would just grin and tell her she’d be mighty proud of it someday.




  Erin returned to the trunk and began removing her dresses. For the first time in her life, she was responsible for the care of her own belongings. Regardless of her looks, she was blessed with wonderful health, had some education, and a good mind, according to her father. Her life was not over, but only changing. She would face the future with a positive attitude.




  * * * *




  Lincoln Baxter poured sherry into a crystal goblet and handed it to the dark-haired woman smiling up at him.




  “To you, Link,” she said, raising her glass toward him. To surviving; to coming home; to the future.”




  He touched his glass to hers, then dashed the liquid down his throat.




  She laughed lightly and ran her tongue over her lips. “My goodness, not so fast, liebchen. You’ll never last the evening.”




  “You underestimate my capacity, Marta darling. I can match cups with any of your German ancestors, I’ll wager.”




  Marta cocked her head and gave him a teasing grin. “Nein, doctor. I only wish some of the old-world Meisters were here to challenge you.”




  If given his wish, he would have liked everyone in his parlor to instantly disappear, even the tempting Marta. Perhaps especially Marta. He had made a mistake inviting his friends here tonight, but they had all been so gracious since his return from the war, he had felt obligated to do something to show his appreciation. The men had insisted he join them at poker at their private clubs, and the ladies had sent their servants to his home with baskets of baked goods and fruit preserves. Everyone had expressed concern over his gaunt appearance and solemn manner. They wanted the old Link back, the Link who’d been fun-loving and witty, a social lion and an eligible bachelor, despite his dedication to his burgeoning medical practice.




  But Link’s mood was dark. Would he ever be the same, he wondered, guiding Marta across the room to join Major Dudley and his plump wife, Maggie. He was certainly not the only man here who had lived through the agony of war. The major had led a northern regiment at Pea Ridge. Three other men present had served the Union in various capacities. Jack Kelly, flirting now with Irene Arends, had been wounded while riding between two encampments. Jack had been part of Mulligan’s Irish Brigade, a hot-blooded unit fighting for the Confederacy. St. Louis had been a divided city these past years. Link had had good friends fighting on both sides. Tonight he wanted to begin building a bridge between North and South. So far, the evening was going well with a minimum of tension.




  But Link had felt dead inside ever since Andersonville. He didn’t want to feel, to think, to remember. The horrors he had seen were beyond imagining. He still woke at night bathed in sweat, his nightmares filled with blood and gore and the screams of dying men. Was he capable anymore of finding pleasure in life? Could he learn to laugh again, after he’d closed the eyes of dozens, no hundreds of men, mostly young and astonished at their abrupt end?




  The major hoisted his frosted mug of beer. “To you, Doctor. The repast was a delight. A fitting celebration for the end of hostilities and a return to normal.”




  “Thank you, Dudley. The whiskey isn’t the best, but I expect we’ll be getting shipments now that the trains and packets are back in service.”




  “Who needs whiskey when we can have schnapps from the finest brewery in the world, Marta, dear, thanks to your family.”




  Marta laughed gaily. Her diamond earbobs caught the glow of the gaslights installed in crystal chandeliers suspended from above. “Some of my cousins in Bavaria would challenge that remark, Major. But I’ll make certain Father knows your opinion when he returns from Boston next week.”




  For the next hour, Link drifted from one group to the other, engaging each of his guests in a bit of conversation, no matter how inane. Marta was acting as hostess and doing her usual excellent job. Was he a fool not to marry the woman? He was certain that was what she had in mind—and why not? Before the war, he had courted her with a measure of enthusiasm. She was strikingly beautiful and from one of St. Louis’s leading families. With the war over, the Meister Brewery was prospering again, and the family would continue to accumulate wealth as they had since old Hans Meister established the business in 1848. Marta could choose from any number of rich and powerful men, now that they had returned from doing their duty for their cause. Why did he hesitate? He was thirty-two and well established in his profession. He had inherited his father’s practice and this mansion on South Street with its private offices conveniently located on the ground level.




  Link had never been close to his father. He didn’t remember his mother, who had died when he was a baby. He had been raised by doting nannies under the strict supervision of a father who was brilliant, imperious, and distant. There had never been any question that he would follow his father into medicine. Fortunately, he found the career challenging and rewarding, and was as respected as his father had been before his death ten years ago.




  Most certainly a successful physician needed a wife, Link thought, watching Marta skilfully direct the servant carrying the brandy trays. His work occupied so much of his time, he had little left for running the house or pursuing a social life. Of course, he wanted children, too. Everything pointed to his marrying soon, very soon. Maybe Marta would make him happy. If, of course, happiness was possible after what he’d experienced the two years he’d spent imprisoned in hell.




  Marta arrived at his shoulder. “Link, could we walk in the garden? The day’s been so hot and stuffy with all that smoke. I’m longing for a breath of fresh air.”




  He smiled down at her, then guided her outside. He felt the side-long glances of his guests, heard a few knowing titters. Everyone was expecting him to propose. Should he do it tonight? Could he?




  Holding her arm as they descended the broad steps, he took a deep breath. Yes, the air had cleared at last of smoke. The summer night was balmy and fragrant with roses in full bloom. The war was finished and he must view it as a part of the past he could bury forever.




  Marta stopped walking and gazed up at him. He could make out her sweeping lashes, her inviting full lips.




  Slipping his arm around her waist, he pulled her to him and lightly brushed her mouth.




  At once, she ran her arms around his neck and pressed her lips firmly against his.




  Chapter 2




  “Link, what’s wrong?”




  Link studied Marta’s upturned face, saw her pretty pout in the light of a rising moon.




  “You’ve always read my moods, Marta. I admire that facility.”




  “I’ve known you since we were children. I also know what a real kiss should feel like.” Her eyebrows arched. “Not long ago, I could have insisted we marry once you kissed me. A kiss was a pledge of eternal love and commitment.”




  “I realize that. Times have changed, though. Nothing is like it used to be.”




  “So your kisses are frivolous now. They mean nothing.” Her tone was half-teasing, half biting.




  “Not at all. I kissed you because you are very lovely. Also, I didn’t think you’d object.”




  “Then I suppose I won’t have to slap you for your boldness.”




  “Your restraint is appreciated.”




  Her expression softened. “Truly, Doctor, I am worried about you. We all are.”




  “I appreciate the concern, but I’ll be all right in time. Most of the men in my salon tonight have been through hell. Why should I have special sympathy?”




  “But Andersonville—everyone knows how dreadful it was. We’ve heard you’ll be receiving a medal from the president, once things settle down in Washington.”




  “I don’t want medals,” he said gruffly. “Just forgetfulness.”




  She stroked his sleeve. “I understand. I’ll help you forget, darling, if you’ll let me.”




  He tried to put a smile in his voice, though it didn’t reach his heart. “If anyone can, it will be you, Marta. I just need more time.”




  It was then that she made a serious mistake. Lifting her chin, she fixed him with a challenging expression. “Time? You may have a bit more of it, if you insist. But I’ve waited during all the years of the war. You’ve been home almost three months, and I’ve continued to be patient. Several other returning heroes are less hesitant to pay court.”




  He knew she was telling the truth, but her ultimatum was like a dash of cold water on an already cooling flame.




  “I won’t deny you’re the most desirable woman in St. Louis, fraulein. I may have to admit defeat. Shall we go inside?”




  Her eyes widened. He heard a small gasp deep from her throat. Extending his elbow, he noticed her look of disbelief. He didn’t want to hurt her, but he was in no mood to be pushed into marriage. If he did decide to propose, it would be when he was ready and not before.




  * * * *




  Seated in the imposing office of Mr. Blakley Simpson, Attorney-at-law, Erin tried to appear as sophisticated as possible. Her family’s attorney in Natchez had given her Mr. Simpson’s name as a referral.




  “What can I do for you, Miss O’Neal?”




  She tried hard not to be intimidated by Simpson’s officious, cool manner. “I have a letter from my attorney in Natchez.” She withdrew the document from her purse and handed it over.




  After studying it with an air of mild indifference, Simpson nodded. “Yes, I believe I met your attorney several years ago at some conference or other. Good of him to keep my card on file. Now, what is your problem?”




  “I’ve just arrived in town on yesterday’s packet from Natchez. My father is the late Mr. Gilbert O’Neal and was quite prominent, though, like so many others, we lost everything in the war.”




  “What was his occupation?”




  “We raised cotton and horses, thoroughbreds.”




  “A plantation owner—with slaves?”




  She hesitated, but decided she should at least be honest with the attorney. “Yes. They were always well treated. And they are free now.”




  “Thanks be to God and the Federal Army.”




  She clamped her lips. His hostility had fallen like a sword between them.




  He tapped his fingertips together. “Nevertheless, the war is over and you’ve been referred to me by a colleague. I ask again, what can I do for you?”




  She wanted to leave, but had nowhere else to turn. “Yes, the war is over. I’m deeply grateful for that. I’ve come to St. Louis to search for my inheritance. I’ve been left property called Belle Charmaine. I have a deed.”




  He finally appeared interested.




  She handed him the deed and waited while he studied it.




  “Belle Charmaine. Never heard of the place, but this is legal proof of ownership—well, half ownership.”




  “It’s rather complicated. I found this document a few weeks ago after a fire destroyed my home.”




  “Do you know who the other owners are, or who owned it previously?”




  “No. The property was left to me and to my half-sister by my natural mother. I have reason to believe she lived in St. Louis. Her initials are E.M.A., but I don’t know her name.”




  He cocked an eyebrow. “You don’t know your mother’s name? What do you mean by natural mother?”




  She found her next words difficult, but plunged forward. “Apparently my father had a relationship with a woman other than his wife. I am the result. His wife then adopted me and raised me as her own. I never knew my birthmother or any of her family.”




  “Then you were born out of wedlock? You are illegitimate?”




  Her breath caught. “Illegitimate? What do you mean, sir? I’m sitting here before you, so I am most certainly legitimate.”




  “Yes, yes, don’t upset yourself. It’s just that the circumstances of your birth are plainly muddled.”




  “Muddled?” Her voice rose and she had difficulty controlling her temper. “That may be your opinion, but it is not mine.”




  He was unruffled by her anger. “I apologize,” he muttered. “But I’m a blunt man and always come to the point. The fact is I can’t be of any help to you, after all. I can, however, assure you this is a legal document. You’ll have to inquire elsewhere for the whereabouts of Belle Charmaine.”




  He had dismissed her completely. But he was her only hope. Collecting herself, she said, “Very well, sir. I have only one more question.”




  His eyes held a distant look. His mind was already turning to other matters.




  “I believe I was born at a place called Rosehill. Have you heard of it?”




  His eyes narrowed as he spoke. “Yes. Rosehill is famous, or infamous is more like it. It’s defunct now, however.”




  “Infamous? Why is that?”




  He shifted in his armchair. “I would like to consider your sensibilities, Miss O’Neal, but to be frank, the place was a home for women in disgraceful circumstances. I don’t know how else to put it. It was something like a hospital.”




  “I understand. Do you know who owned Rosehill?”




  “No one knows for sure, but rumors are it belonged to the Baxter family. Old Dr. Lincoln Baxter was very prominent and highly respected. He would never have revealed any connection with such a place—but still there was gossip. The building is beyond the city and has been closed and its gates locked since before the war. Someday the property may come up for sale, and then the facts will come out. May I give you some advice?” He leaned forward.




  “Of course. That’s why I came to you,” she answered crisply.




  “Forget Rosehill. If you plan to stay in St. Louis, the connection will do you no good, I can promise. The fact that you’re from the South shouldn’t be a problem, since half the people in St. Louis are Southern sympathizers, more’s the pity. But if word gets out in polite circles that you were born at Rosehill and have questionable beginnings, you’ll be ostracized completely.”




  This was something she hadn’t considered. “But—I’m completely innocent. I did nothing wrong, and my father—”




  “Nevertheless, you should take my advice. If word gets out, you’ll lose any friends you’ve made and be shunned like a streetwalker. If anyone stands by you, they’ll get the same treatment. I strongly suggest you keep your background to yourself, otherwise you and any loyal acquaintances will be dragged through the mud. Naturally our conversation today is privileged information. No one will ever know the truth from me.”




  She twisted the drawstrings of her purse. As hard as his words were to accept, she could see that Mr. Simpson was telling the truth. She would have to deal with it sooner or later.




  “I appreciate your honesty, Mr. Simpson, though it’s dreadfully unfair of people to punish an innocent child for any sin of the father. I’ll go now. How much do I owe you for your time?”




  “Never mind. Consider this first visit an acknowledgment of your attorney in Natchez. If you come again for assistance, there will be the usual fee.”




  She didn’t argue. Her funds were in short supply. She stood and allowed him to escort her to the door. Any Southern gentleman would have said he was happy to make her acquaintance and would be delighted to see her sometime in the future—but Mr. Simpson wasn’t Southern, and he knew about her scandalous beginnings. Without speaking another word, he closed the door behind her.




  As she left the building, she mulled over the experience. She had never been spoken to so directly, or ever had cause to think of herself as anything less than a lady of class. Despite Simpson’s words, she refused to believe she was inadequate or disgraced over something for which she was completely blameless. As for other’s opinions, she would have to cross that bridge when she came to it.




  She left the building and hailed a passing hackney. She was becoming used to getting about in this fashion. Yesterday she had taken a drive around the city. She had already located several rooming houses in modest but pleasant-looking neighbourhood. Tomorrow she would arrange to visit the ones that were most promising.




  Once seated, she addressed the driver. “Do you know where the offices of Dr. Lincoln Baxter would be located?”




  He thought for a moment. “Yes, on South Street. That’s the Baxter mansion and offices. Been there for years.”




  Her hopes soared. Dr. Baxter still lived. “Would you take me there at once?”




  “Yes’m.”




  Clip-clopping down the street, she could barely contain her excitement. She didn’t need information from Mr. Simpson. The doctor who delivered her would know everything. How lucky that he was still practicing more than twenty years after her birth.




  * * * *




  Link smiled at the nervous little girl seated on the table facing him. “Lucy Fay? Is that right?”




  The child’s mother hovered near. “Lucinda Fay,” she intoned.




  “Lucy,” the child corrected with a scowl.




  “Then we’ll call you Lucy. Now, open wide, Lucy, and let’s see those tonsils.”




  After the mother and child were dismissed, Link washed his hands in the lavabo.




  The door burst open. His nurse, a young woman who had just completed her training, put her head inside. “An emergency, Doctor. A man is here with a bad gash in his leg. Blood’s going everywhere.”




  Link grabbed his apron as a groaning man was half carried into the office by two of his co-workers. Foresters by the look of them. Link guessed the wound was caused by an axe gone astray. He saw several such accidents each year.




  Quickly he checked the gash, noticing the bright red flow indicating a sliced artery. He applied a tourniquet above the injury and the spurting slowed, then stopped.




  “You’ll be fine, sir,” he assured his pale-faced forester. “But next time, watch where you aim your blade.”




  * * * *




  Erin dismissed the rented carriage and walked briskly up the long path leading to the side entrance of the Baxter’s impressive mansion. Over the door, she saw a wooden shingle reading, Dr. Charles Lincoln Baxter, M.D. With racing heartbeat, she turned the doorknob and entered.




  The office was spacious, well-lighted, and offered comfortable seating. But before she could take a seat to await the appearance of a staff member, she saw bright bloodstains splattered across the gleaming wood floor.




  From an interior room came a howl of pain. Then a woman walked out and closed the door behind her. She wore a plain black dress and a white apron that was also bloodstained.




  “May I help you?” the woman asked Erin.




  Erin was suddenly unsure of herself. Dr. Baxter was obviously a very busy man. “I’d like to see Doctor Baxter.”




  “He’s with a patient.” The woman glanced at the floor. “As you can see, an injured person has just been brought in.”




  “Yes, well, I can wait, if I may,” Erin suggested.




  “The doctor will be busy for quite some time. Then he has appointments. Are you ill?”




  “No, but...”




  “Then I’ll make an appointment for you at a later date.” The woman moved to her desk.




  “For this afternoon, please,” Erin said.




  “Oh, not for two weeks, unless it’s an emergency.”




  At that point, the outside door opened and a middle-aged couple entered. “Hello, Nurse Channing,” said the gentleman. “We’re right on time.”




  “Yes, how are you, Mr. Johnson? You and Mrs. Johnson take a seat. Forgive the mess. We’ve just received an injured man.”




  The door swung wide again and a young woman carrying a baby, and with two small children clinging to her skirts came into the office. “’Tis my wee one again, Nurse Channing. Can we see the doctor right away?”




  “Soon now, Mrs. Riley.”




  Standing in the middle of the room, Erin was increasingly uncomfortable. The doctor had patients who needed help and all she wanted was information. On the other hand, her entire mission, the revelation of her very beginnings, depended upon having a conversation with him. She only needed a few minutes of his time. Turning to the nurse, she said, “Actually I must see the doctor today. I’m afraid I’ve eaten something that could be poison. I only need to speak to him to get his advice, but if I delay—”




  “In that case, take a seat. We’ll try to work you in.”




  Erin sat down in a leather upholstered armchair and clutched her purse in her lap.




  She seemed to be getting adept at lying. The youngsters were running helter-skelter around the room and the mother was indifferent to them. The middle-aged couple exchanged glances of annoyance, but said nothing. The grandfather clock against the wall kept a throaty rhythm as the minutes dragged by.




  At last, the door to the examining room opened and a heavy-set fellow was assisted through the room by his husky friends. His pants leg was torn and a bandage swathed his calf.




  A tall, broad-shouldered man wearing a soiled apron walked from inside. He put his hands on his hips and surveyed the waiting room.




  Erin was shocked to her core. Surely this young man could not be Doctor Baxter. Not her Doctor Baxter. Maybe the doctor had a partner. The man was slender with dark hair, and clean shaven with a rugged face. He was strikingly handsome, more closely resembling a western pathfinder than a doctor. Besides, her Doctor Baxter would have to be at least sixty years old.




  She made a quick decision to leave. She could make further inquiries later. One of the children dashed into her skirts from behind, buckling both her knees. She started to fall, then steadied herself. But her foot slipped in a smear of blood, and she fell backwards, her arms flailing, her purse gyrating around her wrist.




  She heard herself scream just before the back of her head banged against the plank floor. After that, she was engulfed in blackness. When she began to rouse, she realized she was being carried in strong arms. Behind her, she heard a woman’s voice.




  The receptionist was speaking. “—poison, she said, Doctor. Or maybe she just fell. I believe the child bumped against her.”




  “We’d better have a look,” was the male response.




  Erin started to struggle, but she was weak as a lamb. Her vision wasn’t yet clear. She was laid on a table, then firm cool fingers unbuttoned her collar and found the pulse at her throat. The fingers gently turned her head from side to side. She was feeling sick, mildly nauseated. With her head clearing at last, she looked up into the most stunning cobalt blue eyes she’d ever seen.




  “I’m going to throw up,” was all she could manage to say. And then she did.




  Chapter 3




  “Don’t be alarmed, miss. Just please try to tell me every item that’s passed your lips the past forty-eight hours. Everything. Or maybe you’ve been bitten by something. Millie, write this down, please.” The doctor leaned near.




  Erin was numb with embarrassment and humiliation. She was sitting on the table, wrapped in a light blanket to protect her from a chill—and she wanted to die. She was no longer dizzy, her head was barely aching, and she definitely was not poisoned. But here she sat under the scrutiny of a doctor, something she’d never experienced before. Worse still, the doctor was young and extremely attractive. And a few minutes ago, she had gifted him with her breakfast down the front of his pristine apron.




  The doctor and his nurse had supported her until the retching ended, then when it was clear their patient was mostly recovered, the doctor had left the room while the nurse helped her wash herself. Now he was back and looking concerned.




  Erin stared down the length of her blanket and tried to speak, but words wouldn’t come. The man was waiting, looking at her. Looking at her! She simply couldn’t meet his eyes. No one of her acquaintance had ever been examined by a male physician, though she’d heard Melinda Delacroix had seen a doctor when she fell from her horse and broke her leg. Old Doc Pritchard had come to Mayfair years ago to give smallpox vaccinations to all the family and the house staff, but that had only required that everyone roll up a sleeve and expose an upper arm.




  “I...I’m afraid I made a mistake. I’m sorry. I—”




  The doctor placed a hand across her forehead. “Don’t worry, young lady. It’s happened to me many times before. It’s a hazard of my profession.” He cupped her chin and forced her to meet his gaze. “There now. How do you feel? You must tell me what you suspect might have poisoned you.”




  Despite herself, she felt tears well into her eyes. He looked so kind, so caring, so young to be a physician. I’m sorry, Doctor,” she said weakly. “I’m not poisoned. I can’t imagine why I became ill.”




  He released her chin. “But you told my nurse, Miss Channing—”
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