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    A Letter to My Readers


    A Letter to My Readers


    Thank you for reading The MacGregor Legacy series. I have enjoyed researching and writing these stories for you. As with the first two books, I want to mention a few authentic historical details used in For Love or Liberty.


    During the War of 1812, President James Madison was in office. It is true that his wife, Dolley, wore turbans around her head, and many women began wearing them as a fashion statement, especially in Washington D.C.


    The British blockade along the eastern coast was real and a great challenge not only for our military, but for our merchants who needed to trade for goods. It is also true that the British navy would impress our young men into service against their will.


    Commander Perry was a real naval officer in the War of 1812, and I included some of his extensive accomplishments in the story. The USS Niagara and USS Lawrence were real American ships that fought against the British in the Battle of Lake Erie in 1813. The USS Larkspur was a fictional ship that I created for Captain Conrad Deaton. The Battle of Lake Erie happened in real life as I portrayed it in the story at Put-in-Bay. The Captain of the USS Niagara really held back and did not help Commander Perry. After the USS Lawrence was surrendered, Perry ordered his surviving sailors to row him to the USS Niagara where he took command and continued the battle and won. The incident caused a severe rift between Perry and Captain Elliot for the rest of their lives. Perry was only thirty-four when he contracted yellow fever in Venezuela and died in 1819.


    Military titles were not as official back then as they are now. Perry has been referred to as Commander, Commodore, and Admiral. Commodore was used for senior captains in the absence of an Admiral. After the Battle of Lake Erie, Perry was more often referred to as Admiral.


    Cleveland, Ohio, was named for General Moses Cleaveland in 1796. It was not incorporated as a village until 1814. Cleveland was not incorporated as a city with the new spelling until 1836. Therefore, I have elected to use the spelling of “Cleaveland,” so please know it was not a mistake or a typo.


    I hope you enjoy For Love or Liberty and The MacGregor Legacy series.


    



    


    All my best,


    Jennifer Hudson Taylor


    April 2014
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    Chapter 1


    1


    * * *


    Wilmington, North Carolina, 1813


    Charlotte stood in the sand as waves washed over her bare feet, burying her heels and toes like an anchor holding her captive in time. The cool seawater receded from her skin leaving a mist of white foam layered with broken shells along the shore—much like the residue of the broken pieces of her life.


    Her grieving heart threatened to succumb to the pain engulfing her, but the glistening colors of the scattered shells across the wet sand painted a brilliant scene of hope. If she could still see something beautiful through the dark clouds residing in her heart, it was a tiny reminder that the Lord had not forsaken her. Even though Emma was gone, her twin sister had left behind two precious children for Charlotte to love and help raise. She clung to that thought with resolve, especially since it was Emma’s last request of her.


    Charlotte covered her aching chest with a trembling hand and released the aching sob she had held throughout the funeral. Here . . . alone . . . with the wide ocean as comfort, she could finally let out the pain. She wept until her empty stomach rolled and tears choked her. Charlotte’s eyes and nose swelled and breathing grew difficult as the inside of her head swirled like a monsoon attacking her brain.


    Charlotte lost track of time and dropped to her knees. Oncoming waves swept her black gown into a floating parasol around her legs. The sound of the rolling ocean slowly consoled her as she lifted her face to the warm sun. From her earliest memories, the sea had always comforted her in times of distress.


    An aggressive wave tumbled over Charlotte, knocking her off balance and onto her side. Her head plunged under and her eyes burned from the saltwater. Once the wave passed, Charlotte sputtered and gasped for air, rubbing at her eyes.


    “Charlotte! What are you doing?” A man’s voice carried through the breeze and over the splashing waves.


    She groaned at the idea of Conrad Deaton finding her in such a predicament. Why did he have the habit of always catching her at her worst? Ignoring the broken shells beneath her feet, Charlotte scrambled to regain her balance before he reached her. She winced as a sharp edge sliced through the bottom of one heel. She grabbed her foot as another wave slammed her under a second time. Charlotte splashed her arms and legs, determined to land on her feet before the next wave hit.


    Strong hands grabbed her around the waist and pulled her out of the water. Charlotte gasped as cold air hit her wet skin and she could breathe again. Propelled against the warmth of a solid chest with her feet in the air, she clutched at his shirt.


    “What are you trying to do? Drown yourself?” Conrad’s voice sounded like a commanding officer.


    Well, she wasn’t one of his sailors to be commanded. Charlotte pushed against him and kicked in an attempt to be free. A lock of sandy brown hair fell across his forehead as he gripped her tight and grinned. His mustache moved with his mouth, revealing a row of healthy teeth in spite of his time commanding the Victorious at sea. His hazel eyes lit in challenge and a hint of boyish freckles peeked across his nose in the bright sun. Something in her chest skipped with light-hearted joy at seeing him in a different light, but she swallowed back the temptation to let down her guard. This was Conrad, the man who tried to sabotage his brother’s courtship of her sister and would have succeeded if not for her wise intervention in distracting him.


    He had shed his navy coat and wore a white buttoned shirt with blooming sleeves, navy pants, and black boots that sloshed in the water and crunched seashells beneath his heels. Conrad smelled of leather and musk from a fresh shave and bath, having at least made an attempt to look his best for her sister’s funeral that morning. Charlotte closed her eyes and breathed in the scent of him. It had an unexpected calming effect on her. She rested her aching head against him, knowing her struggles would be futile against his strength.


    “I realize you are grieving for your sister, but I am not about to sit back and watch you drown yourself.” Conrad clenched his jaw as he tightened his hold on her and concentrated on a targeted spot in the sand. “Do you not think the family has been through enough these last few days?”


    “Let go of me! I am deeply grieved over the loss of my sister, but contrary to your belief, I was not about to drown myself.” Charlotte sighed in exasperation and shook her head. “I only needed a moment alone, to grieve freely without anyone watching and waiting for me to fall apart. Besides, I would never think of relieving you of my presence so easily. Whether you like it or not, I made a promise to help raise our niece and nephew and I aim to do it.”


    Conrad blew out a deep breath as he set her down on a mound of dry sand near his discarded coat. The rank of captain displayed in bold yellow threads on the shoulders. He settled beside her, propping his knees up and linking his hands between them. Conrad gave her a sideways glance, a look of determination crossing his expression. “Likewise, my dear, I am afraid you will have to put up with me as well. I have no intention of neglecting my brother in his time of need. I, too, intend to be part of my niece and nephew’s life.”


    “We shall see.” She shrugged and looked away, wiping wet strands of hair from her eyes. “I doubt you could stay in one place long enough to be much of an influence on anyone.” Charlotte lifted her hand and gestured to the ocean. “The sea will call you back before little Davie turns six and Ashlynn is a year old.”


    Everyone saw him as a sea-loving adventurer who lived for the thrill of exciting heroism, but she knew him for what he was. Captain Conrad Deaton, a man bent on destroying true love because he could never give up his beloved freedom and adventures at sea. To him, marriage imprisoned men with responsibilities and trials. He had begged his brother to avoid it. Charlotte feared while the rest of them grieved, he secretly viewed her sister’s death as a way out for his younger brother, David.


    “Actually, the navy has already tried to lure me away. I received word yesterday I am being transferred to the war on the Great Lakes. They need a captain to command one of their new ships on Lake Erie. I shall be stationed in Cleaveland.” He leaned closer, brushing her hair down the side of her face and behind her ear. “I suppose you shall get your wish. You shall be rid of me within the fortnight.”


    “What happened to not abandoning your brother in his time of need?” Charlotte jerked away from his touch, glaring at him with contempt.


    “Which is why I requested David be transferred under my command, so I can look out for him. Do not be so quick to judge me.” He reached for her again, but she slapped his hand away and scooted out of reach. Charlotte dug her palms into the thick sand for leverage and pushed her wet body to her feet.


    “You would have him abandon his children only a few days after losing their mother?” Her voice rose as the waves crashed behind her. She shoved her fists on her hips and stared down at him in disbelief. “You are insufferable!”


    “There you go again, assuming the worst about me.” He pointed at her as he stood. Conrad frowned and turned to wipe the sand from his backside. “We are taking the children with us. Your father has agreed to help us find a nursemaid for Ashlynn. I am not as insensitive and uncaring you like to think.”


    “Indeed you are.” She stepped closer, ignoring the ache in her neck from staring up at him. “My sister knew what she was doing in asking me to help raise her children. She knew David would be too weak to deal with the likes of you and your meddling.” She poked his chest. “You will not take those children across the country in this war.”


    “No, their father is and there is naught you can do about it.” He crossed his arms.


    “We shall see about that.” She turned on her heel and stomped through the sand.


    * * *


    Conrad groaned as Charlotte rushed from him. He bent to retrieve his coat and realized a trail of red stains followed her footprints in the sand. Was it blood? Concerned, he ran after her.


    “Charlotte, wait!” He caught up to her, grabbing her arm. “Your foot is bleeding.”


    “Let go!” She jerked away and stumbled. Wincing, she reached for her heel. “I shall be fine.”


    “Not if you get sand in the wound and end up with an infection.” Conrad reached for her again, but she avoided him. Tired of arguing with her, he strode after Charlotte and gathered her around the waist. He ignored her surprised gasp and lifted her up, tossing her over his shoulder. “I will not have the family blaming me for allowing you to be so foolish.”


    “Oh, so I am another one of your heroic deeds, am I?” She beat upon his back. “Put me down. You have no right.”


    Conrad pivoted around and carried her back to the sea. Charlotte continued to hurl insults at him, but he paid her no heed. He waded into the water to a foot deep and bent to one knee. Maneuvering Charlotte from his shoulder and settling her on his bent knee, Conrad dipped her injured foot to wash off the gritty wound.


    She stopped her complaints long enough to bite her bottom lip, in obvious discomfort. It was all the confirmation he needed to know he had done the right thing. The blood washed away, and he could see a half circle cut, but it wasn’t too deep. If she would stay off it a couple of days, stitches wouldn’t be necessary, nor would she risk an infection.


    “At least this nasty gash is on your heel and not the tender part of your foot.” Unable to resist, Conrad lightly trailed a fingertip along the inside of her foot, tickling her. She kicked in reaction and jerked back with enough force to send him on his backside. With a chuckle, Conrad managed to keep her in his grasp and took the full brunt of the fall. His breeches were thick enough to protect his flesh from the shells, but not enough to keep from bruising his hide.


    “That is completely inappropriate,” she said, her green eyes blazing like fire. Charlotte’s pink lips twisted into a frown and her wet blond hair tangled around her face and shoulders. Even now she looked beautiful in spite of her disheveled state. The fact she glared at him as if she wished she had a pitchfork in her hand did not discourage him in the least.


    Another wave rushed at them. Conrad gathered her tight in his arms and stood to his feet in time to avoid it. Breathing a sigh of relief, he glanced down at her. “We had better get you back, but I must say, I have quite enjoyed the fun.” A grin tugged at his mouth. He could never resist teasing her. She made the temptation too enjoyable.


    “Fun . . . indeed.” She turned and motioned to objects lying in the sand. “Do not forget my slippers.”


    “Would never think of it.” Conrad carried her over to them. “Step down on your good foot and I shall retrieve them for you.”


    For once, she obeyed, leaning on his arm for support as he bent to grab her brown slippers. He dumped the sand out of them. She couldn’t put them back on and risk getting sand in the wound. He held them out and met her gaze. She grinned. “You could rinse the sand out of them and then I could wear them again.”


    “And I could just carry you.”


    “All the way back to the house?” She lifted a golden eyebrow; her expression suggested he had gone daft.


    “No, back to my horse.” He bent and swept her up before she could protest. “Your mother asked me to find you. She was worried since you disappeared right after we arrived home from your sister’s funeral. The longer it takes me to get you back, the longer she will continue to worry.”


    At the mention of the funeral, Charlotte’s expression fell into a pensive frown. “I have been thinking, it would have been harder if Emma had not already married your brother and moved from home.” Charlotte surprised him by laying her head against his shoulder. “Now I am used to having my own chamber and being alone. Still, the aching pain lingers and deepens.”


    “I know we have had our differences, but I am sorry you are going through this.” Conrad wanted to comfort her, but he wasn’t sure if she would allow it. Instead, he kept silent as he carried her to where he had left his horse tethered to a nearby tree. Once he settled her in the saddle, he took the reins and mounted up behind her. Now away from the water, the humid heat made his lungs feel like they were suffocating and the discomfort of his wet clothes and soggy boots scratched at his skin.


    Conrad smelled the salty sea in her wet hair brushing against his chin. His arms pressed against hers as he guided the reins. Rather than increasing his discomfort, having her near brought a measure of satisfaction he had not anticipated. He wondered if she felt the same. Was it a bond between them or attraction? Charlotte had a way of confusing him like no other, but she also infuriated him quicker than anyone. He used to think his brother had that distinctive honor, and then he had met Charlotte.


    They arrived at the two-story brick home half an hour later. As he rode up to the front porch, Charlotte sighed. “Now we will have to explain why we look so disheveled.”


    “Do not worry. I am sure they are used to it by now. Since the day my brother and I met you and your sister six years ago, you have been headstrong and in constant trouble.” He didn’t say it, but he had always thought Emma had been the voice of reason, keeping Charlotte from straying too far. With the passing of her twin, he feared Charlotte’s behavior would stretch beyond the limits of what was considered proper. Her grief alone could launch her in any direction. The way the family watched her, and the comments they made, told him he wasn’t alone in his concern.


    The front door opened and her mother, Tyra, rushed out, wringing her hands, worry on her wrinkled forehead. Tall for a woman, Charlotte’s mother remained thin and healthy for one nearing fifty. Her hair was swept up on her head in a mixture of red and gray locks. She wore a black gown, but had removed the black hat she had worn to the funeral.


    Conrad helped Charlotte dismount as her father and brothers followed her mother out onto the porch with marked concern on their stern faces. A moment later her brothers’ wives and children appeared as well, flanking around them and shielding their eyes from the sun.


    “Charlotte, you have been worrying your mother—today of all days.” Her father crossed his arms and shook his gray head in disappointment. He stroked his full beard in thought as if pondering how best to handle the situation. He wore a black suit and his gray eyes flickered as he assessed their rumpled attire and wayward hair. Unsure of how Captain Donahue Morgan would react, Conrad remained silent. Charlotte leaned into him, as if seeking his support to face them all. He swept her into his arms and carried her toward the house.


    Tyra Morgan breathed deeply as tears filled her eyes, but she took an angry step forward and shoved her hands on her hips. “What have you gone and done now, Charlotte? Why can you not walk?”


    “Where did you find her?” Charlotte’s father’s asked, stepping forward to take her.


    “In the ocean.” Conrad handed her over to her father, knowing the man was still in fine health and could handle her weight. “She has cut her foot on a shell, and we needed to clean sand out of it. I think she will be fine.”


    “Hugh, take her in and set her on the couch, so I can see if she needs stitching,” Mrs. Morgan said.


    “Thank you,” Hugh said, his gray eyes meeting Conrad’s. “Is there anything else we should know? Other injuries?”


    “No, I am fine,” Charlotte insisted. “You worry too much. I am sorry, I did not mean to concern everyone. I only needed to be alone. You all know how I find solace at the sea.”


    “Since we just buried Emma this morning, it would help if you would think of someone else besides yourself once in a while.” Scott, her oldest brother, scolded her.


    Someone cleared her throat and the whole family parted, creating an aisle for Charlotte’s grandmother, Lauren MacGregor. She walked forward, leaning on a cane, as she approached Charlotte. Unlike the others, a smile lit her wrinkled face, but moisture gathered in her blue eyes as she reached over and cupped Charlotte’s cheek.


    “Lass, ye remind me so much of yer mother when she was yer age, strong-willed and stubborn. And Emma was more like me when I came from Scotland.” She turned and stared up at her daughter and son-in-law. “This family has had enough sadness for one day. There is no place for anger in a grieving family. ’Tisn’t unusual for Charlotte to go running off. She is back now. Let us take comfort in that and in each other. Right now, there is much to be decided for Emma’s children.”


    * * *


    Charlotte sat on the couch in the parlor and listened to her family’s chastisement for disappearing after Emma’s funeral. Painful memories flashed through her mind. Staring down at her twin’s cold, empty body felt like she stared at herself in that coffin. As identical twins, she and Emma shared more than their looks, a bond that was beyond anything she could ever hope to explain. The moment she held her sister’s hand and watched her breathe her last moments after Ashlynn’s birth, something inside her snapped, and a deep loneliness engulfed her. She had forced herself to endure the funeral, including all the nods and condolences of their friends, but afterward, she could no longer cope and fled.


    Little Davie came over and crawled onto her lap. Charlotte could only imagine what must be going through his five-year-old mind. While he seemed to understand his mother had died and would never come back, did he really comprehend death when Charlotte continued to struggle with it at a score and three years? Did he feel like his mother had abandoned him?


    “Auntie, I thought you left like Mama.” Davie swung his tiny arms around her neck and squeezed so tight he cut off her breath.


    “No, I only went for a walk to the ocean.” She hugged him back, resting her chin on his brown head. Not once had it occurred to her that he might think of her dying as well. The idea of hurting him was more than she could bear. The muscles in her chest closed in on her lungs, nearly suffocating her. She closed her eyes as she kissed the top of his head. Fresh tears squeezed past her eyelids and crawled down her face as the ache in her heart and chest deepened.


    David couldn’t take the children away. At less than a week old, Ashlynn wouldn’t know any better, but Davie would. His reaction to her brief disappearance proved it. Besides, she had made a promise to her sister, and as she had told Conrad, she intended to keep it.


    “While I am still living and breathing, I will never leave you. I promise.” Charlotte stroked the back of Davie’s head. His wide hazel eyes blinked up at her as a slow grin spread across his face.


    “I love you, Auntie!” Satisfied and reassured, he gave her another big hug and scooted off her lap to go play.


    Charlotte took a deep breath and used the back of her hand to wipe the tears from her face. She glanced over at Grandma Lauren rocking little Ashlynn to sleep in a wooden rocker her grandpa had made before his death two years ago. Grandma understood her grief. She once told Charlotte everything reminded her of Grandpa Malcolm. Now, everything would remind Charlotte of Emma. There was a childhood memory lurking in each room, lingering in every corner, all the places in town would haunt her, even her own face each time she looked in the mirror.


    Resting her foot, Charlotte settled in as families dropped by throughout the afternoon to express their condolences, bringing dishes of food and baked desserts. While it was a strain on her family to keep up the fake smiles, the trivial conversations, and their true feelings at bay, it was expected. Their distant cousins from the Baker family were the last to leave.


    Charlotte’s father closed the front door in the foyer. A moment later, he walked back into the living room and paused to clear his throat. “David, it is my understanding from your brother that you are being transferred to the Great Lakes. I would like to know what you have decided to do about the children. Who will care for them during the long months you will be serving aboard a naval ship?”


    Silence filled the room as the air thickened with anticipation. Like the rest of her family, Charlotte watched David’s reaction, hoping he would be willing let the children stay where she could better care for them. They were familiar with their home here, their grandparents’ home, and the city of Wilmington. Here, familiar faces surrounded them in love, comfort, and security.


    Fear clutched her heart as she glanced around the somber room. The bottom half of the walls were made of dark paneling encased in carved squares and thick molding, while the upper half of the walls were painted beige. As the sun’s light diminished through the windows, someone had lit candles around the room.


    Charlotte’s mother sat on the couch beside her, mopping at her damp face with the handkerchief her father had given her. Melanie, Charlotte’s older sister at a score and five years, sat on her other side, no doubt charged with the responsibility of watching over her in case Charlotte decided to disappear again. She favored their mother with fiery red hair and green eyes. Her husband, Rob McCauley, was outside with their toddler son, making sure the older children behaved. He claimed to be out there to watch the kids, but Charlotte knew it was because he smoked his pipe.


    Her oldest brother, Scott, and his wife, Caroline, sat on the settee by the window. He was named for their uncle, Scott MacGregor, who had fought and died in the War of Independence. At a score plus ten years, her brother now had four children, who all chased lightning bugs outside with their cousins. Like her and Emma, he had blond hair favoring their Grandma Lauren, but unlike them, he had the same deep blue eyes as their grandmother.


    Her brother Duncan stood beside his wife, Elizabeth, seated in a wood chair by the pianoforte. Duncan was named for their great-grandfather from Argyll, Scotland. At a score and seven years, he was the second oldest with dark brown eyes and black hair like their father. During their seven-year marriage, they had a six-year-old son and a three-year-old daughter.


    “David, we know you do not feel like discussing these decisions right now, but we have to find a permanent nursemaid for Ashlynn.” Uncle Callum’s deep voice carried across the room as he walked to stand beside Charlotte’s father. After Grandpa Malcolm passed away, he now ran the MacGregor Quest estate and had taken over as the patriarch of the MacGregor family. “Mrs. Brown has agreed to come over and feed her for the night, but only this one night. We need to hear your plans so we can help you, lad.”


    David stared at the wood floor where he sat in a chair in a dark corner. His eyes were red and swollen with the shadows beneath them testifying to his lack of sleep. He had not shaved so brown whiskers now graced his face and neck. Leaning forward, he placed his elbows on his knees and rubbed his chin with a weary sigh.


    “I promised Emma I would be a good father, and I cannot do that if I abandon my children and leave them here. They have already lost their Mama. I cannot allow them to lose their father, too.” His voice broke, and he looked away at the wall.


    Charlotte closed her eyes as familiar pain sliced through her chest. Even though Conrad had already told her their plans, a small part of her still hoped David would change his mind. She glanced over at Conrad leaning against the wall near his brother. His warm, hazel eyes locked with hers as he remained silent. Doubt flickered in his eyes. Did he doubt his brother’s decision but felt honor-bound to stand by him? Her unease grew.


    “But David, have you considered how dangerous it would be to travel with a newborn infant?” Mama asked, disbelief thickening her tone.


    “I have already spoken to the doctor, and we will wait a fortnight as he suggested before we leave.” David brushed his hand through his hair, leaving a small gap on the side. “Once we arrive and get settled in Cleaveland, Ohio, I plan to hire a new nursemaid to stay with the children.”


    “A complete stranger?” Mama pressed the heel of her hand against her forehead. “I cannot believe this. Besides, you will need a nursemaid for the journey. You cannot wait until you arrive.”


    “I am sorry, Mrs. Morgan,” David blinked back tears. “But I am their father, and war or no war, I will not abandon my children. My mind is made up. They are coming with me.”


    “It will be hard finding a nursemaid who is willing and able to travel with you.” Charlotte’s father crossed his arms, as a frown wrinkled his forehead. “However, I shall endeavor to do my best to find someone.”


    “Hugh! You cannot be serious?” Mama scooted to the edge of the couch, ready to battle all of them for the care and safety of her grandchildren. “The country is at war with England once again. And dare I suggest the worst? David will be fighting on a battleship. What if he cannot return to them? The children will be all alone in a strange place.”


    “I made a promise to my twin.” Charlotte stood, ignoring the pain in her foot. Her chin trembled, and tears threatened to choke her, but she swallowed them back. “For as long as they need me, wherever they go, I will go. Unlike the rest of you, I have no husband, no children, and I am available.”
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    * * *


    Over the chaos of the next few days, Conrad’s respect for Charlotte grew, but he wasn’t about to let her know it. He feared this new responsible and sympathetic side of Charlotte would fade into obscurity. Her decisions were usually based on what Charlotte wanted, and it had always been her twin who considered others first.


    This time, Conrad witnessed Charlotte make a difficult decision that pained her greatly. Deep down she didn’t want to leave her home here in Wilmington. It was obvious in the lingering looks she gave her family, as if she didn’t know if she would ever see them again. He could see it in how she hugged the treasured items she chose to leave behind. She took longer walks by herself and would return with red and swollen eyes. Conrad had to look away, unable to bear her grief.


    Still, he cared about his niece and nephew and wanted the best for them. Right now, Charlotte was the best for them in the absence of their mother. Even though no one wanted to see her go, none of them argued against it. Conrad assumed they believed in her as much as he did. The family had rallied around her and the children to try and make the transition easier.


    Conrad wrote his superior officers at the Great Lakes to inform them of the situation and explain why he and David would not be arriving as soon as planned. He paid a visit to the Victorious anchored at the Wilmington docks. His sailors greeted him with condolences and asked about David. Conrad ordered them to prepare for the arrival of David’s family and made arrangements to have them stay in the comfort of his own cabin.


    A frigate filled with lusty sailors was no place for a young lady in charge of two small children, but they had no choice. This way they could save time by sailing up the coast to Bridgeport, Connecticut, and limit slow travel over land further endangering them from marching troops, more battles, Indians, and wilderness filled with creatures of all types. As captain of the Victorious, Conrad could provide them safe passage—the only challenge would be avoiding the British blockades.


    Late in the evening, Conrad bounced little Davie on his knee when the front door opened in the foyer. Charlotte walked in wearing a black gown, bringing out the purple circles under her eyes. His heart tightened as he set Davie down and rose to his feet. She untied the bonnet strings at her neck, while her father and David came in behind her. Conrad assumed Callum was still outside tending to the horses and putting up the carriage.


    “Auntie!” Davie ran over to Charlotte. “Look what Uncle Conwad made me—a soldier.” He held up the wooden toy for her inspection. “See? A blue coat. He is American!”


    “Indeed.” She bent to kiss the top of his brown head, and her eyes met Conrad’s. He offered her a smile as he linked his hands behind his back. “Where is Mama?” Charlotte’s gaze scanned the empty parlor as she pulled off her bonnet and crumpled it in her hands.


    “I believe she is upstairs with Melanie, packing the children’s trunks.” Conrad gestured to the staircase in the hall. “Your sister brought over some clothes Ashlynn will grow into.”


    “They think of everything.” Fresh tears filled her eyes. “However shall I manage without them?” Conrad stepped toward her, wanting to comfort and encourage her, but she turned away and walked into the foyer where she hung her wrinkled bonnet on the tall hat rack in the corner. The sound of her steady footsteps carried upstairs.


    “Did you have any luck finding a nursemaid for Ashlynn?” Conrad asked, his gaze sliding from his brother’s gaunt face to Mr. Morgan’s tired gray eyes. The older man rubbed the back of his neck with a sigh and glanced over at David who sank into a nearby chair and stared at the floor.


    “David, we shall be right back.” Mr. Morgan tilted his head toward the front door and motioned for Conrad to follow. David didn’t bother responding.


    Outside, Mr. Morgan rubbed his bearded chin and strolled across the porch and down the front steps. Without a word, he kept walking, and Conrad followed, not knowing what else to do. They walked across a field with weeds up to their knees. When they came to a wooden fence, Mr. Morgan gripped it tight and leaned over, drawing in a deep breath. He held on swaying back and forth on his heels.


    “Give me a moment, son.” His deep voice cracked, and there was no mistaking the grief in his soul. After being at war with England for more than a year, Conrad had come to recognize the sound in a man’s voice for his fallen comrades. Still, the agony in Mr. Morgan’s tone was chilling, especially from a man he had always seen as the patriarch of the Morgan family—the strong one holding everyone together. “Seems like yesterday I held my newborn infant twins in each arm. I took it for granted they would be burying me.” He gripped the fence so tight his knuckles turned white and the veins showed through the skin of his hands. “I pray you never have to feel what I am feeling right now.”


    “I am sorry, sir.” Conrad placed his hand on the fence post. “Truly, I am.”


    “The reason I asked you to come out here with me is because I have something I want to say, and I cannot say it to your brother. In fact, I am worried about the lad.” Mr. Morgan straightened and met Conrad’s gaze. Moisture glistened in his eyes, but his stare was as deep and penetrating as ever. “I was about his age when I married Tyra. David and Emma had their whole lives planned, and it has been ripped out from underneath him. You have to find a way to pull him out of this depression he has gotten himself into. He has two small children to raise. He has to do this for them.” He pointed at Conrad. “And you have to help him.”


    “I will.” Conrad nodded. “It is why I wrote my superior officers and had him transferred under my command.”


    “I figured as much.” Mr. Morgan leaned his elbows on the top rail. “As far as a nursemaid for Ashlynn, we thought it would be best to consult the town doctor. He knows all the women who have given birth in the last year. He was out, and we asked about him at the post office, the general store, talked to the pastor at church, and no one knew of any nursing woman who would be willing to travel away from home. They all have families here.”


    “It does not sound too promising.” A small headache began to pump through Conrad’s temples. “David has his heart set on bringing the kids. I hate to think how he might react if he has to be separated from them. I have always been his big brother, able to make things better for him, but this . . . this is too much. I cannot stand to see his pain.”


    “I know.” Mr. Morgan propped his booted foot on the bottom rail. “It is how I feel about my whole family right now. All of them are hurting, and each of them is facing it in different ways, which brings me to another concern—Charlotte.”


    “Yes, sir?” Conrad lifted an eyebrow, wondering where this topic of conversation would lead. Even the mention of Charlotte’s name made the hairs on his neck rise and his stomach twist into knots.


    “Do not let her fool you. She is grieving over her twin more than she realizes—probably more than the rest of us. In fact, I fear her determination to go with you and David is an attempt to run away from her grief. Yesterday, she told Tyra everything here reminds her of Emma.” Mr. Morgan shook his head. “Son, I hate to put more pressure on you, but you will need to be strong not only for David, but Charlotte as well.”


    “I will.” Conrad thought about her attempt to escape at the ocean, her standing by Emma’s grave in her black gown, looking lovely in spite of the dark circles beneath her eyes, and how she had cried the first time she gathered Ashlynn in her arms. A fierce protective nature welled up inside him, and he meant it. “Mr. Morgan, I will do my best to make sure no harm comes to your daughter or grandchildren.”


    “It is all I can ask.” Mr. Morgan reached over and gave him a friendly pat on the shoulder. “Know you will be in our prayers.”


    * * *


    Charlotte walked into her chamber to see tiny clothes spread across her quilted bed. Her mother bent over an open trunk and glanced up with a welcoming smile. Melanie gripped the bedpost and gestured to the bed.


    “I thought it would be helpful if I brought some clothes of varying sizes for Ashlynn. Over the next year, she will grow quickly.” A pensive expression crossed her face as she looked down at Ashlynn sleeping in her bassinet. “She will not even know us the next time we see her.”


    “Do not worry. I intend to make sure she and Davie do not forget any of you, especially Emma.” A familiar ache pressed to her throat. Charlotte swallowed, needing to change the subject. “Thank you for the baby clothes. I daresay, Ashlynn will now be much better off than if she had to endure my sewing.”


    “Scott and Caroline will bring some things over for Davie later,” Melanie said.


    Charlotte nodded as she walked around to the side of her bed and sat on the edge. Silence followed as she linked her fingers on her lap and tried not to think of all the loved ones she would miss. She always imagined leaving home with her husband—only love could ever take her away from here. Actually, it was love, but not the romantic kind she had imagined. She would do anything for Davie and Ashlynn—even be their mama in Emma’s place.


    “Charlotte,” Mama said, “I tried to finish packing your trunks, but I realized you had packed more of Emma’s things than your own. You are going north and will need more warm clothes in the fall. Why did you pack Emma’s wedding gown?”


    “For Ashlynn. She may one day want to wear it for her own wedding.” Charlotte shrugged with a broken sigh. “I do not know. I thought a few things would be appropriate for David and the children to remember her by.”


    “Indeed, but you must be sensible and take practical things on your long journey,” Mama said. “Emma’s wedding gown will be safe here. I promise. When Ashlynn has need of it, she may send for it.” Mama blinked back tears, and her nose turned red. “Besides, I hope to see you all before then, even if I have to drag your father up North myself.”


    “Or we shall take you,” Melanie offered. “I will want to see them, too.”


    “Must you take all of Emma’s drawings?” Mama asked, lifting an eyebrow. “What if some were to get ruined or rained on? Or lost? You have no idea what kind of challenges you might face.”


    “You make a good point. Why not pick out a couple for each of you? I will frame the rest and hang them up around the new house for David and the children. I want to decorate the place as she would have done.”


    “Emma was too humble to do so, Charlotte.” Melanie shook her head. “She would have framed and hung someone else’s drawings before her own.”


    “Yes, but I would have insisted upon it, and she would have given in to appease me.” Charlotte grinned, hoping she didn’t look as wounded as she felt. How did one go about pretending to be happy when feeling so utterly wretched inside? She needed fresh air. It was bad enough dealing with her own grief, but she couldn’t bear the sad faces of her mother and sister, knowing her decision had made things worse for them.


    Charlotte tried to speak, but her throat clogged. She shook her head and tried again. “You both know me as well as I know myself. I trust your judgment. Right now I need some fresh air.” She stood and walked to the door.


    “But you have only returned,” Mama said. “Charlotte, you may take all of Emma’s drawings if you wish but do not leave. I want to spend as much time with you as possible before you go.”


    “It is not the drawings, Mama.” Charlotte paused as she opened the door. “I cannot breathe. I feel as if I am suffocating and must get away.” She closed the door behind her and hurried down the staircase and out the front door.


    “Charlotte!” Conrad followed, his feet pounding down the porch steps after her.


    She didn’t stop but kept running until she reached her favorite oak tree covered in Spanish moss. It was as if the low-hanging strands welcomed her with open arms. Charlotte pressed her back against the wide trunk and took a deep breath, willing her heart to calm and the aching pain in her heart to disappear. She closed her eyes and embraced the gentle breeze blowing across her face and neck.


    “Charlotte?” Conrad’s soft footsteps approached slow and steady. A twig crunched beneath his boot.


    “Go away, Conrad. I need to be alone right now.”


    He didn’t respond. A moment of silence followed, with the exception of her struggle to breathe. She clutched her chest as she tried to make the suffocation go away. Out of curiosity, she peeked beneath her lids to see him sitting on the grass with his booted feet crossed at the ankles leaning back on his palms and staring up at her. He wasn’t going away.


    She waited in silence, hoping her breathing would soon ease and her heart slow to a steady pace. In spite of the heat, breathing was easier out here than inside. “My life will never be the same again.” She opened her eyes and met his gaze. “I am suffocating. Is this what it feels like to have a heart attack?”


    * * *


    Two days later the family settled in the parlor after dinner. The children ran outside to play. Charlotte’s older siblings, Scott, Duncan, and Melanie had gathered their families and taken them home the day before. David and Conrad were invited to dinner each night, which gave Conrad a chance to get to know the Morgan family better.


    Melancholy settled over the whole house. With the exception of little Davie’s childish chatter and Mr. Morgan’s attempt at normal conversation, everyone around the dinner table remained quiet in spite of Conrad’s fruitless efforts to liven things up a bit.


    By the time they finished the main course and started eating apple pie for dessert, Conrad decided he needed to remove his brother and Charlotte from the premises. The sooner they were away from the downtrodden spirits around them, the sooner they could begin healing from their grief. He hated to see them all languishing in a pit of despair. When he attempted to cheer them with his typical jokes, a strange silence followed with questioning looks. Conrad feared he appeared insensitive, but he couldn’t help himself. No wonder Charlotte felt as if she suffocated inside the house.


    A knock sounded at the front door, and a male voice greeted the maid since they had no butler. A moment later, she appeared in the parlor with a brief curtsy in front of Mr. Morgan. “Dr. Hawthorne is here to see you, sir.”


    “Please show him in,” Mr. Morgan said.


    In walked a man of medium height wearing black breeches, a grey diamond-patterned vest, and a black jacket. He carried a hat under his arm and a dark bag in his hand. His bald head glowed in the candlelight framed by short gray hair on the sides. He surveyed the room, his brown eyes scanning each face until landing on Mr. Morgan who stood and held out his hand in greeting.


    “Mr. Morgan, thank you for receiving me without prior notice.” Dr. Hawthorne closed the distance between them, his boots a steady gait across the wooden floor. He smiled as he shook Mr. Morgan’s hand.


    “I am sorry I did not have better news when I last saw you,” Dr. Hawthorne said. “But I wanted to stop by and tell you your prospects have changed.”


    “Dr. Hawthorne, you are always welcome,” Mr. Morgan said, gesturing to a nearby chair. “Please have a seat. We are eager to hear some good news.”


    “I met a widow by the name of Mrs. Mildred Wolfe in New Bern.” Dr. Hawthorne sat as requested. He set his bag on the floor by his feet and scooted to the edge of his chair, placing his elbows on his knees and linking his fingers. “Unfortunately, she recently lost her husband to the war. She did not take the news well and lost her baby soon afterward. She has no other family in the area and no means of support.”


    “The poor woman.” Charlotte fumbled with her ivory shawl. “Have you spoken with her? Is she willing to travel?”


    “I did take the liberty of speaking with her about your situation. She is willing to travel and nurse the baby in exchange for her personal care.” Dr. Hawthorne scratched his temple. “Although I feel compelled to inform you she is in a terrible state of grief. You must see she gets proper rest and nutrition. Mrs. Wolfe is pale and has grown quite thin.”


    Conrad suppressed an inward groan as he rubbed his eyebrows in an attempt to hide his expression. The last thing he needed was another grieving person to deal with on this long journey. Guilt crushed him. How could he be so cruel at the woman’s plight? She had been through more than he could imagine, and her troubles were much worse than any of them—for they all had one another—she had no one. Fresh remorse washed through him, cleansing his thoughts.


    “Then we would be helping her as much as she would be helping us,” Charlotte said, showing genuine interest for the first time.


    “Indeed,” Dr. Hawthorne said. “There is not a better solution than one to benefit all involved.”


    “When can we meet this young lady?” Mrs. Morgan asked, linking her hands in her lap.


    “She will need a few days to get her affairs in order,” Dr. Hawthorne said. “I would like to bring her by in three days.”


    “Splendid,” Mrs. Morgan said, attempting a rare smile brightening her pale face. Thin lines appeared around the edge of her eyes and her mouth. “I would like to invite you both to dinner.”


    “Yes, I want to see how she reacts to the children, especially Ashlynn,” Charlotte said. “I am concerned caring for an infant, so soon after the loss of her own little one, may prove too painful to bear.”


    “You have a good point,” Mr. Morgan said, looking over at his daughter. “You surprise me, Charlotte. Such a wise statement from one who has never borne children of her own.”


    “A woman does not need to be a mother in order to have motherly instincts.” Charlotte bristled at her father’s comment and tilted her head with a questioning gaze. “Nor does one have to be a mother in order to be sensitive to other people’s feelings.”


    Conrad shifted in discomfort as his earlier thoughts came back to haunt him. Why had he never seen this side of Charlotte before? Prior to Emma’s death, he had never considered Charlotte as the marrying kind or a motherly figure. She had always been strong and independent, pushing away any man who attempted to court her. He liked this side of Charlotte and wished it had not taken a tragedy to bring it out in her.


    “I had better be getting home,” Dr. Hawthorne said. “I do not want my wife worrying about my long absence.”


    “Thank you for stopping by,” Mr. Morgan said, standing to walk out with the doctor.


    “Yes, we look forward to your return visit in a few days,” Mrs. Morgan said, meeting Charlotte’s gaze.


    Once the front door closed behind them, David entered the parlor carrying Ashlynn. He cradled her in his arms as she slept. “Davie finally fell asleep. It took two of my navy stories about the high seas. The baby fell asleep as well. I think she likes my voice.”


    “Of course she does,” Charlotte said, standing to hold out her arms to take the infant. “I will take her upstairs to her bassinet.”


    David kissed the top of Ashlynn’s bald head and gave her over to her aunt. His chin trembled when he glanced up at them. “I have no idea how I will leave them behind when I go back to the ship.”


    “Well, the time is coming sooner than we realized,” Conrad said. “Dr. Hawthorne just found a nursemaid for us. We will be leaving within the week if all goes well.”
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