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A Romantic Times Top Pick
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—Romantic Times

“Fast-paced, suspenseful. . . . [A] sassy love story.”

—Publishers Weekly
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“In this fast-paced escapade, Jude Deveraux delivers adventure and romance as mysterious and sultry as the Everglades themselves.”

—BookPage

“Jude Deveraux not only keeps you guessing but mixes crime and human morality with humor in the most unexpected moments. . . . Real-life characters, tension-building suspense, intense passion, and [a] dynamic climax make this a fantastic read.”

—Rendezvous

THE BLESSING

“Plenty of romance, fun, and adventure . . . fans won’t be disappointed.”

—San Antonio Express-News

“[A] fun and entertaining love story . . . a wonderful read. . . . A must for Deveraux fans.”

—The Advocate (Baton Rouge, LA)

“The Blessing is another bestseller by one of the all-time greats.”

—Midwest Book Review

“A heartwarming story.”
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“All sorts of clever turns and surprises. Definitely a keeper. . . . Wow!”

—The Philadelphia Inquirer

LEGEND

“First-rate reading. . . . Only Jude Deveraux could mix romance with tongue-in-cheek humor and have it all come out so perfectly right.”

—Rendezvous

THE HEIRESS

“Deveraux’s novels are always eagerly awaited by her fans, and The Heiress lives up to her usual standards.”

—The Pilot (Southern Pines, NC)
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“Brilliant. . . . Unforgettable. . . . As romantic as A Knight in Shining Armor. . . . Ms. Deveraux . . . is a superb craftsman and a mesmerizing storyteller.”

—Kathe Robin, Romantic Times
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“A glorious love story that spans centuries, worlds, and souls. . . . Enchanting and extraordinary.”

—Chicago Daily Herald
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1909

NEW YORK


“And in conclusion, ladies . . . and gentlemen . . .” There was a murmur of amusement in the big auditorium, for there were very few men who attended Temperance O’Neil’s lectures. They couldn’t stand to hear the truth of what Temperance said, couldn’t stand to hear and see what they had done to the American family.

“I say that the fight must continue, that we have not yet begun to make inroads into this problem, but we mustn’t give up. We must continue!”

At that Temperance stepped back from the podium and dropped her head so only the wide wheel of her trademark hat could be seen. It was an instant before the women could get to their feet and start applauding. Looking up, Temperance gave them a dazzling smile; then slowly and with humility, she walked off the stage.

“You were wonderful,” said Agnes Spinnaker as she put a small hand on Temperance’s shoulder. “As always.”

“Let’s just hope it did some good,” Temperance said as she twitched the curtain aside and looked out at the audience again. They were still on their feet, still clapping hard.

“You have to go back out,” Agnes said loudly so she could be heard over the noise of the crowd. “You have to say something more. Do you have anything planned?”

“Oh, I have something planned, all right,” Temperance said as she began pulling long pins from her hat. “Hold these, will you? I don’t want anyone to get hurt.”

“What in the world are you going to do?”

“Watch,” Temperance said as she pushed aside the curtain, then went back onto the stage. As she stepped up on the little box that held the podium, she waited for the applause to die down; then when the room was quiet, she waited another few seconds. No one sat down, but the three hundred or so women stood in place, their hands ready to start clapping again; for whatever Temperance said, they were ready to applaud.

In the absolute quiet of the auditorium, Temperance looked down at the oak lectern in front of her, as though she were looking at notes and about to read from them.

But then, in one fast movement, she grabbed her big hat and threw it so it sailed high above the heads of the women, twirling, twisting, higher and higher. There wasn’t an eye in the room that wasn’t on that hat, one of her hats, one of Temperance O’Neil’s hats.

The hat came down near the back row, and half a dozen women made a leap for it. Momentarily there was a tussle, with skirts rising above ankles, and buttoned leather shoes waving in the air. Then there was a squeal and a pretty young woman jumped up from the middle of the melee and waved the hat as though it were a flag won on a battlefield.

In the next instant the crowd went wild with excitement, clapping, yelling, stamping feet; there were even some whistles.

Temperance stepped down from the podium, gave a great wave to the excited young woman in the back clutching her newly won hat, then quickly left the stage.

“Oh, Temperance,” Agnes said, “that was brilliant. Truly brilliant. I would never have thought of that.”

“How many are out there?” Temperance asked as she walked briskly toward her dressing room, nodding toward the backstage door.

“Not too many. At least not as many as last time. After what happened last week, people are a little afraid of being hurt.”

Inside her dressing room, Temperance reached down to open a hat box on the floor and grimaced. She knew that her theatrics helped her cause, and heaven knew that she needed all the help she could get, but she didn’t like people to be hurt.

“How clever you are to have brought another hat. I guess you planned that gesture at the end.”

“Of course,” Temperance said. Agnes was a good person and she was useful, but she certainly had no imagination. “Is Willie out there?”

“Oh, yes. You know he’d give his life for you.”

“Mmmm. Let’s just hope he can get me out of here quickly tonight. My mother’s ship arrived today. I haven’t seen her in three whole months!”

“I’m sure she’ll be very glad to see you. You look wonderful.”

As Temperance glanced into the mirror, adjusting the replacement hat on her head, she smiled at Agnes. The newspapers alleged that Temperance surrounded herself with homely women so Temperance would look better by contrast. But when Temperance’s mother had read that, she’d smiled and said, “But who wouldn’t be plain-faced when next to you, dear?”

At that thought Temperance smiled at herself in the mirror. She had missed her mother so much over these last months. She’d missed having someone there when she got home, someone to listen to her escapades and triumphs. Even if some of the things that Temperance did frightened her mother, Temperance still told her about them anyway. “You’re so much like your father, dear,” Melanie O’Neil would say in that quiet voice of hers, then give a delicate little shiver.

Temperance’s father, the beloved husband of Mellie O’Neil, had died when his daughter was just fourteen years old. But those few years had been long enough to instill in Temperance the fire that she needed to fight for women’s rights for all the fifteen years since her father’s death.

“How’s that?” Temperance asked, turning to look at Agnes. “Am I presentable?”

“Oh, yes,” Agnes said, clutching a program from tonight’s lecture to her thin bosom. “You look wonderful.”

“So do you,” Temperance said, then gave Agnes a kiss on the cheek.

Blushing, Agnes looked down at her shoes. She was one of Temperance’s “abandoned women,” as the newspaper called them. Years ago Agnes had eloped with a handsome young man only to find out that he was already married. He’d abandoned her when he was told that her father had disinherited his daughter because she’d run off without his approval. When Temperance found Agnes, she’d been living out of garbage cans and her skin was covered with sores from poor diet and exposure. As Temperance did with hundreds of women, she had found Agnes a job, in this case, working backstage at the Kirkland Auditorium. As a result, Agnes would have walked across fire for Temperance.

“That’s not the hat, is it?” Agnes whispered, looking at the huge hat that Temperance was adjusting on her head. It was black felt, with deep red silk roses all around the brim; magenta netting swirled over the flowers. It was the most beautiful thing that Agnes had ever seen.

“No,” Temperance said, smiling, and making a mental note to buy Agnes a hat. “The mayor kept that hat. I think he nailed it to his office wall and throws darts at it.”

Agnes’s face screwed up into rage. “I’ll—”

“I was making a joke,” Temperance said quickly. “I heard he has the hat in a glass box in his house. In a place of honor.” With each word she spoke, Agnes’s face relaxed.

“He should. Everyone says that your hat got him reelected.”

“Perhaps. There! Now it’s on.” Opening the door of the little dressing room, she went into the hall. “I’ll see you again next month,” she called as she ran toward the stage exit door.

Sometimes Temperance wished the incident with the mayor and the hat had never happened. Never mind that it had been good for both of them. Still, sometimes she wished she didn’t have to spend every minute in public in a hat big enough to use as a wagon wheel.

But, as she’d told her mother, if it helped even one woman out of an intolerable situation, then it was worth it.

And her hats had helped many women. Or at least the recognition of the hats had helped them. It was nearly seven years ago, when Temperance was a mere twenty-two years old, that she had first encountered the mayor of New York and had arrogantly asked him what he was going to do about the Millon tenement. A week before, the four-story structure had collapsed on top of seventeen women and children, killing four of them.

The mayor, tired and frustrated, had taken one look at the flawless skin and dark green eyes of Miss Temperance O’Neil and decided she was one of those rich women who got involved in social issues for as long as it took before some equally rich man asked her to marry him.

In front of half a dozen reporters, the mayor looked at her and said, “If you can find a solution before I do, other than having your daddy pay for it, that is,” he added, trying to inject some humor into what had become an inquisition, “I’ll . . .” He hesitated. “I’ll eat your hat.”

It was obvious that the mayor hadn’t expected anyone to pick up on his challenge, and certainly not the lovely young thing he made it to. But he had been surprised. The newspapers had no other worthy story at that moment, so they got the names of the people involved, then flashed the story all over the front page of every newspaper in America.

Temperance, fresh out of her all-female college, wasn’t ready for the turmoil that hit her, but she made herself ready. She accepted the challenge.

And the race was on.

The mayor tried to get the people who had put him in office to erect another building to replace the one that had collapsed, but they, laughing, hesitated. They didn’t especially like the mayor, but they did like the pictures they were seeing of the beautiful Miss O’Neil.

Later, Temperance openly admitted that she couldn’t have done what she did if the mayor hadn’t helped, but the City of New York rallied around her and they donated their services. People volunteered their time; stores donated building materials. With the help of gaslight and lanterns, volunteers worked round the clock, all with the result that in twenty-six and a half days, there was a new apartment building standing on the site of the collapsed one.

Some canny advisers had shown the mayor how he could use the entire situation to make himself seem more human, so he showed up for the ribbon cutting wearing a bib and carrying a two-foot-long knife and fork. He posed for half a dozen photos with Temperance’s hat, looking as though he were about to eat it.

But the mayor, outwardly smiling but inwardly fuming, thought he was going to have the last laugh because he presented the deed to the building to Miss Temperance O’Neil, saying she was allowed to choose the new tenants and to run the place as she saw fit. Let her see how difficult it was to run a building in a slum area! he thought, smiling at the thought of her coming misery.

But the mayor’s gesture was the beginning of Temperance’s purpose in life. She filled that building with women who had been abandoned by men, and she came up with ways for them to support themselves and their children. She used her beauty, her newly acquired fame, the money her father had left her—whatever she had and could use—to find the women means of support.

By the time Temperance celebrated her twenty-third birthday, she was a celebrity and wherever she went in New York, doors were opened to her. Sometimes the men didn’t want to see her, because visits from Miss O’Neil always cost them money, but Temperance had found out that there was always a woman who opened the doors that led to the men with the money—and women were always willing to help her out.

Now, outside the stage door, Willie was waiting for her, and Temperance gave a sigh. There always seemed to be a Willie in her life, some young man who watched her with big, adoring eyes and begged to be allowed to carry her umbrella. But after a couple of years, maybe only one year, when the young man finally got it through his head that Temperance was not going to marry him, he’d wander off to marry some girl whose father sold dry goods and they’d produce a few children. Just the other day Temperance had heard that the first “Willie” now had children in their third year of school.

Besides Willie, outside the auditorium there were about a dozen little girls, each looking up at their heroine, Temperance O’Neil. A couple of the older girls were wearing hats as big as Temperance’s. When they saw her, they squealed and held out the photos of Temperance they had purchased at the five-and-dime, all the proceeds going to fund Temperance’s projects.

Plastering a smile on her face, Temperance went down the steps and began to sign autographs and hear how the girls wanted to be just like her when they grew up.

Usually, Temperance enjoyed this time, but tonight she wanted to get home as quickly as possible so she could see her mother. She didn’t know why it was, but this time she’d missed her mother more than usual and she was dying to sit down with her, kick off her shoes, and tell her mother all about the last three months.

Willie moved through the girls to stand close to her. “Can you get me out of here?” Temperance whispered. “I want to go home right away.”

“Anything,” Willie whispered back, and he meant the word. Like Agnes, he would have given his life for Temperance. In fact, just last night he’d purchased an engagement ring for her, and he planned to pop the question on Sunday.

Moments later, Willie had hailed a cab and had shooed the girls away so he could help Temperance into the carriage. Once inside, she leaned back against the seat and closed her eyes.

Mistake. Within seconds, Willie was kissing her hand and making declarations of undying love.

What she wanted to say was, Not tonight, Willie. But she just moved her hand away and asked him to ask the driver to go faster.

Willie had been through this many times, so he knew that if he pushed, he would anger Temperance. And her temper was not something that he wanted to unleash upon himself. After he’d ordered the driver about (and taken out his frustrations on the poor man), he turned back to Temperance and allowed himself a moment to stare at her. She was the most beautiful female he’d ever seen in his life. She had masses of dark auburn hair that she tried to tame, but no amount of pinning and twisting could contain all that hair. Constantly, it escaped from the upswept pouf that she wore under her big hats.

She had eyes the color of the finest quality emeralds, skin like porcelain, lips as red as—

“My mother is to arrive tonight,” Temperance said, pulling Willie out of his trance. She had come to hate the puppy-dog way he stared at her. “I haven’t seen her in three months.”

He loved her voice, especially loved it when she spoke to him alone. “You are a saint,” he said, his eyes wide. “You’ve given up having a family of your own to nurse your poor, weak mother. She is so fortunate to have a daughter like you to take care of her. Does she still mourn your father?”

“Every minute of every day. There will never be another man on earth like my father,” Temperance said with feeling as she glanced out the window at the dark streets of New York. How much longer before they got home?

It seemed hours before they reached Greenwich Village and the brownstone that was her home. But it wasn’t a home without her mother there, Temperance thought. Without Melanie O’Neil’s presence, the house was just a heap of stone.

When the carriage finally pulled up in front of the house and she saw that it was ablaze with light, Temperance broke into a grin. Her mother was home! She had so very much to tell her, so many things to share with her. In the last three months Temperance had accomplished a lot, but she was always thinking of what was left to do. Should she take on that project on the West Side? It was so very far away, all the way across the park. It had been suggested to Temperance that she buy a motorcar and travel about town in that. Should she?

There were many things that Temperance wanted to talk to her mother about. Next week Temperance had six meetings with politicians and the press. And there were four scheduled luncheons with men-who-had-money, men who could possibly be persuaded to fund Temperance’s purchase of yet another tenement building.

Truthfully, sometimes Temperance felt so overwhelmed by what her life had become that all she wanted to do was put her head on her mother’s lap and cry.

But now her mother was home and Temperance would at last have someone to talk to.

“Good night,” Temperance called over her shoulder as she practically leaped from the carriage, not allowing Willie to help her down.

She ran up the steps two at a time and threw open the door to the house.

And standing in the entrance hall under the crystal chandelier was Melanie O’Neil, clasped tightly in the arms of a man. They were kissing.

“Oh, Temperance, dear,” Mellie said as she broke away from the man. “I didn’t want you find out until I’d had time to explain. We, ah . . .”

The man—tall, handsome, gray-haired—stepped forward, his hand outstretched, lips smiling. “Your mother and I were married in Scotland. I’m your new father. And I’m sure you’ll be happy to hear that, day after tomorrow, the three of us are going home to live in the Highlands.”
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Temperance managed to make it through dinner. The man, this stranger, sat at the head of the table—in her father’s chair, her father’s place—and laughed and chatted as though it were a given that both his new wife and her daughter were going to pack up and return to Edinburgh with him to live! All through dinner the man lectured on the glories of that foreign city.

Winking, and even once touching Temperance’s hand, he told her that he’d be able to find her a husband in no time.

“I don’t know what’s wrong with these American men,” Angus McCairn said, smiling. “You still have your looks, and even though you might be a bit over-the-hill for most men, I’m sure we can find you someone.”

“Can you?” Temperance asked quietly, looking at the man with hatred in her eyes.

He didn’t seem to notice. “And we’ll fatten you up on good Scottish beef. You’re on the thin side for the taste of the men of the Highlands. Oh, we’ll have a time of it. As long as I have my dear wife by my side, how can we fail to be happy?”

Temperance looked across the table at her mother, but Melanie O’Neil kept her head down, pushing the food about on her plate and refusing to meet her daughter’s eyes.

“Mr. McCairn,” Temperance said slowly and evenly so he’d be sure to hear what she was saying. So far the man seemed to hear only his own voice. “I do not know what you have been told about me, but obviously it couldn’t have been too much.” Her eyes bored into the top of her cowardly mother’s head. How could you have done this?! she wanted to scream. She’d thought that she and her mother were friends as well as relatives.

But now Temperance tried to calm herself as she looked back at this large man who seemed so out of place amid all the delicate bric-a-brac that her mother so loved to collect. “Mr. McCairn, I—”

“You must call me Father,” he said, smiling at her warmly. “I know you’re a bit old to be given pony rides, but we can manage something.” He looked at his new wife to share the joke he’d just made, but Melanie just lowered her head closer to her plate. Another minute and her nose would be in the roast beef.

Temperance had to unclench her fists. If the man made even one more reference to her age, she was going to dump the entire platter of brussels sprouts onto his head.

But she’d spent the last eight years dealing with difficult men, and she’d rarely lost her temper. “Perhaps it’s a bit early for such familiarity, but what I want to say is that I cannot possibly live in Scotland.”

“Canna go?” he said, looking from Temperance to her mother then back again. This announcement seemed to bring out the accent in his speech. “What do ye mean that you canna go? Ye are my daughter.”

Temperance could see that there were little sparks of light beginning to flash in his blue eyes. Little sparks of temper. For her mother’s sake, she’d better diffuse that anger.

“I have work to do here,” she said softly, “so I must remain here in New York. If Mother must go—” Here she choked and again looked at her mother’s head.

Melanie took a handkerchief out of her sleeve and put it to her eyes, but she didn’t look up at her daughter.

“Now look what ye’ve done!” Angus McCairn said loudly. “You’ve gone and upset her. Come, come, now, Mellie, don’t cry. She doesn’t mean it. Of course she’ll go. A daughter always stays with her mother until she’s married, so, with her bein’ as old as she is, you may never lose her.”

At that Temperance came to her feet. “Mother! How could you have married this insensitive lout?! Couldn’t you have just had an affair with the grocery boy?”

When Angus McCairn got to his feet, Temperance didn’t think she’d ever in her life seen anyone so angry. But she didn’t back down from him, even when he raised his hand and she was sure he was going to strike her. She’d faced furious men before when she’d told them what she thought of what they were doing to their families.

“In my office,” he said under his breath. “This is between you and me. I’ll not upset your mother.”

“My mother is a grown woman, and since she created this impossible situation, I think she should be involved in it.”

Angus was now so angry he was shaking. When he pointed his finger toward the dining room door, he was trembling. “Go,” he said under his breath. “Go.”

Temperance looked down at her mother and saw that she was crying hard now, but Temperance had no sympathy for her, for she had been betrayed by the person she loved most in the world.

Turning on her heel, Temperance left the room, but in the entrance hall she halted. She was not going to enter her father’s office and act as though she knew that now that room belonged to . . . to him.

Angus strode past her, flung open the door to the library, then stepped aside for her to enter. He took three strides to cross the room, then sat down on the green leather chair that had always been her father’s chair. “Now we shall talk,” he said, his elbows on the carved arms of the chair, his index fingers made into steeples as he glared at her.

Temperance decided that perhaps this situation called for a more subtle approach. “Mr. McCairn,” she said softly, then waited for him to correct her. But he didn’t.

Temperance took a seat on the other side of the desk. “I don’t think you understand about my life, about who I am and what I do,” she said with a modest little smile; then she ducked her head in a way that usually made men jump up and fetch something for her. But when she looked back up at Angus McCairn, he hadn’t moved a muscle; there was still much anger in his eyes.

She gave him a smile. “I’m sure that you must be a delightful man or my mother wouldn’t have married you, and, as much as I’ll miss her . . .” Temperance had to pause or she was going to choke at the thought of her mother being gone forever. “I will miss her but I cannot leave New York. I am needed here.”

Angus didn’t say anything for several moments, but just looked at her. He was not going to tell her that tonight he had hidden in the back of the auditorium where she was making her speech and he had heard all of it. Never in his sixty-one years had Angus ever been so disgusted. That a woman, any woman, could stand before people and give a speech was, in itself, going against nature, but what she had said was truly horrifying. She had encouraged women to earn money. She told the women that they couldn’t depend on men to give to them but that women must find a way so they didn’t need men in any way. “Except as the begetters of children,” she’d said, and the hundreds of women in the audience had laughed and cheered riotously at that. Don’t these women have families to take care of? Angus had wondered. What are their men doing allowing them to run around the city alone at night and listen to such sedition?

And now, here she stood before him trying to make him believe that what she was doing with all those poor women was something that he should allow her to continue. From Angus’s standpoint, he was doing New York a favor by taking her away.

“Are you through with your play-acting?” he said after a while.

“I beg your pardon?”

“I have just spent three months with your lovely mother, and you are all she could talk about. I know all about your so-called ‘work.’ I know how you traipse through the slums of this city and how you interfere between men and women whom God has joined. I know all about what you do, little missy, and I am happy to say that now it has ended. You are going with your mother and me to Scotland, and that is my final decision.”

Temperance wasn’t sure she’d heard him correctly. “You are threatening me?” she said under her breath. “You have no idea of the people I know. Of the—”

Angus gave a guffaw in derision. “From what I can tell the only people really on your side are a bunch of women who’ve been discarded by the men in their lives. And I’m sure with good reason. As for important people, from what your mother tells me, even the mayor of the city would pay for your ticket out of here.”

That was so close to the truth that Temperance thought she might explode from the anger that raced through her body. Coming to her feet, she leaned over the desk toward him. “I am a grown woman, and I will do what I damned well please. I’d rather starve than live anywhere near you.”

“Then that’s just what you’ll do because you’ll get no money from me,” he said calmly, still sitting, still with his chin on his fingers.

Temperance stepped back from him. “I don’t know what you think I am, but I can assure you that I’m not interested in your money. I have my own money and I—”

“No,” Angus said softly. “The money you have belongs to your mother, and as she is my wife, it now belongs to me.”

For a moment Temperance could only look at him, blinking. If she had been an innocent girl of eighteen or so and seen less of the world, she would have proudly told him she didn’t need money, then turned and walked out of that room. But Temperance knew all too well how women fared in the world without a means of support. And, besides, how could she help people if she was spending fifty hours a week clerking in a ladies’ shop or whatever?

“You married my mother to get at the money left us by my father,” she said quietly.

At that Angus lost his calm. He came to his feet, his face turned red, and she could see that his emotions were so choking him that, for a moment, he couldn’t speak.

When he did speak, his voice was tremulous. “The three of us will live on my earnings,” he said, his back teeth clamped together. “I left my business for these weeks to pay my new wife’s daughter the respect of fetching her in person. I could have sent you a letter ordering you to come to Scotland.”

At that Temperance gave a snort. “And you think I would have obeyed such a letter?”

“No,” he said, glaring at her. “I had heard enough from your sweet mother to figure out what kind of woman you are. No wonder no man will have you!”

“No man—” Temperance started, then closed her mouth. She was not going to tell this man of the suitors she’d turned down. If she’d kept all the engagement rings offered to her, she could have opened a jewelry store.

“Let me make myself clear,” Angus said. “I’m giving you only two choices in this matter. You either return to Scotland with your mother and me or you remain here in New York. If you remain here, you will have no money and no home, as I may sell this place.”

“You can’t do that! This is my father’s house!”

“Your father has been dead for fifteen years! Your dear mother has been alone all that time. She’s dedicated her life to you for years, so now it’s time she had some happiness of her own.”

“You are to give her happiness?” Temperance sneered. “You are no match for my father. You are—”

“You know nothing about me,” he said in dismissal. “Now, which is it to be? Do you pack or do you walk?”

At that Temperance couldn’t reply. Her pride warred with her logic and with all the visions of what she’d seen in the years that she’d been working with destitute women.

As Angus watched her, he softened somewhat. “Come, girl, I know all this is a shock to you, but I’m not so bad a person. You’ll find out. It’s not that I’ve taken your money from you. All of it will be held in trust for you until the time you marry, then it will be turned over to your husband.” His voice softened even more. “And I’m a fair man, so I’ll make sure you have a small private allowance just for yourself so you can buy yourself some pretties.”

This was all too much for Temperance to take in. It was as though, in one hideous night, she had gone from helping impoverished women to being one herself. “What about my work?” she managed to whisper.

Angus waved his hand in dismissal. “While you live with your mother and me, you will be a dutiful daughter. You certainly won’t spend your time traipsing all over the tenements of Edinburgh.” He gave her a hard look. “Do I make myself clear?”

“Oh, yes, very clear,” Temperance said, her eyes harder than his, but her mind was working quickly. Unfortunately, he had the law on his side. Temperance knew women who were fighting against such unfair laws that gave this usurper total control over a grown woman, but, so far, that particular battle had not been won.

She did her best to give him a smile, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Just for clarification’s sake, could you define what you mean by ‘dutiful daughter’? I don’t want to have any misunderstanding between us.”

Angus looked puzzled. “I don’t know, whatever girls do. Tea parties, charitable causes, book clubs. Buy a few dresses and, and . . . gentlemen callers. I know you’re a bit long in the tooth to make an ideal bride, but perhaps there would be a young or not so young man in Scotland who’d have you. You’re presentable enough.”

“Presentable, am I?” Temperance’s voice was low. “Charitable acts and dresses? And I’m not to stray too far from home? Yes, I see. Perhaps that is the way,” she said thoughtfully. Her head came up. “Yes, Mr. McCairn, I think I can promise you that I will be the most perfect daughter anyone has ever seen. I shall be the epitome of a good daughter and shall do only the most feminine things.”

Had Melanie been there she would have told Angus to watch out when Temperance was being agreeable, but Melanie was upstairs hiding and couldn’t tell anyone anything.

But Angus didn’t seem to notice anything unusual in Temperance’s smile. He’d expected the girl to give in. After all, what else could she do? And, besides, what he was doing for her would be, in the end, good for her.

He smiled warmly at his new stepdaughter. He’d told Mellie that all Temperance needed was a firm hand and she’d stop her nonsense and see reason.

“Good,” he said, and there was relief in his voice. “I’m glad to hear something sensible come out of your mouth. I think perhaps you’re more like your mother than she knows. Now, go and start packing.”

“Yes, sir,” Temperance said, then bobbed a bit of a curtsy to him. “Thank you, sir.”

“No need to thank me. You just be a good daughter to your mother and that will be thanks enough.”

An hour later, after Angus had told his new wife all about his little talk with his new “daughter,” Melanie said, “Oh, Angus, I’m frightened.”

“Mellie, dear, there’s no longer anything to be afraid of. That’s why I’m here, to take care of you both.”

“But you don’t know Temperance. When she’s agreeable that’s when she’s most disagreeable.”

“Don’t be silly. All the girl needs is a man to guide her. You mark my words, six months from now I’ll have her married. Now come to bed, my little butterfly, and let me take all the worries from that pretty brow of yours.”

“Oh, Angus . . .” Melanie said, then forgot all about her daughter’s bad temper.



Three
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SIX MONTHS LATER EDINBURGH, SCOTLAND


Angus had to make his way through four giggling young ladies and six young men who were holding bouquets of flowers and boxes of candy. All ten of them were waiting for Temperance to finish the meeting she was in so she could attend to them.

As Angus handed his hat to the butler, he said, “How many today?”

“At last count, sir, fourteen, but then, it’s only eleven in the morning. I believe there are more expected this afternoon.”

“She’s been told that I want to see her?”

“Yes. She said that she can spare you exactly thirteen minutes between meetings.”

“Spare me!” Angus said in disgust as he threw his gloves into his hat then strode into his office. The desk was piled high with bills, but he didn’t have to open them to know what was in them.

Since he and his new family had arrived in Edinburgh six months ago, Angus McCairn had not had a moment’s peace. Feeling as though he were being a good father, even if the offspring was nearly thirty years old, he had introduced his strong-willed stepdaughter to a friend of his, a lady by title, but without means. For a small compensation, she had been more than willing to introduce Temperance into Edinburgh society.

Angus had been prepared for a reluctant, sulking female; he’d expected fights and even tantrums, and he had mentally prepared himself for them. But he had not been prepared for what Temperance did: She threw herself into society with a vengeance.

And since the moment Angus had said the words, “Let me introduce you to . . .” he had not had a moment’s peace. From early until late, his house was full of visitors. There were girls fresh out of the schoolroom, giggling and nervous, who came to have tea with Temperance. There were women in their forties, unmarried, who came on Thursday afternoons to chat about books. Three hospitals in Edinburgh had weekly meetings in his house. Last week he returned home to find that his library had been recruited for bandage rolling. There wasn’t a moment when the household was awake that both parlors of his house weren’t full of young women who were having a meeting to discuss some good works they were planning.

At the end of the first month, Angus had told Temperance to have her meetings outside his house. But Temperance had told him in the sweetest tone imaginable that a good daughter stayed at home and didn’t leave her family. Temperance said that she wouldn’t be a “dutiful daughter” if she flitted about Edinburgh unescorted.

Angus had gritted his teeth, but his pride wouldn’t allow him to throw her or her zealously good friends out.

Besides the earnest women, there were the males. As far as Angus could tell, Temperance had allowed the word to spread that she wanted to get married, even that she was desperate to get married. To Angus’s eyes, Temperance’s age was a handicap to a man who wanted to start a family, but Temperance’s beauty, her trim figure, and her inheritance seemed to make up for her age. The result was that there were as many males in Angus’s house as there were females. Boys and men, ranging in age from nineteen to sixty-five, were courting her.

And, Angus thought with his fists clenched at his side, she fluttered her lashes, gave coy little smiles, and encouraged all the males to outdo themselves in their courting techniques.

There was the time at three A.M. when Angus was awakened from a sound sleep by a young man who was serenading Temperance. He sang in a creaky, but very loud, voice while a band of Italian guitar players backed him up. Angus had to threaten to shoot them all to make them go away.

Three times Angus had been awakened by rocks thrown at his window in the wee hours. He’d had to sling open the window and shout at the suitors that they had the wrong room. Once was a mistake, he thought, but three times? He knew that Temperance had purposefully told the men the wrong room.

At work Angus was deluged with men using every excuse in the world to get in to see him to try to persuade him to put in a good word with Temperance. Angus had twice lost business because he had been so sure that the men asking about drapery fabrics were really after Temperance’s hand in marriage that Angus had shoved the men out of his warehouse.

Now, looking back at his desk, he grimaced. And there were the bills. Temperance offered food and drink to every committee member, every do-gooder she invited to Angus’s house. She fed all the men who came to her, no matter how many times a day they showed up. Angus was sure that at least half the men “courting” Temperance were just poor students who were there for the free food.

And what could Angus do? Send them all away? Every day there were letters in the mail telling him what a wonderful job he was doing with this committee and that committee. It seemed that Temperance refused to take any credit for herself but gave all the glory to Angus, saying that he was the one who really did everything. So if Angus threw them all out, he would look like a monster and he’d lose what business he had left.

Besides the food bills, there were bills for Temperance’s clothing. She’d managed to spend thousands of pounds on outfits by Worth and Redfern, Paquin and Drécoll. At first it had bewildered Angus how Temperance could find the time to buy so much when she was constantly in one noble meeting after another. But it seemed that his busy stepdaughter could do half a dozen things at once, as Angus found out when he’d accidently walked in on a meeting of women dedicated to saving diseased cats or some such, and Temperance had been in her underwear trying on some lacy thing that cost the earth.

There were bills for luggage, a couple of bicycles, a typewriter, even motion picture equipment, which she used to show historical films to a group of orphans who came every Friday afternoon and ate their weight in sandwiches and cakes.

So far Angus had had to hire three new maids to help cook, clean, and serve.

And in the six months since he’d been at home with his new bride, they had not had a single moment of quiet calmness together. He couldn’t eat breakfast alone with his new wife because Temperance always had some downtrodden group of women to join them. “They so want to meet the man who has made all of this possible,” Temperance purred at her stepfather.

The result of Temperance’s vow to be “a good daughter” was that, one way or another, Angus was going to go bankrupt. He figured that at the rate Temperance was spending, he could last another two years at most. And truthfully, he was so agitated about his disruptive home life that he couldn’t concentrate on his business and consequently found himself making stupid decisions that were costing him money.

On the other hand, if he threw all these soulful-looking, down-on-their-luck people out of his house, all of Edinburgh would rise up against him and he’d never have another customer.

Either way, he was going to go bankrupt—or lose his mind—he thought.

But for the last two weeks he had worked on ways to solve this dilemma. He could go traveling with his wife and stepdaughter. But who would run his business? He could give his stepdaughter her freedom, which, of course, he fully realized was what she was after; but Angus couldn’t do that. He had been raised in a time when men looked after women and he would never be at ease in his own soul if he allowed a woman under his care to live alone. For all that Temperance had become the bane of his life, she was a woman and she was his responsibility.

On the other hand, his first responsibility was to his wife, and Temperance was making his household so chaotic that Melanie was a heap of nerves. So perhaps Angus should modify his original stand when it came to his stepdaughter. But to save his own pride, maybe he could work a compromise with her.

And maybe he could use her ability to . . . to manage people, shall we say, to do something for him that he’d been working on for years but without success.

So Angus had worked out a solution: He’d send Temperance to be under the care of his nephew, James McCairn, for a while. But he knew he’d have to give Temperance something to occupy her busy mind while she was there or she’d drive James mad, just as she was driving him, Angus, insane. And since there was a problem he’d been having with his nephew for a number of years now, maybe he could kill two birds with one stone.

When the knock sounded on his library door, Angus drew in his breath and let it out slowly. The last time he’d had a private conversation with his stepdaughter had been in New York. And the result of that little talk was that he was now drinking half a bottle of Scotch every night.

“Come in,” he said.

“You wanted to see me, Father dear?” Temperance said as she demurely sat down on the edge of the chair on the other side of Angus’s desk. Still smiling, she looked at the watch pinned to her lovely bosom. “I think I have a few minutes before my next charitable meeting.”

Angus knew that that watch had been made in Switzerland, handcrafted by a company that had been in business for over two hundred years, and that it had cost as much as the yearly salaries of two of his clerks.

Might as well get to it, he thought as he stood and clasped his hands behind his back. How could his sweet wife have given birth to this virago? “I want to offer you a job.”

“But a dutiful daughter would never take employment outside her home. A dutiful daughter—”

He gave her a look that cut her off midsentence; then he saw her look down at her hands in an attempt to hide her smile. “You can stop the acting while you’re alone with me.”

“Whatever do you mean?” she asked sweetly. “I have merely tried to be what you asked of me.”

He ignored her challenge. He was not going to lower himself to argue with her about whether or not she had done what he wanted. “If you complete this job to my satisfaction, I’ll give you an allowance and a modified version of freedom.”

“A what?” The false sweetness was gone from her voice; this was the woman he’d first met, the one he had secretly heard give a speech of such force that, had she been a man and talking on an appropriate subject, he would have admired her for.

“If you successfully complete this job, I will give you access to your inheritance, but it will be supervised by my banking contacts in New York. And I will allow you to live in your mother’s house in New York but with a, shall we say, companion chosen by me.” When she started to speak, he held up his hand. “And you will be allowed to continue your . . .” He could hardly say the words. “Your work with the underprivileged in New York.”

“And if I refuse this job?”

“You will remain here and be a daughter to your mother. I shall put it about that she’s ill and there’re to be no more visitors to the house.”

“This is blackmail,” Temperance said under her breath.

“And what have you been at these last months in hell?” Angus half shouted, then had to take a breath to calm himself.

Temperance leaned back against the chair. “All right, I’m listening. What’s the job?”

“I want you to find a wife for my nephew.”

“A what?” she said as she sat upright, then drew her mouth into a tight line. “You’re trying to marry me off, aren’t you?”

“You!” Angus said loudly, then looked toward the door. He could hear more women, more men being shown into his hall. Quieter, he said, “No, I do not want you to marry my nephew. I like my nephew. No, actually, I love my nephew. His father was my older brother, and we— Anyway, the last thing I’d do to my nephew is saddle him with a termagant like you.”

“I shall take that as a compliment,” Temperance said. “What’s wrong with the man that he can’t find his own wife?”

“Nothing is wrong with him. He’s the laird of a clan here in Scotland, and he’s very handsome.”

“But . . . ?”

“But he lives in isolation and he works hard to save those people under his care, so he doesn’t have time to look for a wife.”

“So I’m to go to this place and parade a lot of young women in front of him and he’s to choose?” Pausing, she considered this for a moment. “I don’t think that’ll be too difficult. I’ve met many unmarried women here, so I’ll just invite them—”

“No. James mustn’t know what you’re up to. He’s a bit, uh . . . headstrong and if he were to know that I was interfering in his life, he’d throw you off the place and he’d . . .” He looked at Temperance.

“Your nephew would end up like me,” she said, glaring at him. It seemed that every word out of the man’s mouth offended her in some way. She had to consciously swallow her pride.

“If I’m not to introduce him to marriageable women, how do I find him a wife? May I assume that you have a plan?”

Angus dug about in the unopened bills on his desk. “I want you to go to him as his housekeeper.”

“His what?”

Angus held up a letter. “James has written to me asking me to find a new housekeeper for him, as the last one died. She was eighty-something, I believe, so it’s no wonder. I want you to go as the housekeeper and to get him married to a woman of good station in life. Certainly not one of your down-on-her-luck women that would take any man. A good woman. You understand me? As soon as you do that, you’re free to return to New York.”

For several minutes, Temperance sat there looking at him. “You couldn’t just forget this charade and give me what is mine by rights?” she said, trying to keep the bitterness out of her voice.

“I could, but I have a job that is particularly suited to your, ah, talents and I don’t see why you can’t do it. Why should I give everything and you give nothing?”

At that Temperance stood up, her hands clenched into fists, and leaned across the desk toward him. “Because you are a thief and a scoundrel, that’s why. You took what was left to my mother but intended to be shared with me, but because of unethical laws that are straight out of the Middle Ages, you have the legal right to take—”

“Do you want to do the job or not?” he said, his eyes blazing in rage as he leaned across the desk from the other side toward her. “Because if you decide not to do this, I shall pack you and your mother away to some remote village in . . . in the Himalayas and keep you there for as long as I live.”

“Which wouldn’t be for long, I can assure you,” she spat back at him.

At that they were interrupted by a knock on the door and the entry of the butler. “Miss Temperance is late for her meeting, and the young ladies were wondering if they should start without her.”

“Start eating my food is what they mean!” Angus shouted, then looked back at Temperance. “What is your answer?”

“Yes,” she said, but her teeth were clamped shut when she said it.
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Temperance, darling, I know that Angus’s ways might seem foreign to you and somewhat harsh, but—”

“What about in bed?” Temperance persisted, her eyes boring into her mother’s. “Couldn’t you persuade him while you’re in bed together?”

At that Melanie O’Neil had to stop pulling clothes from the drawers in Temperance’s room and sit down on the chair by the open window and fan herself. “You know, dear,” she said breathlessly, “that a lady doesn’t talk about . . .” She couldn’t bring herself to say the words; but then her head came up and she gave her daughter a sharp look. “And, besides, you’re unmarried, so what do you know of such things?”

“I’ve never harpooned a whale, but I’ve read Moby Dick,” Temperance shot back. “Can you do something with him?”

“I . . . I . . .” Melanie looked at her daughter, then stood up and went back to choosing what clothes were to be packed. “I’m not sure I want to. A summer in the Scottish Highlands will be good for you, much better than all that smelly air in New York. And now with those motorcars on the streets, well, I don’t see why horses aren’t good enough.”

“Mother, perhaps you prefer the smell of horse manure to gasoline fumes, but I don’t. I have work to do at home.”

“Temperance, I can’t understand what I ever did to make you see life as so . . . so . . .”

“Unromantic?” Temperance asked. “Mother, if you’d ever visit a tenement with me, you’d see—”

“No thank you, dear. I think New York has enough to handle with one O’Neil taking care of it. Temperance, I was wondering if you’ve thought of the paper you could present in New York when you return there. Six months in a Scottish village. Surely, the village would have a poor section where you could save people. Or maybe it doesn’t and you could present a paper on how not to be poor.”
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