







“PLEASE, BRAM …” MARGUERITE BEGAN.

“I have one or two things that I should have told you. Long before now. I would like to say them quickly. Before I lose my courage yet again.”

His grip grew tighter, as if he feared what she had to reveal.

Feared? Could it be possible? Could the strong, indomitable Abraham St. Charles actually feel enough for her that he could fear what she might say?

Her thumb rubbed against the soft linen of his shirt in an uncontrollable caress, a reassurance. But she did not feel reassured herself. In the next few moments, she could be responsible for undermining all that had been built between them in the last few weeks.

“You asked once why I married you years ago.”

“Tonight you said it was because you … fancied you loved me.”

“Yes. In part.”

The silence of the room pressed into them both, then she continued. “But I didn’t tell you the whole truth….”

 

Books By Lisa Bingham

Silken Dreams

Eden Creek

Distant Thunder

The Bengal Rubies

Temptation’s Kiss

Silken Promises

Sweet Dalliance

Sweet Defiance

Published by POCKET BOOKS

For orders other than by individual consumers, Pocket Books grants a discount on the purchase of 10 or more copies of single titles for special markets or premium use. For further details, please write to the Vice-President of Special Markets, Pocket Books, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020.

For information on how individual consumers can place orders, please write to Mail Order Department, Paramount Publishing, 200 Old Tappan Road, Old Tappan, NJ 07675.

[image: Image]

The sale of this book without its cover is unauthorized. If you purchased this book without a cover, you should be aware that it was reported to the publisher as “unsold and destroyed.” Neither the author nor the publisher has received payment for the sale of this “stripped book.”

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

An Original Publication of POCKET BOOKS

[image: Image]

POCKET BOOKS, a division of Simon & Schuster Inc.,
 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com

Copyright © 1995 by Lisa Bingham

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever.

For information address Pocket Books, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020

ISBN: 1-4165-0716-7
eISBN: 978-1-451-60463-4

This Pocket Books paperback printing September 2004

10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1

POCKET and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster Inc.

Cover art by Bill Dodge

Printed in the U.S.A.

 

SWEET DEFIANCE


Chapter 1
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Baltimore, Maryland

October 1865

To say that the wedding was to be the event of the season was an understatement. The first amber fingers of dawn had barely tickled the horizon when delivery men began pounding on the doors to St. Jude’s cathedral, heralding a pilgrimage of artisans, florists, and craftsmen that would not ease until the ceremony began.

It took six wagons to bring the flowers that had been cut and arranged to decorate the vestibule alone. There were roses and daisies and chrysanthemums and ferns. White wicker baskets and arbors were stacked one behind the other near the doors, offering those who entered the illusion of walking through a eritable garden. An entire bolt of gold silk had been stretched from the rear doors to the nave. Over three hundred beeswax candles had been inserted into fifty candelabrum. Twenty spools each of gold and scarlet ribbon festooned the benches. The floors beneath the pews had been scattered with fresh rose petals, the altar adorned with a bower of blossoms. Outside, sixteen liveried servants had been hired to manage the guests’ carriages while another two dozen surreys and broughams had been ordered to bring the immediate family to the chapel.

The details surrounding the events at St. Jude’s were among the simplest to arrange and the last to be completed. After all, the interchange of vows would be the briefest part of the festivities compared to the luncheon, reception, and ball to follow. The Rothchild Hotel had been in contact with the bride and groom for nearly a year. Meals had been planned for months. The hotel scullery had been jammed to the rafters with all sorts of delicacies—meats and fishes, nuts, vegetables and candied fruits, pastries and breads.

Not all of the work remained below stairs. Valets and chambermaids were run to a near-frazzle, since three floors had been reserved for foreign guests and another two for those who would travel from out of town. Prior to the visitors’ anticipated arrivals, linens had been aired, carpets cleaned, and silver polished by the legion. Once the guests checked in, baths were drawn, fruit baskets delivered, luggage toted, and wardrobes freshened. No expense had been spared, no comfort overlooked.

Such measures of hospitality were not completely unexpected. After all, gossip about the happy couple had begun long before the bride’s private steamer had docked in New York a month earlier. Invitations were at a premium. Less than one hundred people had been asked to attend the ceremony, while no fewer than two hundred were to be included in the evening’s events. To receive a hand-engraved, gilt-edged invitation was the coup de grâce of the season. Not only because such lavish entertainments were unheard of in a nation recovering from a war, but also because the bride was none other than the reclusive French artistic model Marguerite Merriweather DuBois.

For four years the name M. M. DuBois had become synonymous with the astounding portraits and sculptures fashioned by the great Frenchman Francois Joliet.

The haunting, chestnut-haired, dark-eyed, ethereal woman who appeared over and over again in his work was believed to have been a product of Joliet’s imagination. A composite of his mother, a dead sister, and a tragic lover. Then a French periodical had broken the news that M. M. DuBois was a real woman. They had even managed to photograph her during a trip she’d made to Versailles.

The unveiling of her identity had been shocking enough to receive international attention since Francois Joliet was a realist through and through, portraying his subjects in a way that made even the most liberal critic’s eyes widen. He’d developed a reputation in the art world by remaining completely aloof of proper social mores. Somehow, he was able to capture the true emotions he found in his models into unyielding stone or flat canvas. And none of his creations was more well-known than those he’d done of M. M. DuBois. With this woman, Joliet shunned any sorts of artifice or cultural trappings. His paintings were studies of pure emotion. Often his interpretations were raw, at times primitive, occasionally denigrating, but always honest—proving almost painful for the viewer to see so deeply into Mademoiselle DuBois’s soul. The feminine heart was to remain hidden. Pure. The whole idea of a woman allowing a man to see her that way was shocking. Completely and utterly shocking.

Polite society would have shunned her if not for the fact that after her “unveiling” she had been heralded by kings, honored by aristocrats, and proclaimed the most influential beauty of her time by such renowned names as Henry James, Queen Victoria Regina, and the American suffragette Elizabeth Stanton. So instead of being snubbed, Marguerite DuBois was met with the anticipation of visiting royalty.

From the instant her betrothal to a prominent Baltimore family had been announced, talk ran rampant in the city, spilling from the highest levels of society to its more elemental roots. Men were drawn to ascertaining whether her beauty was real while women ignored her less than suitable occupation to concentrate on the latest French fashions she brought with her. The most common lady’s maid knew that Marguerite’s bridal gown and trousseau had arrived upon the H.M.S. Hillary, kept shrouded in muslin, and guarded around the clock. Dressmakers the world over were waiting for its debut. In-home seamstresses were preparing to copy affordable facsimiles for their customers. Milliners had stocked a greater supply of Venetian lace and pearls—because it was believed that Marguerite’s headdress would be made of those things—as well as exotic feathers and velvet flowers for bonnets and hats.

In order to record the event for those who could not squeeze into the narrow streets, sketch artists and newspaper photographers had slept the last two nights behind the velvet cords that were meant to rope off the gawkers. The police had employed an extra shift. Business for blocks around St. Jude’s became frenetic, nearly panicky, especially once the anticipated day arrived.

Soon the flow of delivery men began to subside from the church itself, and the traffic transformed from hacks and wagons to the elegant conveyances of the guests. As the church clock tolled one, half-past, two, shops were closed, chores abandoned. A breathless excitement shimmered in the air like fairy dust. The cold was forgotten, strangers became friends, as people for blocks stopped, waited, listened.

And then it appeared. A black carriage bedecked in lilies of the valley, ferns, and white roses.

She was here.

M. M. DuBois was here.

“Close in the ranks, men,” one constable shouted. “Just in case.”

Just in case.

From inside her carriage, Marguerite heard the statement and felt a shiver of unease. She didn’t know why exactly. She only knew that as the coach and six pulled to a stop beside St. Jude’s and she absorbed the strains of the organ melting through the doorway, a cool finger traced down her spine.

“Is something the matter, dear?” Aunt Aggie asked, her cheeks pink, her tiny body fairly trembling from anticipation.

Marguerite shook away her disquiet and shot the diminutive woman a quick smile. “No, no. What could possibly be wrong?”

What indeed? her mind echoed. The event was to be lavish beyond belief, a fairy-tale day. So what if her motives weren’t spurred out of love? So what if appearances were deceiving? What did that matter? She was about to wed a wealthy man. An incredibly wealthy man who had insisted on paying for this elaborate celebration. To make an alliance with such a generous man was an accomplishment for any woman—and with each day that passed, Marguerite was learning that it was far more satisfying to marry for money than adoration. Once before she had made a mistake in that regard.

Marguerite did not repeat her mistakes.

“Has the carriage stopped?”

She started at Nanny Edna’s question. The woman was old beyond belief—nearly a hundred—deaf as a post and oftentimes senile, but since she had been Marguerite’s nurse, Marguerite wouldn’t have dreamed of leaving her out of the festivities.

Edna smacked her cane on the floor of the carriage, her lips pursing and folding inward due to the lack of front teeth. “Drat it all! Is anyone there?”

“Yes, Nanny Edna!” Aggie shouted, touching the old woman’s hand. “We’ve arrived at the church!”

“Church. What church? I’m not dead yet.”

Aggie and Marguerite exchanged wry glances. “No, Nanny Edna. It’s Marguerite’s wedding day.”

“Wedding?” she echoed, enunciating each syllable with extreme care. Then her jaw quivered as if she were actually chewing the idea. “Don’t tell me that St. Charles fellow has come back?”

Edna may as well have dropped a cannonball in the carriage. The St. Charles name was not mentioned by the DuBois—had not been uttered for as long as anyone could remember. Not since Marguerite’s disastrous elopement with Abraham St. Charles five years before. Not since her father had retrieved her mere hours after the ceremony. Enraged by his daughter’s hasty actions and the way Abraham St. Charles had ruined her reputation, Edmund DuBois had thrashed Bram with his quirt, and sent Marguerite home to France, all the while railing on and on about her flagrant lack of propriety—with an American, no less.

Edmund had never forgiven her for her disobedience, disowning her within weeks of their arrival in Europe and forcing her to fend for herself by becoming an artist’s model. He’d died with a curse of the St. Charles clan on his lips because the family had shattered all hope of his allying Marguerite with a powerful French family that could further his career.

“No, Edna!” Aunt Aggie bellowed. “She is marrying Algernon Bolingbrook III.”

That particular piece of information must have left a bad taste in Nanny Edna’s mouth because she smacked her lips together with great vehemence. “The fool with the ridiculous collection of pistols?”

“Nanny Edna!” Aggie cast a glance at Marguerite in case the older woman’s words might have caused offense.

Marguerite didn’t even bother to shrug. Algernon was a difficult man to get to know, vague at times, too stoic, too involved with his guns and his own weak wit. But he was rich. What else mattered? Not love. Not passion. Her family was teetering on the brink of financial ruin thanks to her father’s poor investments. Her work brought in some money, but not enough to support all of those who looked to her for sustenance. Although she’d never allowed money to be the basis of a personal relationship in the past, now she had no other choice. She must find a way to provide for her family. She must. Algy was willing to offer her an allowance as well as the freedom from prying eyes that she craved. She had only to marry him and tour the United States for one brief year. Then he’d promised to take her home. To France. She could last that long. It was only a year. A year …

As if sensing a measure of Marguerite’s disquiet, Aunt Aggie leaned close to pat the general location of her knee beneath the yards and yards of fabric that had been crammed into the narrow space.

“Don’t let Edna upset you, dear. Algy is a good man, and you’re a vision. A real vision to behold.”

Marguerite was sure she was. Since dawn, she had been poked, prodded, coifed, and constrained. She hadn’t taken a good deep breath in hours and wasn’t likely to get one soon. In her opinion all this nonsense was completely unnecessary and bordered on bad taste, but Algy had insisted on a show.

A three-ring circus worthy of P. T. Barnum himself, more likely. But she hadn’t had the will to deny him what he’d wanted. Not when he’d financed the whole affair. Not since he knew her motives for marrying him were entirely practical and businesslike. He didn’t care as long as he could lay claim to “the most beautiful woman of the decade.” He wanted an entree into European society to further his businesses, and Marguerite was more than willing to help him, since she would gain so much from the match. Life had been so uncertain, the thought of knowing that she and her family would have a warm home and regular meals was worth enduring a fuss. Was even worth becoming Algy’s showpiece.

She fought a bitter smile. To think that she had sunk to this level—marrying a man for purely economical reasons. She had once been so idealistic, so romantic.

So completely wrong.

But not again. Her emotions would never get the better of her. Not in this lifetime. The poets might spout reams about the power of love, but they’d obviously never tried to barter it for something to eat.

“Come along, ladies,” she said, infused with sudden energy. She brushed at her skirts and stiffened her spine. “Let’s get this nonsense over with.”

Aunt Aggie’s eyes widened at Marguerite’s lack of sentiment, but she didn’t chide. Marguerite had not confided her true reasons for marrying Algy, but Aggie must have sensed that Marguerite was not in the mood to temper her tone. “Jitters,” she mumbled under her breath. Elbowing her husband, who slept in the corner of the carriage, she proclaimed, “Wilson, get up. It’s time.”

He snorted, slapping at the unknown offender. With a grunt, he woke completely, righting the spectacles balanced on the tip of his nose. “Hmph? Whfph?” he muttered through his enormous whiskers.

Aggie tapped his knee with her fan. “Wake up, you old fool. It’s time for you to escort Marguerite into the church.”

“Hmph. Rmlmph.”

Uncle Wilson rarely spoke in anything more than incoherent grants—not because he wasn’t an eloquent man. To the contrary, in fact. But when Aunt Aggie was around, she invariably did all of his talking for him, so he hadn’t bothered to speak his own mind in years.

Opening the carriage door, he clambered down, jumped from the carriage block, then turned to extend his hand to the women inside.

A bevy of footmen rushed to help. After Aggie’s feet were firmly on the ground, a groomsman came to escort her into the church. Another pair of men untied Nanny Edna’s rolling chair from the back while a third servant reached inside, scooped her from her seat, and lifted her free. Before the young man could get her settled, she poked him in the ribs cautioning, “Don’t get cheeky, young man, I might be all but dead, but I know a pinch on the rear when I feel one.”

The servant nearly dropped her in surprise, but Uncle Wilson waved the old woman’s objections away in patent disbelief of her claim. The men rolled her to the stairs, then carried her, contraption and all, into the church.

Noise from the waiting crowd rose to a deafening pitch. Marguerite shivered again. There was something wrong. She couldn’t place her finger on what it might be, but even shielded by the carriage, there was something that waited, watched, making her feel … vulnerable. Afraid.

Afraid?

She tilted her jaw at a militant angle. Marguerite DuBois was never afraid. She had a job to do, a duty, and by heaven, she would do it with flair!

“Young man!” she called to one of the servants.

The boy rushed to peer inside.

“Will you inform the bridesmaids that I’m here and they should give the signal to begin?”

“Y-yes, milady,” he stammered in a thick brogue. She didn’t have the heart to inform him that she had no ties to the aristocracy. Her father had been a Parisian diplomat, plain and simple, her mother, the daughter of a Baltimore lawyer whom he’d met on a business trip.

Uncle Wilson offered an outstretched hand. The time had come.

Obviously sensing she was about to emerge, the noise became even worse. Gathering her skirts, she stepped onto the carpet-covered carriage block, and from there to the runner that had been extended to the front door of the church. The cool air brushed her cheeks, and she breathed as deeply as she dared, considering the tight lacing of her corset, while flash powder exploded and the crowd cheered.

On cue, Algernon’s six sisters rushed from the chapel in a rustle of ivory satin. Other than assigning a palette of colors, Marguerite had allowed them to choose their own gowns—with somewhat hideous results, in her opinion. The Bolingbrooks might have plenty of money, but that did not mean they had good taste.

“Yoo-hoo!” the oldest, Regina called, running forward in a puffed and tasseled creation her own dressmakers had sewn. Marguerite had only met her once and still had trouble concealing her reaction when Regina’s lips spread wide over the most prominent, crooked teeth Marguerite had ever seen.

“You’re here!” Aurelia exclaimed, making Marguerite revise her position on Regina’s teeth when she grinned widely. In fact, the rest of the Bolingbrooks’ dental patterns didn’t bode well for any children the family might conceive.

“You’re a vision,” another sister sighed.

“An absolute vision!”

“Algy will be so pleased.”

The ladies gathered around her, one bringing the huge spray of lilies and roses that was her bouquet, the others reaching to help her remove the cloak that covered her gown.

As soon as the garment was drawn away, a chorus of gasps erupted around her. The activity on either side of the velvet cords became frantic as onlookers pressed close to get their first glimpse. Artists sketched furiously to capture the moment.

Because Regina was nearest, she was the first to absorb the full effect of Marguerite’s ensemble.

“Marguerite!” She whirled to plant herself in front of Marguerite’s skirts, holding her hands wide as if that act alone could form an impenetrable barrier to prying eyes. “Your gown. It’s been torn!”

Marguerite didn’t even bother to reply.

“Oh, Marguerite,” one of the other Bolingbrooks sighed in dismay. “How awful. What happened? Did you fall?”

Marguerite fought the urge to laugh. There was nothing wrong with her dress. It wasn’t torn. It had been made exactly to her specifications, influenced only by Joliet’s urgings: “Don’t cow to that lot, Marguerite. Don’t let them think that you are ashamed of who you are or what you’ve done. Make a statement early on that you will not bow to their silly little codes, to gossip, to innuendo. If you will do that, they cannot hurt you.”

She’d taken his advice without pause. With the aid of several fashion designers, she’d planned each hairpin, each fold, each ruffle. After all the renderings, the measurements, the fittings, it took nearly six months of labor to complete, but the final results were more satisfying than she would have ever believed possible.

A tiny wreath of porcelain orange blossoms circled her head, simple, dainty, elegant. From that fragile coronet, a swathe of Venetian lace studded with pearls fell over her hair, down her back, and extended twenty feet behind her.

The gown itself was also deceptively uncomplicated with a low rounded décolletage. Her shoulders had been left bare and were draped in silk net berthe embroidered with roses in the palest of pinks and yellows, the center of each flower adorned with a pearl. The bodice was tight, form-fitting, enhancing the fullness of her bosom and the tiny circumference of her waist. Below, twenty yards of heavy ivory satin had been draped with thirty yards of embroidered net. The fullness of her skirts had been drawn to the back, as per the current mode, where the fabric was bunched and puffed over a bustle and decorated with silk flowers, ribbons, and niching. Beyond that, a train extended for a good fifteen feet. But what had caused the most attention was that the skirts had been split in front, revealing a pair of trousers, àla Amelia Bloomer, ivory-clocked hose, and tiny satin slippers, every detail completely bare to examination.

“Oh … oh … oh …” Esmerelda—the youngest of the Bolingbrooks—panted, her eyes nearly popping out, her mouth gaping in distress.

Marguerite ignored her. Deciding that she’d endured their fussing long enough, she took her uncle’s hand, grasped her bouquet, and began to walk toward the portals.

Immediately, the Bolingbrooks scurried to form an impenetrable wall of flesh, as if they could prevent her from making such a spectacle by their mere presence, but with a nod of her head, Marguerite signaled to Aunt Aggie to give the orchestra permission to begin.

At the first gold-toned strains, the sisters were forced to take their places in front of her or invoke even further scandal. Marguerite’s lips twitched in amusement. Aurelia’s face had turned beet red. Camellia was close to swooning. Esmerelda still panted while Regina’s lips pressed tight in order to brazen her way through this embarrassing encounter, as if she’d known all along that the bride would arrive in trousers. Trousers! The word began as a whisper, grew, repeated, pushing Marguerite forward like the chug of some giant locomotive.

Regina reached the doorway, and the music swelled. Strains of Mozart filled the air, imposing a sense of grandeur, majesty. Marguerite kept her head high, looking neither to the right nor to the left. Soon she would be Mrs. Algernon Bolingbrook III. Nothing else mattered.

“Hrmply. Rdlympy,” Uncle Wilson mumbled. The crowds bothered him, she knew, but she didn’t need him to repeat the words he couldn’t bring himself to say.

She squeezed his hand. “I love you, too, dear Uncle.”

He beamed, his bushy brows lifting to his hairline in delight.

They paused in the doorway; the company of guests arose, and the murmurs began. The shocked glances.

“Oh, my …”

“… This is the woman who …”

“… How can she possibly …”

“… From France?”

Marguerite reveled in the whispers. Joliet had been right. These people who looked at her so curiously, so morbidly, with such patent fascination would soon be her peers, her neighbors, her associates. They had never seen her like, she was sure. Used to women who “knew” their place, fragile creatures, traditional social butterflies, she could tell by their reactions that they had rarely experienced someone so unmoved by society’s dictates as she. She intended to use such a fact to her advantage.

Her uncle took a step, and she moved with him, down the silk runner, over the rose petals, into the church and toward her groom. He turned to watch her. Algy, balding, pudgy, grave-faced Algy. She knew the second he noted the trousers. His cheeks grew flushed, but there was also a glitter of pleasure in his eyes, as if all the fuss had excited him.

They joined hands at the altar, Uncle Wilson accepting the responsibility of giving her away with a “Mwldph” in the direction of the priest.

She handed her bouquet to Aunt Aggie and against all codes of propriety and custom, laced her fingers with Algy’s, leaned close, and kissed his cheek. Then, taking her place beside him, she watched him with open affection instead of the stoic acceptance women were schooled into adopting at such events.

“Dearly beloved …”

She would make him a good wife, of that she was certain.

“We gather …”

With the business techniques she’d learned from her father she could multiply his millions into even more.

“…To join …”

He would never regret having married her.

“… This man …”

She would never regret having accepted his proposal.

“… This woman …”

Their life together would be fulfilling.

“… Bonds …”

They would never want.

“… Matrimony …”

They would never need.

“… Any have cause …”

She and her family would survive.

“… Let him speak now …”

They would survive.

“Stop!”

The single word, spoken from the rear of the church turned Marguerite’s body to ice. That voice. So deep, so dark. So unforgettable.

Boot heels rapped on the stone floors. Even through the layer of silk covering the aisle, the sound reverberated against the thick walls and high ceilings, sending a shiver to Marguerite’s very heart.

“Stop this debacle. She can’t marry anyone. That woman is already my wife.”


Chapter 2

[image: Image]

The voice came straight from her past.

Bram.

No. It couldn’t be. He was dead! He had to be dead.

Marguerite knew that she should have fainted—any other woman would have fainted. It would have been the proper thing to do. It would have been the most delicate way of handling the situation. It would have given her some time to think. But Marguerite refused to be so cowardly. She turned, keeping her posture erect, one eyebrow lifting in that imperious way that she had practiced for weeks in front of a mirror in the hopes of discouraging pesky reporters.

Even so, she was not prepared for the sight of him, her first love, her first husband, silhouetted in the light streaming through the open doorway.

Sweet heaven, had he always looked like that? Had he really been so tall, so lean, so … beautiful? It was ridiculous, but even from this distance, she felt sure she could see the color of his eyes, blue-gray with a hint of hazel. Did he still have that dark shadow of a beard that required an extra shave each day? Was his brown-black hair as thick, as soft, as rich to the touch?

“Margaret!” he called, holding out one hand. “Come here.”

Margaret. Not Marguerite. He’d refused to use the French pronunciation, damn his hide. He’d insisted that by becoming his wife, she’d been made an American through and through. Therefore, her name would have to be American, too—as if she had no identity or choice of her own.

“Bram.” The whisper escaped from her lips without thought. That gaze of his drilled right through her, willing her to obey his command, but she found herself rooted to the floor, thunderstruck. Never, in her wildest imaginings had she thought—even considered—that Bram St. Charles would appear here, today. Like this.

The wedding guests finished gaping and began to talk. Their voices grew louder and louder, bouncing off the rock walls and crashing in her ears, underscoring the scandal. When Marguerite had helped to plan the event, she’d thought to create a stir, a little interest, but never would she have willingly agreed to a scene of this magnitude.

The reality of the situation struck her again. No. No! It couldn’t be possible. She wasn’t married to this man. He was dead—was supposed to be dead. When she’d tried to contact him after a few months spent in France, Marguerite had dared to return to her father’s house to ask his help. Livid at his daughter’s inability to forget the man, he’d sent her to the American Embassy in Paris, where finally she’d been shown his name on the list of casualties at Bull Run. Her lips tightened ever so slightly. He’d been on the list of Confederate dead. After all his talk of valor and God and country, he’d defected to the enemy he had once despised.

He was alive.

The thought pierced her very heart. He had been alive all this time. Yet, if he’d been aware of such an error, he’d never bothered to contact her and convey the truth.

A trembling began in her knees, but she pushed it away. She would not be weak. He would not see her weak. He must not see her weak.

“Margaret.”

When she did not respond, he walked forward, striding down the aisle in that authoritative way he had—one which reminded her of Caesar returning triumphant to Rome.

“Now, see here, my good man!” Algy piped up, crossing to stand slightly in front of her. “Just who do you think you are, bursting in on our wedding like this?”

Bram’s expression was unrelenting.

“I am Abraham Lexington St. Charles, second son of Adam and Wilhemena St. Charles, and I am married to this woman. Legally. Lawfully. And morally.”

“B-but that can’t be!” Algy blustered through his monstrous lamb-chop whiskers. Marguerite had been waiting until after their marriage to tell him they gave him a comical air. Like the pictures of walruses that Joliet had once given her.

She lay a calming hand on his arm, but like a windup toy, he was determined to have his say. “You’ve made some sort of error, Mister … Mister whatever your name is.”

“St. Charles.”

“Yes. Well. There’s been a mistake. Hasn’t there, my dear?”

“No,” she replied faintly, then stronger, “I mean, yes. That is …” Bram pinned her to the spot with a look, and for an instant she couldn’t think, let alone speak. Then she hurried to make light of the situation. “He means that he thinks he is my husband.”

“But I am to be your husband,” Algy whispered out of the corner of his mouth. “Aren’t I?”

She patted his hand. “Of course you are, dearest. This interruption is merely a misunderstanding. My marriage to this man was a brief, youthful mistake. One which can be easily rectified.”

To one side Regina Bolingbrook mewled pitifully and fainted onto Aurelia, but she, getting her first real look at Bram St. Charles, began to wilt as well. One by one, the Bolingbrook females fell like dominoes until they were heaped on the floor in a puddle of ivory silk and lace right at Nanny Edna’s feet.

“Is it over?” Nanny Edna grumbled, squinting at the women.

“No, dear. There’s been an interruption,” Aggie explained.

“Thank God,” the old woman muttered. “The whole ceremony was far too long for my taste.” She huffed in irritation. “Tell everybody to sit down. It’s most irregular to stand during a wedding.”

Edna must have been overheard by at least the first few pews because the audience returned to their seats, row by row, like a wave ebbing away from the shore. However, Marguerite also noted that a majority of the guests sat on the edge of the benches, straining to catch the slightest sound.

Bram stopped a few yards away from where she stood, his hand held out. “Come along, Margaret. It’s time for you to come home where you belong.”

Where she belonged?

She didn’t belong in his home, and she didn’t belong to him. Even he would be the first to agree that any emotional bonds they’d once shared were long since severed. To pursue them now would be madness, utter madness. Their interests would be much better served apart: she to marry Algy, and Bram to … to … to do whatever he wished to do. Alone. Without her.

“Now, see here,” Algy stammered. “How did you get in here without an invitation?”

Marguerite scowled at that new point. Bram St. Charles had known about her marriage in advance, not surprising considering the publicity. He must have anticipated every detail to create such an embarrassing scene. Yet, he’d purposely waited to confront her, purposely waited until the last possible moment to appear.

“Through the front door,” Bram replied mockingly. “What with everyone’s eyes on the bride, it was an easy enough matter.”

Damn the man! How could he be so cruel! How could he purposely give her such a shock? This was all his idea of making her pay for the dent in his pride that her father had inflicted with his beating.

“You’ve collected your pound of flesh, Bram. Don’t you think it’s time you were going?” she murmured so lowly that only the tight knot of people gathered around the altar could have heard her.

But as she watched him, gauged the tense set of his body, she knew she was underestimating the situation. Bram hadn’t come here just to cause a scene. He was intent upon far more than that.

No! a little voice whispered deep in her heart. A panicky voice that had been squelched since that day her father had come to help her escape from her precipitous marriage to Bram St. Charles.

How could this have happened?

Bram was supposed to be dead. And no matter how many times in those first few months she’d prayed the information the embassy had given her was wrong, the years of silence had proved otherwise. She’d never been contacted by the family and informed to the contrary—or by the man who stood here today.

That fact hurt her more than she would have cared to admit—that Bram had been alive and let her continue to believe in his death. That he’d let her forge through life believing a lie, and then, just when she’d found some measure of purpose, he’d returned to haunt her.

He shouldn’t be here. He shouldn’t be looming in front of her, his hair longer than she’d ever seen it, flowing past his shoulders, rich and heavy. He shouldn’t be standing with his feet braced on the church runner, dressed in muddy boots, dusty gray britches, and a wool greatcoat that was well past its time—obvious remnants of a Confederate career.

The bitterness she felt tainted her tongue. Trust him to wear such a uniform months after the war had ended—as if it were a badge of honor, even though he’d fought a losing cause.

“Come along, Margaret. You’ve wasted enough time gawking. Come home with me.”

“I have no home with you,” she managed to say between stiff jaws.

“Haven’t you?” Her defiance appeared to amuse him, and he planted one foot on the bottom step, his boot leaving a smudge on the silk.

At that moment she hated him. Hated him for spoiling this day, humiliating her this way. But most of all, she hated him for making her love him once—because she had loved him, heart and soul. And she would have continued to love him—if he hadn’t chosen a more important cause in his eyes. War. A war she didn’t understand or believe in. He hadn’t understood how the very idea had terrified her beyond reason. So much so, that even after she’d left him and abandoned all hope of their being together again, she’d felt sick and empty upon seeing his name printed so clearly with the list of the dead.

“Marguerite?” Algy took her wrist. “Do something.”

She jerked her arm free of his clinging hold. “Hush, Algy!” she snapped impatiently. “I’ll take care of this.”

“There is nothing to ‘take care of.’” Bram’s lips curved in a mocking smile. “A wife belongs with her husband.”

“I am not your wife.”

“We were wed.”

“It was a mistake.”

“Mistake or not, the fact exists that we are bound to each other in the eyes of the law.”

“A law which can be circumvented very easily by an annulment—one I should have obtained long ago. I believe there is some sort of special contingency for a husband’s desertion.”

“I didn’t desert you”

“This is neither the time nor the place to discuss this. I’ll look into a dissolution as soon as it can be arranged.”

“Why didn’t you do it before?”

An annulment wasn’t something she wanted to explain in front of a chapel full of people, but he didn’t offer her a way to avoid such a discussion.

“There was no hurry to arrange such a thing at first. With an ocean between us, I knew you wouldn’t be able to bother me. By the time I looked into the details, you were listed as dead and there didn’t seem to be much point.” She glared pointedly at the boot still resting on the silk runner. “I can see I will have to examine such matters again. You can rest assured that I will be quite thorough this time.”

“No, Margaret. You won’t. There will be no annulment.” The last statement was flat and filled with an implacable certainty. “Not while I have breath in my body.”

With that he drew a knife from the top of his boot.

The congregation erupted into a flurry of panic.

Regina, who had begun to show some signs of life again, swooned.

“You are my wife,” he stated. “It’s time for you to assume your position as such.”

“Position! I am not some footstool to be moved about at your whim, assigned willy-nilly to one duty or another. I am a woman, flesh and blood, and I have a mind of my own!”

“Enough!”

His jaw grew taut, his knuckles white around the hilt of the knife, making her realize that she wasn’t the only one who harbored resentments. Bram usually hid his emotions well, but this instant he was enraged.

As he ascended the last few steps, the blade glinted with the colors reflected from the stained glass windows. Algy’s face grew florid, his hands balled into fists, but Marguerite stood still.

“Go away, Bram. You haven’t been invited to these festivities—”

“The … festivities, as you call them, are finished.”
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