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  In loving memory of my mother.


  One


  New York City, 1860


  Brianna McBride clutched the creased newspaper in one hand as she raised the other to knock. The words of the advertisement rang in her head:


  
    Wanted: An artist to design lithograph pictures for Griffith Publishing. A grave, sedate personage of at least thirty years. IRISH PEOPLE need not apply, as the wages are sure.

  


  The only qualification she possessed of all those listed was artistic ability. She was neither thirty nor particularly grave or sedate. And with a stiffening of her spine she acknowledged that she was most assuredly Irish, a fact that had kept her from obtaining any other position in the city. Luckily her English nanny had helped her remove all traces of a brogue, but she could not disguise her common Irish surname.


  Looking at the rundown red brick building housing Griffith Publishing, she doubted this employer could afford to pay the wages other artists might demand, which was the only factor in her favor. Her knock rang clearly in the chilly, early morning air.


  The sound of clattering boots came closer, and with a rush the door flew open. Brianna stared at the young man of perhaps nineteen years. Obligingly he stared back, apparently pleased with what he saw. Recovering her composure, Brianna smiled. “I’m here about the artist’s position.”


  The lad scratched his head in confusion, then opened the door wider. The inside of the place looked nearly as dismal as the exterior. The vast space echoed with emptiness. Vacant, scarred desks lined walls that were barely covered by crumbling paint. The scuffed wooden floor was in great need of polishing, and the threadbare rugs covering the pathway needed to be either cleaned or burned. Situated to one side a huge black stove attempted to warm the drafty interior.


  Leading Brianna past the dim offices, the young man took her down the stairs and past the loading dock to the factory area. The huge warehouse was in the same decaying condition as the offices. A much older, silver-headed man tinkered with an ancient printing press, stopping when he caught sight of her. A large apron covered the man’s clothing, protecting him from the dirt and ink surrounding them. Behind him, about a dozen other men labored on the assembly line and at various machines, ignoring her presence.


  “She’s here about the drawin’,” the young one who’d answered the door explained in a loud voice, battling the noise of the running presses.


  “Well, close the door, Jimmy, ’fore every scrap of heat escapes!” the older man ordered. Moving from the sad-looking piece of machinery, he wiped his hands on a rag before sizing her up. “You’ll be needin’ to talk to the boss.”


  “Thank you, that would be fine,” Brianna answered, trying to force some enthusiasm into her voice. Had she not spent nearly all of her time seeking work since her arrival in America, she would be tempted to leave without speaking to the person in charge.


  “Come with me,” the silver-haired man ordered. She started to follow him when he stopped abruptly. “I’m Finnigan.”


  “I’m pleased to make your acquaintance, Mr. Finnigan.” Brianna smiled tentatively as he seemed to take her measure.


  “Just Finnigan.” He turned back and led the way to a small cove of an office that was just outside the view of the main office area she’d walked through. “In there.”


  Swallowing her trepidation, Brianna knocked on the dusty glass portion of the door.


  “Come!”


  Since the voice was a barked order, she complied.


  “Yes?” he asked, without raising his head.


  Brianna focused on the man behind the desk, who had yet to look at her. His head was bent forward, allowing well-trimmed mahogany hair to cover his forehead. She appraised his immaculately tailored waistcoat and stiffly starched pleated shirt, and then moved her gaze to his clean-shaven face. But before she could analyze the intriguing planes and hollows of his face, he tipped his head back quickly, pinning her with striking deep blue eyes. Swallowing, Brianna wished suddenly that she fit more than just one of the job requirements.


  “You wanted something?” he asked again, a trace of impatience coloring his tone.


  Collecting her thoughts rapidly, Brianna inched forward. “Yes, I’m here about the artist’s position.”


  “But you’re a woman.” He frowned as though wondering why she hadn’t realized such an obvious fact.


  It occurred to her that she wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d sprouted a second head at that point. It was the only liability Brianna didn’t possess. “I’m also an artist,” she replied, remembering the portfolio she carried.


  His dark eyebrows drew together in an even deeper frown. “I distinctly remember specifying a person of at least thirty years of age.”


  She flushed under his scrutiny, but pushed her portfolio forward nonetheless. After a long stare which Brianna was sure had revealed all her inadequacies, he took the proffered sketches. Rather than flipping carelessly through them as she expected, he carefully deliberated over each one, lingering on the final sketch of cupids and flowers. It was a rather silly thing, but she’d impulsively piled it in with the others that morning while talking herself into following up on the only job left in the newspaper for which she could qualify.


  “Do you have more of these?” he asked abruptly.


  Brianna thought of all the sketches left at her home across the sea. What she had with her now were the sketches she’d prepared for her aunt and uncle since her arrival. Apparently it wasn’t much of a representation. Heart sinking, she shook her head in denial.


  “How long would it take you to make up a few more like this?” he asked, holding up the cupid and flower drawing.


  Calculating quickly, she blurted out, “No time at all.”


  He rose from behind the massive desk, an impressive sight as his tall body unfolded from the chair. “Let’s see.”


  Barely having time to blink in surprise, Brianna found herself installed at one of the battered desks in the vacant office area, pencils, paints, and drawing pad in hand. She looked up into those deep blue eyes expectantly.


  “I’m planning to print a new line of valentines,” he began. Brianna digested this information, realizing immediately why he’d been attracted to the one sketch. She remained silent as he paused for a moment. “Draw me a valentine no one can resist buying.”


  Brianna kept her mouth from sagging with considerable effort. Saying no more, he turned on his heel and left her to the drawing. Glancing up, she met Finnigan’s eyes and thought she saw a sparkle of encouragement before he turned and headed back to the printing press area. Young Jimmy clasped both hands together over his head in a sign of victory, scampering after Finnigan when the older man barked an order. She pulled off her gloves and put them with her tiny drawstring purse, then, taking heart, concentrated on the blank page.


  Two hours later she stared at the results. At the top of the valentine was a robin’s-egg-blue disk with a scalloped edge mounted against a larger red one at the back of the cherub’s head. Gold and white medallions beneath it relied on vivid azure disks as background. Tiny stars seemed to float beneath the words “Forget me not.”


  A flush of success was accompanied by a rush of nervousness. What if this wasn’t what he wanted? The shadow darkening her desk told her it was time to find out. Reluctantly she tipped her head to meet his gaze, but found it centered on the drawing.


  Her gaze followed the direction of his hands as he picked up the sketch. Long powerful fingers rested against the delicate paper.


  “This is acceptable,” he finally uttered, still staring at the drawing. Brianna’s breath released in a whoosh. His frown returned, however. “I hadn’t planned on hiring a woman.”


  She straightened up in the chair. “But you like the drawing.”


  He stared at the sketch again. “Yes,” he admitted.


  Brianna rose from the chair, deciding it was time to be bold. Her ingrained politeness had only served to have her turned away from other prospective employment. “Then perhaps we should discuss wages.”


  Jolted in surprise, his heavy dark brows drew together. Only an employer should broach the subject of wages, and Brianna knew it. But it was also time for her to get past the fact that she was a woman of only twenty-two years.


  “If I were to offer you the position, it pays twelve dollars a month.” His words were flat, uncompromising. She sensed he was a seasoned negotiator.


  Brianna listened to the amount in surprise. It was just a few dollars more than a domestic earned. “I don’t suppose you’ve had many artists responding to such a low offer.”


  “That’s not your concern,” he reminded her sternly.


  Deciding diplomacy might be a good course, Brianna nodded in agreement. “You’re right. However, I would need fifteen dollars a month.”


  A small twitch near the corner of his lips told her that her boldness had both intrigued and amused him. “Perhaps we could settle on thirteen and a half.”


  Deciding not to quibble further, Brianna offered her hand. He seemed to hesitate for a moment before taking it. Business handshakes with women were no doubt a novelty for him.


  “When can you start, Miss…?”


  She took a deep breath. “McBride. Brianna McBride. I can start today. Or when—”


  “I specifically advertised for no Irish, Miss McBride.” Anger darkened his face, and she involuntarily took a step back.


  “I realize that, Mr. Griffith. However, I believe you can see that I have talent, and if you’ll give me the opportunity, I can prove what a hard worker I am.”


  Finnigan had rounded the corner from the machinery area and paused, holding a well-greased rag which he used to wipe his hands. “His name’s not Griffith, Miss. It’s Donovan. Michael Donovan.”


  Brianna and Michael both looked at Finnigan with an array of emotions. Brianna looked surprised, and Donovan gave him a glare of anger and exasperation.


  “Mr. Donovan?” Brianna questioned sweetly, wondering why the man chose to discriminate against his own. Still, she was willing to press the advantage.


  “Don’t think that makes any difference, Miss McBride. I specifically do not wish to hire Irish.” His face flushed in a renewal of controlled anger.


  “Your loyalty is touching,” she couldn’t help saying before rushing on. “Nonetheless, we just shook hands on the deal.” She threw out the challenge, instinctively guessing he was a man of pride who took his honor seriously.


  The silence was deafening as Finnigan and Brianna waited for Michael Donovan’s reaction. “But that was before you told me your name,” he accused, obviously not happy to be the unwitting pawn of her maneuvering manner.


  “Are you accustomed to welshing on a deal, Mr. Donovan?” she asked calmly. She needed this job. It would have been preferable to have been accepted at face value. If it couldn’t be that way, a bit of manipulation seemed in order.


  “I don’t go back on my word,” he gritted out as she smiled. But her expression drooped a bit as he continued. “There are certain terms to the employment, however. I’ll give you sixty days of probation. If you don’t meet my specifications in that time, you’ll be out. Is that understood?”


  Swallowing, Brianna nodded her agreement. The emotional toil of the morning was beginning to wear on her. She’d channeled all of her energy into the unaccustomed bargaining, and now she lost some of her stamina.


  “Good. Now I’d like to see some more sketches.”


  She started to sink into the chair, when he turned around abruptly. “You will have a ten-minute break for lunch at noon. Don’t linger overlong. I’ll expect you here in the morning at seven o’clock sharp.” Her eyes widened as she nodded in understanding. As though an afterthought, he flung the last words over his shoulder. “You may put your hat and wrap in the cupboard.”


  The door to his office closed, and Brianna stared at the empty space. Jimmy came around the desk and grinned much like a puppy hoping for a new master. “The cupboard’s over here, miss. And you needn’t worry. Mr. Donovan lets us have a cup of tea now and then, too.”


  Brianna was certain her answering smile was weak as she put her things away. Smoothing a hand over her hair, she wondered if she’d undertaken more than she was capable of. As she gazed around the broken-down, disheartening place, she thought perhaps she’d been rash in accepting the position. Then, remembering her purpose in obtaining the job, she stiffened her resolve. Sorting through the unfamiliar materials, she found pencils and flipped the drawing pad open.


  The hours passed quickly as she penned sketches. Only when Jimmy lit the lamps did she realize that dusk had approached. Finnigan’s sharp but kindly gaze settled on her as he came out from the press area. “About quittin’ time, miss.”


  As she rose, her body protested from being forced into such a cramped position for so long. Still, she looked with pride at what she’d accomplished.


  “Right nice pictures, miss.” Finnigan studied the drawings with her. “You plannin’ to come back tomorrow?”


  She glanced up in surprise. “Of course. Why shouldn’t I?”


  “Some folks don’t take to Michael’s ways,” he replied bluntly, his eyes unreadable.


  “I’m here for employment, not socializing.” Despite her fatigue, a spark of resistance crept into her voice.


  The lines in Finnigan’s face deepened. “That’s for the best, miss.”


  Examining his animated face beneath a shock of silvery-white hair, Brianna could see a combination of wisdom and regret. She was quite aware that Finnigan, too, was Irish. She couldn’t understand the oddest set of contradictions she’d ever encountered. Too tired to wonder further, she bid him good night and left for home.
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“Bonnie K. Winn has a great talent, producing /
deeply moving stories that thrill story lovers.”
—Rendezvous





