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Close your eyes and think of chocolate cake, Caroline Maxwell told herself. It was the only way she could get through this tedious dress fitting. Even in the advanced year of 1894, an American heiress had certain rules to follow, and allowing herself to be a pincushion for the House of Worth seemed to be one of them. What Caroline really wanted was adventure, independence and to see the world. But she doubted her parents would ever come to their senses enough to set her free.
The seamstress, who accompanied Caroline’s new wardrobe from Worth’s Paris dress shop across the Atlantic to the Maxwell family’s Fifth Avenue residence, wielded another pin. Caroline winced in anticipation.
The angry looking woman already caught skin twice. Maybe her aim was off due to the lingering seasickness that delayed yesterday’s fitting. Or perhaps she was intimidated by the dozens of china figurines Mama had positioned about Caroline’s enormous sitting room. The sense that one was being watched by countless beady little eyes could be unsettling. Not to mention the house itself … With sixty rooms, it, too, could rattle a soul.
“Your measurements have changed,” the Frenchwoman accused.
And then there was that.
“Impossible,” Caroline fibbed.
She glanced at her mother, who kept an eye on affairs from her regal perch atop the massive red velvet and gold-gilt settee that she’d also insisted must be part of Caroline’s quarters. Normally, her mother wouldn’t tolerate such talk from a servant, but Agnes was secretly intimidated by the French, which was why they’d left Paris before the dresses were done. Mama brushed away an imaginary crumb from the fabric of her conservative, high-necked dove gray morning dress and then fussed with the tiny bit of lace at each cuff. Caroline knew she was on her own in the battle of the pins.
The seamstress stepped back on the thick carpet to assess her work. Caroline caught her own reflection in the cheval mirror that was positioned so that Mama could see Caroline in profile. Mr. Worth’s style sense was clearly incomparable.
The low-cut—almost risqué—ivory silk ball gown Caroline wore had been embellished with what felt like pounds of pearls and dark green crystals. Assuming she could bear up under the weight, it would complement her clear complexion and hair as dark as her mother’s. Rumor had it that Mama’s maternal great-grandmother had been a Cherokee princess, which Mama would not confirm.
Worth’s skills had also made Caroline’s slight surplus of curves an asset rather than a detriment. Come the season, she was doomed. She had no idea what she could do to top last year’s anti-marriage efforts. All the same, she intended to escape this year’s marriage market as she had 1893’s: unwed, unpromised, and as independent as she could be. Which, in her opinion, was not saying much.
Caroline released her breath and unclenched clammy palms as another pin met only fabric. And in other sunny news, her mother’s insecurity meant that at least Caroline would not be facing French ducs on top of the English dukes Mama kept pushing her to marry.
“Absolument, you have gained since your last fitting,” the seamstress said. “And more than a little.”
Caroline answered with a vague smile. It would never do to confess that she’d begun midnight kitchen forays to ease her tight nerves.
“Caroline, have you varied from our agreed-upon menu?” her mother asked. Alarm had made her dark brows arch closer to her perfectly coiffed hair with its beginning threads of silver.
There had been no agreement. There hadn’t even been negotiations, just no outright objection from Caroline. She’d decided long ago that working around her mother was more diplomatic than upsetting her. Easier, too. And since her mother’s eating edict had made Caroline fifty percent a spectator at family meals, she felt she deserved a fat slice of chocolate cake whenever she wished. It wasn’t noon yet, and her mouth watered at the thought of tonight’s pilfered treat. Actually, not so very pilfered, since Cook had caught on to the scheme and now left cake waiting for her.
Mama pursed her lips and scrutinized Caroline more closely. “You must have been straying. You’re looking plumper in the face when Amelia and Helen are still as slim as can be.”
At sixteen, her twin sisters didn’t yet have the avoidance skills Caroline possessed at twenty-one. Or the same ability to hold their tongues under their mother’s inquisition techniques. They always confessed.
Caroline kept her silence.
Mama narrowed her eyes.
Caroline widened hers.
Mama cleared her throat, giving warning of a lecture to come.
Caroline did her best to exude an aura of innocence as strong as her mother’s favored gardenia perfume. It must have worked, because Mama heaved a resigned sigh.
“Stand taller,” she ordered. “Shoulders back and chin up.”
Caroline complied, though the gown would be no looser around her waist for the effort. Tonight’s cake would have to be her last for a while. It wasn’t as though she could eat her way to freedom. American heiresses were as popular with unmarried and underfunded English noblemen as chocolate cake was with Caroline.
“If you are to wear a coronet, you must look as though you were born to it,” Mama said. That and “you are this family’s crown jewel” were two of her mother’s favorite things to say. Caroline found both statements as uncomfortable as the corset currently mashing her innards.
Mama had been about to issue another proclamation—probably about crown jewels—but was distracted by a one-person stampede down the mahogany parquet hallway.
Annie, Caroline’s new personal maid, appeared. Breathless, she took an instant to compose herself. It was hopeless. During her dash, her red curls had sprung free from their tight bun and were now nearly at right angles from the white cap atop her head.
“Mrs. Maxwell, ma’am, O’Brien has asked me to tell you that Mrs. Longhorne is calling,” Annie said.
She thrust out a calling card. She did not, however, have the silver tray that the butler used, so Caroline’s mother pretended not to see it.
Annie waited for a response, then plowed on, either unaware or uncaring of her breach of decorum. “Ma’am, she’s on her way up here now.”
“Really, here?” Agnes asked, rising.
Annie was saved. Mrs. Longhorne venturing to private quarters without invitation was an even greater violation of Mama’s rules than Annie’s slipup.
Mildred Longhorne rushed in, her hands fluttering on either side of her face like two of the finches that Mama kept caged in the conservatory. Her pointy nose was red at the tip and her usually nondescript gray eyes sparkled with excitement. She hadn’t even changed out of the black riding habit she wore for a morning turn about the park, and the knot of early June pansies at one buttonhole looked ready to jump ship.
“Agnes, I have the most exciting news! Lord Bremerton is visiting with friends at Newport this season.”
Caroline’s mother gasped. “Bremerton, the son of Viscount Bellingham, grandson of the Duke of Endsleigh?”
“Yes.”
“He’s married,” Mama said in a dismissive tone.
While Caroline was hardly in love with her mother’s determination to marry her into English nobility, she had to give her credit for an impressive level of study.
“No, no … not that one. He’s dead. There’s a new Bremerton!”
“Dead?” Caroline’s mother repeated. She’d sounded a little gleeful, too.
“Yes, a riding accident, I heard. The younger son has taken the title, and his father is rumored to be in poor health. You know what that means, don’t you?”
Mama walked a circle around Caroline and the seamstress. Apparently content with what she saw, she returned her attention to Mrs. Longhorne.
“He’ll be a duke,” she replied.
“Yes!” her friend cried. “And Caroline will be a duchess!”
Where was a slice of chocolate cake when a girl needed one?
* * *
AT TEN minutes until eight that evening, most of the family sat in the Oriental drawing room awaiting the call to dinner. All they lacked was Caroline’s brother, Edward, who at almost twenty-seven, lived down Fifth Avenue in the lesser mansion the family had left behind when this one had been completed.
“Any time Edward isn’t where he’s promised to be, he’s off with that Jack Culhane,” Mama complained to Caroline’s father.
Caroline hid the smile that seemed to work its way across her face whenever she thought of her brother’s best friend. She could guarantee that wherever they were, Eddie and Jack were having more fun than she was. For as long as she could remember, she’d tried to tag after them with little success. When she’d walk in on their tale-telling, she’d catch just enough to make her more determined to be part of their adventures.
They were all grown now, with Eddie working at Papa’s side, and Jack buying up businesses almost as quickly as his father did. But Caroline’s greatest adventure had been frightening off a handful of dukes last year, and that was before Mama had taken away most of her freedom. She hated to sound ungrateful, because she knew how lucky she was. All the same, she’d trade a steamer trunk packed with Maxwell money for just a few days of living like Jack and Eddie.
“Edward said he’ll be here at eight, and he will be,” Papa replied. “He’s a Maxwell man, which means he’s a man of his word.”
He turned his attention to Caroline, who had been doing her best to blend into the bold orange and green chrysanthemum-patterned brocade of her chair—not an easy job when one was wearing a peacock blue dress.
“Maxwell women, too. Am I right, Pumpkin?” he asked. Pride shone from his craggy features, and from under his thick gray moustache—so startling in contrast to his fading auburn hair—as it moved upward with his smile.
Caroline hesitated. His question was simple enough on the surface, but since just minutes ago her parents had been discussing Lord Bremerton’s visit, she knew what Papa really meant. She searched for a comment positive enough to make her father happy, yet still not an outright promise to lure and marry some Englishman she’d never met. Not when she had someone oh-so-much better in mind.
“Really, Bernard, you must stop calling her that,” Mama said, saving Caroline another diplomatic dance. “It was bad enough that it slipped out at the Astors’ ball last year. Imagine if you said it in front of Bremerton?”
“There’s no mistaking her for a gourd, Agnes,” Papa said. “And you’ll always be my Pumpkin, won’t you, Caroline?”
“Of course I will.” Even from across the sea.
Deep male talk and laughter sounded from outside the room. Jack was here with Eddie. This time Caroline couldn’t stop her smile from appearing. They walked in together with Jack standing inches taller than Eddie, who was of average height. And where Eddie was on the wiry side, Jack looked as though he could take on Calcutta street thieves and win.
Jack’s black frock coat sat well across his broad shoulders, and the white of his starched shirt and collar set off the sun-darkened color of his skin and deep brown hair. She liked that he was clean-shaven, too. Eddie’s attempt at a moustache seemed a little scant, though she’d never say so to her brother.
“Six minutes to spare,” Eddie said before kissing Mama on the cheek. “You were counting, weren’t you?”
“I was doing no such thing,” she said, but bright flags of pink on her face let Eddie know he had caught her.
Mama’s gaze drifted past Eddie and on to Jack. While she didn’t permit her disapproval to show in her expression, she still managed to convey it by stiffening her posture. Even Pomeroy, the little mop of a lapdog Mama had acquired so she could feel a bit like Queen Victoria, seemed to tighten up.
“Good evening, Mrs. Maxwell,” Jack said, giving a slight bow.
“We were late getting back from Jack’s new business concern. I hope you don’t mind if he joins us for dinner,” Eddie added.
“No, really, I need to be on my way,” Jack said. “I just wanted to say hello to the family.”
His smile briefly settled on Amelia and Helen, who wore matching yellow satin dresses in appropriately girlish styles. And because Mama believed in playing the asset of their twinhood to the fullest, their wavy auburn hair had been upswept in identical fashions, too. They smiled prettily and inclined their heads to Jack, but never met his eyes.
His attention moved on to Caroline, who had no qualms about meeting Jack Culhane head-on.
“Hello, Caroline. Are the social rounds treating you well?” he asked, a devilish light shining in his blue eyes.
How her girlfriends could not find him handsome was beyond Caroline. They used phrases like “too earthy” when they spoke of him. She thought the men they found attractive looked half-starved.
Jack was perfect.
Her heart beat faster at the sight of the two dimples that always appeared when he teased her. He knew how she felt about the endless gatherings that Mama insisted she attend. And Jack felt the same way, too. He might slip into a party, but he was always quickly gone.
“Very well,” she said. “I’ve been having a wonderful time.”
“Really, wonderful?”
“Bordering on delirious.”
His smile became a full-out grin. “I’ll bet.”
“Stay for dinner,” Eddie said to Jack. “Tell my father about the new brewery and your plans for expansion.”
Caroline waited for his answer. She’d make a devil’s bargain of her own and trade away tonight’s final slice of cake if he would stay.
“Another brewery?” her father asked Jack in a tone that was disapproving and yet curious, too.
“Yes, sir,” Jack replied.
“Don’t you already have one in Pennsylvania?”
“And one in Boston, as well.”
Papa frowned. “Then why buy any more?”
“For the same reasons your grandfather bought those regional railroads, sir. Consolidation of power and resources.”
Papa flicked his hand as though shooing away a gnat. “Breweries aren’t the same thing at all.”
Caroline settled in to eavesdrop. She felt sheer joy at hearing a conversation of more import than whether it was appropriate to have the lettering on one’s calling card embossed.
“With all due respect, sir, you’re wrong,” Jack said.
Papa rose from the ornate carved chair Mama claimed was Imperial Chinese. He joined Jack and Eddie in front of the cavernous fireplace, stepping on one of the two tiger skins on the floor while on his way. Caroline tried to avoid looking at the tigers. She’d been thirteen when Papa had brought them home from a hunting trip, and she’d cried well into the night upon seeing them.
Caroline focused on the gentlemen. They looked so civilized in their black evening suits, though Papa’s was cut to accommodate his girth. He ate with the same robust passion he gave the rest of life.
“I’m wrong, am I?” he asked Jack, clearly warming to the debate.
Caroline’s mother must have known that her window of opportunity for a dinner without Jack Culhane had closed.
“O’Brien, see that there’s room at the table for Mister Culhane,” she said.
The butler, who was an expert at appearing and disappearing with ghostly skill, left only to appear an impossibly short time later and announce that dinner was served.
They entered the dining room, which had been known to seat three hundred when Mama was having one of her larger parties. Their footsteps echoed all the way to the ceiling, with its frescoes of fat little cherubs, platters of fruit, and women who’d always looked to Caroline to be in some form of distress.
Jack was ushered to a spot just to Caroline’s right. She glanced at her mother to see if a mistake had been made. Jack should have been seated far closer to Papa so that they could continue to converse. Apparently not, since her mother wore a content smile, probably at the thought of having quashed business talk. O’Brien looked pleased with himself, too. Caroline would never understand how the butler managed to read Mama’s mind, but he was a master at it.
The family settled in, and wine was poured. Mama and the twins talked of the tea they’d attended in the afternoon while most everyone else attempted to appear interested. Caroline, however, was too occupied by trying not to be so conscious of Jack.
Warmth seemed to roll from him. She caught a hint of wood smoke that must have traveled with him from his afternoon’s adventures. She glanced his way and found that he’d been looking at her, so she pretended great interest in the silver of her place setting.
The first course was served: a little quail that had been stuffed with something or another. After a tiny bite, Caroline set her fork on the plate’s edge. Good thing, too, because she was under extra scrutiny after this morning’s fitting.
“We must improve Rosemeade’s grounds and refurnish it immediately. It’s entirely lacking in elegance. If we didn’t need to be in residence no later than July first, I’d say to raze the whole thing and start over. But with both Bremerton and the season upon us, I shouldn’t get carried away,” Mama said to Papa after being sure Caroline had left her quail to languish.
“Do whatever you wish,” Caroline’s father replied. That was his stock answer for anything regarding the family’s residences, which he left wholly to his wife.
Caroline wasn’t feeling quite so calm. Their Newport summer cottage was her favorite. While it was hardly small at forty rooms, its Tudor-style stone-and-timber exterior gave it a sense of simplicity that this house lacked. Rosemeade also held memories of the many summer days when she’d chased after Eddie and Jack. Her heart would break if those were wiped away.
“Why would Rosemeade need improvement? It’s perfect just as it is,” she said.
“Perfect? Perfect to entertain a duke?” Mama asked.
Caroline could feel her hard-fought control evaporating.
“What duke?” she asked. “Bremerton’s not a duke unless both his father and grandfather conveniently die.”
Her mother couldn’t have looked more shocked if frogs had sprung from Caroline’s mouth.
“Caroline, really!”
“It’s true, Mama. That’s the one fact you have. What you don’t know is what sort of man he is … if he’s kind or smart or has a good smile,” she said, thinking of Jack’s smile. “And—”
“Caroline, be quiet!” her mother commanded.
But Caroline’s words might as well have been those frogs because she couldn’t stop them. “And for once, could we have something that isn’t made to look like something other than what it is?”
She waved her hand at the room’s rosewood moldings that her mother had ordered covered in gold-leaf. “Could we have wood and not make it look like gold?”
She pointed a finger at the marble fireplace that had been detailed to look like burled oak. “And stone that isn’t painted like wood?”
She settled one hand against the half-high bodice of her silk-and-chiffon dinner dress, which, as far as she was concerned, was too fussy to be tolerated.
“And me? What about me, Mama? Couldn’t we just agree that my hair is as straight as a pin and stop torturing it into curls? Couldn’t we stop dressing me as though I’m royalty when I’m just me … plain, unremarkable me?”
Caroline’s words caught up with her, and her anger passed as quickly as it had come. She’d never been able to hang on to it, which she supposed was a decent trait. A handier one would have been keeping her frustration to herself.
Her mother and father were staring at her, aghast. Amelia and Helen looked as though they were about to burst into tears. And poor Eddie was gazing raptly into his wine goblet as though the secrets to life rested there.
Caroline didn’t dare look at Jack. If she did, her humiliation would be complete. She pushed back her chair and rose.
“I … I think I’m feeling unwell,” she said into the silence that hung over the table. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll just…”
But because she had no idea what she planned to do, she simply turned and left. Her new shoes skidded on the hard floor, making her steps as wobbly as she felt inside.
She passed Annie in the hallway, but didn’t stop to ask her what in heaven’s name she was doing by the dining room. And instead of heading upstairs as she, too, should have done, Caroline rushed to the conservatory.
Once inside, she closed the glass and wrought-iron door that kept the room’s warmth and humidity neatly trapped. She paused at the finch cage and shook her head.
“I know just how you feel,” she said to the birds.
At least the birds couldn’t see through the room’s foliage to know that their kind flitted freely outside. Caroline had to watch Eddie being given full rein, while she and the twins were groomed to be Mama’s idea of perfect wives.
But that was not going to change.
The best she could do was work well within the cage that surrounded her, too. Caroline touched the tip of one finger to the pinkish edge of a delicate orchid blossom and watched it quiver. At least it was a very pretty cage, if over-furnished.
“I knew I’d find you here,” said a male voice.
TWO
Caroline looked away from the flower. Jack stood between the tall potted palms that framed the room’s entry.
“It’s just where I’d find you at Rosemeade, too. Would you mind some company?” he asked.
In his right hand was a plate bearing a thick slice of chocolate cake. Even though her appetite had fled with her outburst in the dining room, Caroline revised her prior assessment. Jack Culhane was not just perfect, he was gloriously so.
Caroline couldn’t recall the last time she’d been alone with a male who wasn’t a family member. Mama had deemed it unacceptable under any circumstance once Caroline had turned twelve. But here she was, alone with Jack. She couldn’t think of a better man with whom to break a few rules.
“Of course I don’t mind company, especially when it arrives with chocolate cake,” Caroline said to him. “But why aren’t you still in the dining room?”
“Amelia and Helen started sniffling, and I got the sense the dam was about to burst. Since I believe in self-preservation, I did what I had to do.” He extended the cake. “Are you going to take this, or should I give it back to the red-headed maid who came running after me with it?”
So Annie was behind the miracle of the cake. She might prove to be a wonderful ally if she wasn’t fired first. Caroline eyed the treat. Perhaps her appetite hadn’t fled as far as she’d thought.
“I’d hate to send you out of your way over mere dessert,” she said, reaching for the plate and fork. She speared a fat chunk of cake and sighed when its rich flavor met her mouth.
Jack grinned. “I take it the cake’s more to your taste than quail?”
“That’s me,” Caroline said after she’d swallowed. “Plain, old me.”
Jack followed her as she walked down the mossy green tile pathway between the benches of plants and on to a small wrought-iron table on which sat an open-mouthed blue-and-white jar holding a white water lily.
“Not plain, not old … and in no way unremarkable,” he said.
She glanced over her shoulder at him. He appeared to be sincere.
Caroline sat, taking care not to snag her dress on the metal chair. She didn’t usually believe compliments from gentlemen, because she had millions of reasons in the bank to doubt the giver’s sincerity. Jack was rich, though.
“Thank you,” she said.
“You’re welcome.” He was looking at her much as Eddie had been at that wine goblet. “You look different tonight.”
“My temper must have brought some color to my face,” she said.
He seemed to shake off the moment as he took the seat opposite her. “That’s probably it.” He paused and then added, “So, are you going to offer me some of that cake?”
Caroline froze. “From the same plate? And with the same fork?”
He laughed. “A lightning bolt won’t strike us. I’ve been in parts of the world where everyone shares from the same pot, no utensils at all, and to the best of my knowledge, God hasn’t turned on them yet.”
Jack had brought her the cake and missed dinner, too. Caroline glanced toward the conservatory door. If her drama at dinner had stunned her mother, this would give her fits. But no one was watching, not even the ghostly O’Brien. She handed Jack the fork and felt a tingle of rebellious glee.
“Tell me about your almost duke,” Jack said after he’d had a bite of cake. “From the stories I’ve heard about your visit to London last year, I’d have thought all Englishmen would be cowering on their side of the Atlantic.”
“Exaggerations, mostly,” she said.
“Mostly?” He leaned back in his chair and smiled at her. “Care to share?”
“I share cake, not tales,” she said. “But as a point of information, the almost duke isn’t mine. And I don’t want him to be, either.”
“That’s not a very welcoming attitude. Almost un-American,” Jack commented with a smile.
“I’m American enough that I don’t see the benefit to the Maxwell name if I snare an English title.”
“Point taken, again,” he said. “But cheer up. You might even like the almost duke once you meet him.”
Caroline couldn’t sort out which part of Jack’s statement she liked least: that he wanted her to welcome this latest marriage candidate or that he thought marriage must be orchestrated.
“Is that what you hope for with your future wife? That you’ll like each other?” she finally asked.
He didn’t look as though he appreciated having the conversation turned back on him.
“I don’t have a future wife, and I don’t plan on looking for one,” he said. “But from my bachelor’s point of view, liking one’s spouse isn’t all bad.”
Caroline made a scoffing sound.
The corner of his mouth quirked in response.
“So what is it you want, then?” he asked.
Caroline rubbed her fingertip against the thin, silver-gilt edge of the cake’s plate. She’d spent a lot of time thinking about what she wanted, and apparently could not have.
“I want passion,” she said. “I want to adore my husband so much that the thought of life without him crushes me. I want love. True, forever, burning love.”
He blinked. “You want Romeo and Juliet?”
The play happened to be one of her favorite Shakespearean works. She re-read it each summer by candlelight at Rosemeade. If that made her a romantic ninny, so be it.
“What’s so horrible about Romeo and Juliet?” she asked.
“Other than that they died stupidly young?” he countered before tucking into the cake.
She glared at him. “Do you have a romantic bone in your body?”
“I’ve got practical bones,” he replied. “Tough, Irish practical bones. And what do you know about burning love, anyway?”
Caroline knew about unrequited love. She knew how she felt nearly breathless—and not from a tight corset—when Jack entered a room. But she would never tell him that. He thought highly enough of himself already.
“I don’t know as much as I plan to,” she said aloud.
He laughed. “Your mother would keel over if she heard you say that.”
She took the fork from him. “Which is why I watch my words in front of her.”
“You’re smart,” he said. “And quick, too. If a little greedy with that cake.”
“Ha! You try being starved nightly and let me know how it works for you,” she said before taking more.
“Eat more in the afternoon,” he suggested.
Caroline smiled, but also wished life were that uncomplicated.
“Is it so bad having your future mapped out?” Jack asked.
“Yes,” she replied. “I want to do the mapping.”
“We both know that’s unlikely. You need to make the best of the situation. You’ll be a lot happier if you do.”
She had been thinking the same thing earlier, but that didn’t mean she liked hearing it from Jack, of all men.
“That’s easy for you to say, when your future’s your own,” she pointed out.
“Be practical,” Jack urged. “You’re lucky. You’re a wealthy heiress who happens to be witty and attractive.” He hesitated. “Some men might even find you beautiful.”
But not you, she thought.
“Yes, I have money,” she said. “And I can put words together, and I’m decent looking. But if you were in my shoes, would that and a spouse foisted upon you make you happy, Jack?”
He stared at her as though she were speaking in tongues.
“Well, that’s different. I’m a man.”
He couldn’t have chosen a worse answer. Caroline stood.
“Which gives you a list of rights I don’t have, but should,” she said. “I can and will take care of myself. And if you maintain this attitude about women, Jack, you’re going to wind up eating your cake alone.”
She picked up her plate and fork, and left. Jack Culhane was not gloriously perfect. He was another big, lumbering male who deserved no chocolate at all.
* * *
LATER THAT night, Jack sat in one of the pair of timeworn gold brocade chairs in front of the drawing room fireplace, at the home he shared with his father.
Home?
It was a mansion, though not as serious in its pursuit of the title as the Maxwell family’s near-palace. Less stuffed to the rafters, too. Having lived in a male household since his mother’s death twenty years before, Jack didn’t understand the apparent female need for clutter-gathering. And after dessert tonight with Caroline Maxwell, he was beginning to believe he didn’t understand females, either.
The scrawny little girl trailing after him had grown up. He supposed he’d known that for a while, but somehow Caroline had become part of the landscape to him. Until tonight. When her face had lit up as she’d started speaking her mind, he’d realized she was beautiful.
Her black hair and those thick lashes fringing light brown eyes weren’t what a man saw on the usual American Miss. Neither was her plump lower lip, which had riveted his attention. And her declaration of wanting to experience burning love wasn’t the usual talk from a demure debutante, either.
Jack stretched out his legs and smiled. He’d enjoyed Caroline’s opinions and independence, even when she’d turned on him. He’d bet that spark was going to be extinguished, though. Bernard and Agnes would marry her off to the highest title, and she’d end up in a damp ruin of a house with a man who would find her more odd than interesting. That was a shame, but it wasn’t his business.
The pungent scent of the peat his father had shipped from Ireland wafted from the fireplace, drawing Jack from thoughts of Caroline Maxwell’s circumstances. Others had struggled and won; she might, too.
Da had taken on America and ended up owning timber tracts and coal mines from here to the Mississippi. And he’d raised Jack to understand the benefits of hard work. One trip to Da’s birthplace in hardscrabble County Donegal had driven that home.
And so Jack worked. Today’s purchase had been six months in the making. After he picked up one more brewery he had his eye on in Rhode Island, his holdings would be complete. Da was proud, though he wished Jack had chosen whiskey over beer. But Jack had been keeping a close eye on the temperance groups. Hard spirits stood a greater risk of eventually being outlawed. And Jack liked beer, as wrong-headed as whiskey-loving Da might find that.
The fat, round-faced clock on the mantel had just chimed ten when Jack’s father entered. Jack knew he was seeing what he’d look like in thirty years. They shared the same stubborn set of the jaw and the same dark Irish skin. And like his father, he’d probably still be dressed in his day clothes well into the night, with shirtsleeves rolled up and wrinkled after a hard day’s work.
“You, again?” Da asked in a teasing voice as he settled into the chair next to Jack’s. “Does it not bother you, livin’ under my roof? When I was your age, I was long gone from home.”
“I’ve seen the place. You had more incentive to leave.”
Da gave a bark of laughter. “True enough. I should have made things rougher on you.”
Jack grinned. “Are you kicking me to the curb?”
“I could have ten of you under this roof and our paths would still not cross more than once a day.”
Jack noted the lack of a real answer. Da was crafty with his words.
“You are home early, though,” his father said.
“Dinner was cut short. Domestic drama at the Maxwell’s.”
“No surprise there.” Da gave Jack a sideways glance. “Are you not going to ask me why I’m home before midnight on a card night?”
“I’m not sure I want to know,” Jack replied.
His father grinned. “Sure, you do. I won myself a Newport cottage off Harry Benton. The man doesn’t know when to quit, and I do.”
But Harry had also once won a tract of Michigan timber from Da. Jack had no doubt that winning the cottage had felt sweet.
“How large a cottage?” he asked.
“A house on Mill Street, looking over Touro Park. The place is small, I’m hearing. Less than twenty rooms, but more than a Culhane has owned there before.”
“Great, but what are you going to do with it?”
“Why, sign it over to you, of course,” Da said. “You can fix it up. It will make a grand gift for your bride.”
“I don’t have a bride.”
“At your age, you should.”
If today’s warm spring air had spurred all the marriage talk, Jack hoped for a cold snap.
“Keep the house, Da. You might marry again.”
“No other woman could be what your mam was to me. You, though … it’s time you found a wife.”
“I like being single.”
“I’m meaning this, Jack. There comes a time when a man needs to move on. This is yours. You’ve had your fun, and it’s time to think of the future. Do you want to be alone?”
“I’m not. I’ve got you to bother the hell out of me.”
Da snorted. “Only when you’re being an arse. I’ve not given you many orders, and mostly you’ve done what you should. But now I’m telling you to get married and be sure there’s an heir to grow what we’ve both built.”
It looked as though Caroline’s parents hadn’t cornered the market on empire building. Now Jack had an inkling of how she felt. Of course, he had money of his own and could walk if he chose. But he respected his father and would hear him out.
“Is there any special sort of heiress you think I should be shopping for?” he asked, letting out some of his general annoyance.
“Don’t be an eejit,” Da replied. “The money doesn’t matter. Marry for love.”
Love. That, at least, should buy him some time.
* * *
CAROLINE’S SATURDAY started with an early summons to her mother’s sitting room. Mama let Caroline linger on the thick, floral Aubusson rug outside her door for a few minutes before she was allowed inside—just long enough for Caroline to begin to worry about the repercussions of last night’s speech. She could take a lecture, but not another curtailment of her freedom. She’d had precious little of that since her last London season, when her methods for running off suitors hadn’t impressed her mother.
“Good morning, Mama,” Caroline said after her mother’s maid had finally ushered her inside.
Caroline kept her gaze trained on her mother. Mama’s quarters tended to distract her, and she needed to be focused.
“Good morning,” her mother replied from her perch at her ornate little Louis XV writing desk. Pomeroy, who looked quite imperial this morning, sat on a gold-embroidered pillow at her feet. “We need to consult about your schedule for the week.”
“Yes, of course,” Caroline said. Then, because she preferred to take consequences head on, she added, “But don’t you want to address last night’s dinner with me?”
“We’re going to pretend it didn’t happen,” Mama replied as she paged though a sheaf of papers.
Caroline knew her mother was constitutionally incapable of holding back a lecture. And Caroline didn’t want to pretend. After nearly a year of keeping her emotions bottled up, she felt ready to explode. It was wrong, though, to vent on Mama. She was only doing what she thought was right. Jack, though, had made an intriguing target. And she’d already forgiven him for thinking like a man. He could hardly help it.
“Are you smiling?” her mother asked.
Caroline started a bit. “I might have been.”
She’d been thinking of Jack, after all.
“You were, and I can’t see why, after last night.”
“You were right to say we should let it go, Mama.”
Her mother nodded firmly. “And so we shall. We’re all under some pressure with the summer season about to start, and I can appreciate that your nerves might have gotten the better of you. But today is a new day, and we must begin to plan for Lord Bremerton’s arrival.”
And that was about the best one could hope for Mama letting something go.
“I will be occupied with the improvements to Rosemeade,” her mother said. “I plan to leave for Newport this afternoon. If Mrs. Longhorne cannot accommodate me at Villa Blanca. I might have to stay at Rosemeade during the work,” she said with a delicate shudder at the thought of such inconvenience.
“I’m sure Mrs. Longhorne will help out,” Caroline said. Villa Blanca, which had been built six years prior for Esmé Longhorne’s debut, had more than a dozen guest rooms.
“We shall see,” Mama said. “I will expect you and the twins to follow your weekly schedules in my absence. No making a worry of yourself for your papa, and no extra eating.”
“Of course, Mama,” Caroline said. Her toes were twitching within her ankle boots at the very thought of getting out of the house and breathing free air.
Her mother held a piece of paper a distance from her eyes. “It says here…” She squinted, and Caroline bit down on the impulse to hand Mama her spectacles. “Ah, yes. It says that you have a luncheon with Harriet Vandermeulen, and later in the afternoon a group of you are scheduled for a bicycle ride in Central Park. Is that correct?”
“Yes, Mama.”
That was the official activity, though Caroline had long had another destination planned. Because, of course, the best way of working with Mama was to work around her.
Her mother set the paper down. “Harriet wears knickerbockers when she cycles, does she not?”
“Yes, Mama.”
“No matter what they say, knickerbocker outfits are unseemly,” Mama said with a rueful shake of her head. “You must pedal away from Harriet.”
That, Caroline was guaranteed to do.
THREE
Bicycling with a pack of giggling debutantes wasn’t something Jack relished. Or even generally subjected himself to. But tomorrow he was heading to Newport to see the new cottage, and later in the week he planned to meet with the owner of the Providence brewery to negotiate a sale. That left him today to pretend to be wife-seeking. If he didn’t go through the motions, Da would never let the idea rest.
This morning Jack had accepted a cycling invitation that Charles Vandermeulen had sent over a week ago. Whether it was a case of better late than never remained to be seen. The Vandermeulen family was anxious to see Charles’s sister, Harriet, married off. And Charles seemed to have decided that he’d like Jack as a brother-in-law. Jack, however, found Harriet disinteresting, though well-mannered. In short, she was the total opposite of Caroline.
Jack approached the group gathered on the edge of Central Park where it met Fifth Avenue. A dozen future rulers of New York society stood by their bicycles under two broad and leafy sycamore trees, avoiding the bright afternoon sun. He wondered how the wool-clad group would avoid dropping of exhaustion on this unseasonably warm day. He worried about the women, especially, in their jackets with both blouses and vests beneath, not to mention their long skirts. Even those who wore shorter skirts with voluminous knickerbockers peeking from beneath would feel the heat. Because Jack chose not to roast, he’d grabbed a yachting blazer made of cotton. Functionality interested him, not fashion.
“There you are, old man,” Charles cried as Jack coasted to a stop and dismounted.
Jack did feel old compared to this crew. Under one tree he’d already spotted the Maxwell twins, along with a handful of their little friends. They were all barely out of the nursery. Slightly older cyclists had gathered beneath the second tree. And he did mean slightly. At age twenty-three, Charles’s sister appeared to be the eldest.
Charles approached and shook Jack’s hand. Round of build, with wavy brownish hair and a usually serious demeanor, Charles looked as trustworthy as the heir to a banking fortune should. He’d entered Princeton the same year as Jack. Charles, along with classmate Eddie Maxwell, had made sure Jack received invitations into the best dining clubs, though he wasn’t from a top-drawer family. Jack had appreciated the gesture, even if he hadn’t cared one hell of a lot about making inroads with the worst of the snobs.
“So glad you could make it,” Charles said to Jack.
“Happy to be here,” Jack replied automatically.
Then he realized that might actually be true. He’d just spotted Caroline in the deep shade of the first tree. If her dark hair hadn’t given her away, the seductive curve of her waist to her hips would have.
This outing might be tolerable, after all. Jack began to head in Caroline’s direction, but Charles held him back.
“My sister Harriet is here,” he said in a cheerful tone. “Have I ever introduced you to her?”
“Yes, you have,” Jack said. When Charles’s brown spaniel eyes drooped, he added, “But it’s been some time.”
“Then let’s go over and renew the acquaintance,” Charles said. “Bring your bicycle. We’ll be heading off soon.”
It was clear to Jack that he was expected to be Harriet’s partner.
“Harriet,” Charles called. “Look who’s joining us at the last minute!”
Instead of just Harriet, the entire group looked their way. Jack lifted a hand in a casual wave and shot a smile specifically at Caroline. She smiled back. Maybe last night’s storm had blown over.
Harriet hurried over to greet him. As she talked, Jack could see why any number of men might be pleased to have someone like her as a wife. Her blond hair was thick and beautiful, her teeth were straight, and her nose pert. She didn’t require much participation in a conversation, either. Jack nodded and made polite responses as she chattered in her high-pitched tones.
All the while, Caroline kept looking over, aggravation growing more obvious on her face. Harriet and her brother were talking about Harriet’s skill at archery when Caroline stalked over.
“Excuse me for interrupting, Charles, but do you think we could be on our way?”
Charles looked at her blankly.
She gave him a stunning smile.
“Oh, yes. Yes, of course,” he stammered.
“Thank you,” she said.
Charles trotted off to do Caroline’s bidding.
“Good job,” Jack said to her.
“I try to do my best,” she replied.
“Caroline, Jack and I were just talking about archery,” Harriet announced, moving a step closer to him.
Caroline must have noted the proprietary move because amusement began to sparkle in her eyes. “Were you?”
“Yes.” Harriet tilted her head and assessed Caroline. “You know, I’ve never seen you engage in archery while at Newport. Why is that?”
Jack supposed Harriet was trying to showcase her superior assets.
Caroline grinned. “I guess I’ve never found the right target. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I think it’s time to ride.”
Bull’s-eye, Jack thought.
He glanced at Harriet. Even her little rosebud mouth had wilted. Because it was the gentlemanly thing to do, and because she deserved some consolation after venturing so far out of her league, Jack held out his elbow to her. “Shall we go?”
With Charles and Caroline at the front, the group pedaled the park’s trails for more than an hour, finally ending up by the Lake, where a picnic site, complete with canvas spread on the ground to protect the ladies’ skirts, awaited.
Jack managed to slip away from Harriet while she was being served lemonade. He took advantage of the time by catching up with various acquaintances. All the while, though, he kept an eye on Caroline. Before the food had even been set out, she’d moved on to linger on the path next to her bicycle. She kept glancing around as though looking for something … or someone.
Harriet caught up with him. Jack listened with half an ear to her description of the pearls her older sister had received when she’d married a French count. He didn’t think Harriet would take well to the news that he had no pearls and didn’t plan to offer marriage.
Caroline had beckoned her sisters over. Jack tried to catch what she was saying to them, but Harriet was coming through too clearly.
Caroline mounted her bike and took off.
Curiosity got the better of Jack.
“If you’ll excuse me for a moment,” he said to Harriet.
Jack joined Amelia and Helen, who stood at the path’s edge, watching Caroline pedal away.
“Where’s your sister off to?” he asked the girls.
“She’s not feeling well and is going home,” Helen—or was it Amelia?—said.
“It is a little warm today,” the other twin chimed in.
“You might consider removing your jackets,” he suggested since their faces had reached a crimson hue.
“We couldn’t!” said one girl. The other piped in with, “Mama would be appalled.”
But Mama was home, where Caroline soon would be. Except, Jack suddenly realized, she’d headed off in the wrong direction.
“Pardon me,” he said to the girls before turning heel and heading to his bicycle.
It didn’t take long to find Caroline. She had exited the park at West 77th Street. He watched as she walked her bicycle across Central Park West and started toward the Natural History Museum.
Was she having an assignation there with a secret beau? The idea left a bad taste in Jack’s mouth. Caroline was sheltered and sweet … mostly. Who knew what sort of opportunist might be taking advantage of her?
Telling himself he was doing this for all the right reasons, Jack crossed the road, dodging carriages, wagons, and a few curses thrown his way. If any man was going to spend the afternoon with Caroline Maxwell, Jack was damned determined it would be he.
* * *
ANOTHER RIVULET of perspiration worked its way between Caroline’s breasts. As soon as she returned home, she would have money sent to the leaders of the rational dress movement to aid them in their cause. Why should a woman have to perish of heat or tangle in a bicycle chain when engaging in what was supposed to be healthful exercise?
The museum’s meager bicycle rack was full. Caroline walked her bike to a cluster of shrubbery to the left of the front entrance and leaned it against a fat and tall yew. She still had to deal with the leather straps that were supposed to keep the skirts of her murderous bicycling costume closer to her ankles. She stepped between the bush and the building and bent down to free herself.
“The picnic is back in the park,” announced a male voice right beside her.
Caroline yelped and worked hard not to tip over. She’d never give Jack the satisfaction.
“Yes, but there’s a free lecture in the library right now,” she said as she got the last of her straps undone.
She stood and smoothed her skirt.
He eyed her suspiciously. “A lecture?”
“Yes, on last year’s Columbian Exposition. What did you think I was here for?”
He began to reply, but Caroline knew she’d find his explanation less compelling than the lecture.
“Never mind,” she said. “I’m already late.”
She was almost up the museum steps before she noticed that Jack was behind her.
“You’d better hurry back to the picnic. Harriet will be waiting,” she half teased as he pulled even.
“She can keep,” Jack replied. “I want to hear this lecture you find so important.”
She smiled. “You don’t think there’s really a lecture, do you?”
His skeptical expression remained firmly in place. “I’ll keep you company, if you don’t mind.”
“Suit yourself.”
By the time they reached the library, the lecture had begun. All seats were taken. Caroline stood behind the last row and allowed herself only one smug smile at Jack for not having believed her.
The assistant curator giving the talk was so far away, and the lighting so poor, that Caroline knew she’d scarcely be able to see the photos. All the same, she’d stay. There was no telling when she’d be able to orchestrate a museum day again.
Jack stood by her side, arms crossed over his chest. About five minutes into the lecture, he leaned close and said in a low voice, “Let me see if I understand this. You’re attending a lecture about an exhibition that’s over and done with, which itself was just displays about how people in other lands live.”
“Yes.”
“That’s life third-hand.”
Didn’t he think she knew that?
“I’m lucky to be here at all,” she quietly said. “Mama thinks if I’m seen in a museum, I’ll be labeled a bluestocking. And certainly my parents didn’t let me go to Chicago last year.”
A silver-haired woman with spectacles who was seated in front of Caroline turned around and shushed her.
She whispered sorry and then glared at Jack.
“If you don’t like it here, leave,” she whispered.
Instead a large hand curled around her wrist.
She tried to tug free, but he mouthed, “Trust me.”
Jack led her out the door and down the hallway.
“Where are we going?” she asked.
“To life once removed.” He looked down at her and smiled. “That’s an improvement, don’t you think?”
“Yes,” she agreed.
He released her wrist and ushered her down the main set of stairs. The heels of her boots tapped a quick rhythm on the marble as she worked to keep up with his longer stride.
They stopped outside a crowded exhibition hall that bore a sign reading ALASKA.
“I wish I could have had you here a few weeks ago,” Jack said as they took their place at the end of the line.
She glanced up at him. “The exhibition opened only last week.” This, too, had been one of the spots she’d hoped to visit today. “How did you get in?”
“I’ve met Lieutenant Emmons,” he replied.
Some girls fancied stage actors or opera singers. Caroline dreamed of explorers. Emmons was both an officer in the navy and a renowned photographer and collector of Alaskan artifacts.
“You’ve met him? Where?” she asked. And, yes, she had sounded a little breathless.
“In Alaska,” Jack replied casually. “Three summers ago.”
“Really?”
He smiled. “Yes, really.”
“And the wildest place I’ve seen is Central Park,” she said, feeling a little glum. “What’s it like in Alaska?”
“Savage,” he said. “Beautiful. Wild. I’ve seen the blue ice of glaciers drop into the sea, and whales breach, and flocks of puffins work to get their fat bodies from the sea and into the air.”
“Stop,” Caroline said. “You’re making me jealous.”
“Then go there. See the world. You’d eat it up, Caroline.”
“I can’t. The only thing I’m allowed to see are flocks of nobles in need of a fortune.”
He was silent for a moment. “Maybe later, then. After you’ve married your noble, you can travel.”
Caroline did her best to work up a smile in response. Jack’s words had been a valiant effort to give her hope, but they both knew he’d failed.
They approached a case holding photographs of Native Americans in their exotic ceremonial garb.
“Tlingit tribe,” Jack said, and then told her of his experiences with them.
Life second-hand was better than nothing, Caroline supposed. And Jack did have a way of talking. She could almost see herself there, with him. And truly, she could think of no place she would rather be.
They toured the Alaska exhibit and moved on to the fossil hall. After that, as they walked into the mammalian area, Caroline happened to glance at a clock.
“Oh, no!” she cried.
“What?”
“Amelia and Helen will be home already. If they find I’m not there, they’ll raise an alarm with our father.”
Jack took her arm in his and turned them toward the exit. “Then let’s get moving.”
Caroline was breathless by the time he’d hurried them to the hidden spot where she’d left her bicycle, but she was calmer, too.
“It’s not so bad,” she said to Jack. “Mama is on her way to Newport, and she’s the one who’d be most upset.”
Jack laughed. “I can imagine.”
Caroline smiled back. “Thank you.”
“For what?”
“For today. The stories … touring the museum with me. You’re the first person who has had as much fun there as I do.”
“It’s not usually this good for me, either,” he replied.
Caroline moved closer to him, close enough that they nearly touched.
Aha! she thought. This was how it was supposed to feel to be young.
Jack looked down at her, and she read a note of caution in his solemn expression. But she deserved this. She deserved to experience life first-hand.
Caroline set her hands on his broad shoulders and went up on tiptoe. With no grace at all, she landed her mouth on his.
He froze for a moment, and she thought he was going to push her away. Instead he settled his hands on her waist and adjusted the angle of their kiss. Dear heaven, it felt so good. His lips were firm and hot, and her heart pounded with wanting more.
They couldn’t have been there long, not that Caroline retained a sense of time, when the sound of children laughing made them pull back. Two boys around age ten were watching. They made mocking kissing noises as they ran off, still laughing.
Jack took another step back and shook his head. “You shouldn’t have done that. It wasn’t a good idea.”
“It wasn’t, was it,” she agreed, since it seemed that was what he wanted to hear.
He looked at her a moment longer. Embarrassment began to warm her face.
“I need to leave,” she said.
She wrestled her bicycle from the yew, refusing Jack’s help, then climbed on with no regard at all for her un-cinched skirt, and headed home.
The ride was a blur. The possibility of having to deal with Papa was less bleak than the sure knowledge she’d have to deal with Jack again. If she was going to be idiot enough to kiss him, could she have not at least done it in a private place and with some amount of skill?
Living life first-hand was a messy thing.
Once home, Caroline left her bicycle at the bottom of the steps to have a servant stow it away. Weary, she entered the house.
“Good evening, Miss Caroline,” said O’Brien, who stood not three feet away.
Caroline jumped. “O’Brien, you startled me!”
“My apologies, Miss,” he said.
She gave him a sketchy smile and headed upstairs. If she could make it to her room without crossing the twins’ paths, she’d at least be safe from trouble here.
Caroline held her breath as she tiptoed past their doors and on to her end suite of rooms. She slipped inside. After her door was closed, she leaned against it, unpinned her hat, and breathed a sigh of pure relief.
“You needn’t sound so content with yourself,” her mother said.
Caroline jumped again.
“Hello, Mama,” she said once she’d recovered. “I thought you were on your way to Newport.”
“I was delayed. It appears that you were, as well. From wherever you were.”
“I was on a bicycle ride,” she said, thinking at least in this she could be honest.
“So were your sisters. They arrived home thirty minutes ago. They expected to find you in your room, recovering from the effects of the sun. Imagine their surprise … and mine … when we discovered you were not here.”
“If you were not on a bicycle ride, where were you, Caroline?”
Caroline opted for another partial truth. “I went to the museum.”
“Which one?”
“The Natural History Museum, right by the park.”
Her mother sighed. “That sounds likely. But your sisters managed to stay with the group. Why couldn’t you?”
“Because I find museums more interesting than bicycles. You know how much I love to learn. I wish I didn’t have to sneak around you to do it.”
“I let you take the admission examinations for both Oxford and Yale,” Mama said as though that settled the matter.
“And I passed both. You should have let me go, even if it was just to Vassar. At least then I could have done one thing for myself before I gave up the rest of my life to some duke or viscount.”
“It’s an honor to marry nobility,” her mother replied.
“Let Amelia or Helen have the honor.”
“When their time comes, they will. But this is your year, Caroline, and Bremerton will be the man. I can just feel it! And this is for you … for your future and your children’s future.” She paused and then added, “And let’s be clear about one thing. After today, there will be no more contact with other men.”
Had someone other than those boys seen her kiss Jack?
Despite the sickly taste of panic on her tongue, Caroline calmly asked, “What are you talking about?”
“Jack Culhane,” Mama replied. “The twins are good girls. They told me he left soon after you.”
This time Caroline would go with a lie. Why bring Jack into the mess?
“He might have left after me, but he certainly wasn’t with me,” she said.
Her mother scrutinized her, but Caroline held steady.
“If you say so,” Mama finally said. “But tomorrow afternoon, you and the twins will be with me on the Fall River boat to Newport. I won’t risk a repeat of whatever might have happened today.”
“Fine, Mama. I’ll have Annie pack my trunks.”
“It’s already being done.”
So, Newport it was. Caroline could think of worse fates. Among them would be seeing Jack Culhane before she could dim the memory of that kiss.
FOUR
Mama believed in schedules. If the steamer Plymouth was to disembark from Pier 28 of the North River at 5:00 P.M., all Maxwell females would be ensconced in their parlor rooms no later than 3:30. Caroline would have liked to believe that Mama’s timeliness was out of consideration for their fellow passengers. She knew better, though. Mama did not believe in her daughters mixing with people whom she had not approved as socially acceptable. Thus Caroline and the twins had been whisked into solitude.
Only serendipitous timing had stopped Caroline’s mother from using the family’s private yacht, the Conqueror, for this Newport trip. Papa was having the ship’s engines vetted to be certain he could vanquish even the Vanderbilts in a transatlantic voyage. Caroline could not have been happier. Public transport on the Plymouth, with its non-Mama-approved contingent, gave her hope for some adventure, even if it was simply seeing new faces and listening in on a conversation or two.
Caroline walked softly across the rose-patterned carpet and put her ear to the wall that separated her room from Mama’s. Luckily, the walnut veneer did little to stop sound from traveling.
“I must fall asleep before supper or it will be another miserable voyage for me,” Mama was saying to her maid, Berta.
Mama didn’t get seasick so much as she got sea-worried. Thoughts of storms and sinking tended to work her into a state.
“Shall I have tea brought, ma’am?” Berta asked.
“Yes,” Caroline’s mother replied. “Actually, no. What if it arrives after I sleep and the commotion wakes me? Just sit, Berta, keep company with Pomeroy, and be ready to answer if anyone comes to the door.”
Caroline smiled. That made two less pairs of eyes on her. It was unfortunate that Mama didn’t take well to the water, but as Papa always said, “Seize the day.”
And so Caroline would … or at least the time before dinner. Then Mama would emerge from her stateroom, pale and perspiring, and insist that she join—and guard—Caroline, Amelia, and Helen during dinner at the captain’s table. Though Caroline’s room was comfortable, boasting a double bed dressed in fresh white linens, as well as a sofa and a chaise, she wanted to see the rest of the ship.
It was now 5:30, and the steamer was well underway. Caroline took a quick look at herself in the small mirror above the room’s three fitted drawers. Her dark blue hat with ostrich trim sat straight and true. Her color was a bit high, but if she kept her eyes downcast and worked to be unobtrusive, surely she’d blend in. She fluffed her blue jacket’s fat leg-of-mutton sleeves and readied for adventure.
After opening the door and peeking out, she stepped onto the deck. All was good. No one was in front of Mama’s room, or the twins’, the next one down. She locked her stateroom door and slipped the flat brass key into her petit point purse.
Avoiding Mama’s room, Caroline headed toward the ship’s bow. A handful of her fellow passengers stood at the rail, watching the waves roll as the ship entered the mouth of Long Island Sound. The less brave stood back a conservative distance. Caroline slipped through a gap in the crowd and neared the rail. Above her, the Fall River Line’s blue-and-white flag snapped in the breeze. Her heart felt lighter. For the first time since she’d returned home yesterday, she felt as though she could breathe.
The shore fell away to deeper blue-green water. If Caroline closed her eyes, she could imagine herself a thousand different places: in an Alaskan sound at the height of summer with those puffins Jack had spoken of taking flight around her, or perhaps Ireland, where a blue bay met rolling land so green that its beauty would capture her forever.
But actual life at the rail was growing chilly and damp as the humid air sank into the fabric of Caroline’s dress. She went through the double doors amidships and made her way aft, toward the grand saloon. It seemed, though, that half the ship’s passengers had the same destination in mind.
Instead of jostling in the hall, Caroline approached the main stairway. Its thick Turkish carpet seemed an odd mate to the Corinthian columns topped with wildly fanciful filigreed brass light fixtures that served as the stairs’ newel posts. Mama would be envious at the sight of such busyness.
Caroline entered the gallery saloon, which looked down on the larger grand saloon. Ladies and gentlemen walked about below, watching as much as they were being watched. Some sat in chairs that lined the ornate plaster walls, whispering comments to one another as a woman in a particularly bright—and some would say unsuitable—dress strolled by.
Even Caroline couldn’t stop herself from watching the canary amidst the quieter birds. The woman stopped and settled her hand on the arm of a broad-shouldered man who had his back to Caroline. His head dipped down as he listened to her, no doubt all ears. There was an intimacy between the two that Caroline envied.
She knew it was impolite to gawk, but having spent the years since her debut as the subject of much gawking, she allowed herself the pleasure. The woman was of indeterminate years and quite beautiful. Her lips were the shade of blood rubies, her hair the deep color of chestnuts, and her skin an unblemished ivory. She also seemed unruffled by the stares of others, almost as though she found them amusing.
She definitely sensed Caroline’s rapt attention because she looked up to the gallery. This was no time to become reticent. Caroline nodded to her. The woman smiled slightly and nodded back. Caroline’s hands tightened on the railing. She’d wanted adventure. Even a few words with a woman such as this would qualify. The woman murmured something to her partner. He turned and looked up.
Caroline froze. It was Jack Culhane.
His eyes were shaded by the brim of his hat. She wished for the same protection. Her shock had to be obvious, since her heart was leaping at a hare’s pace. She wanted to know who this woman was to Jack, but at the same time she wanted to pretend she’d never witnessed them.
Caroline rounded the curved railing until she was in a spot where she could neither see him nor be seen. But Jack, too, had moved, and without his companion. He looked up at her. She’d never witnessed a pirate’s cocky smile any more than she’d worn a bright yellow, low-cut gown in the early evening like his lady friend. Still, she’d wager a buccaneer had a grin no bolder than Jack’s.
Caroline was irritated by his ease. She was the polished product of a lifetime of education in etiquette, decorum, and maintaining one’s composure. But those lessons had fled. She wheeled around and nearly tripped over two little girls who’d been walking with their parents behind her.
“Oh, I’m so sorry,” she said but didn’t stop hurrying toward the stairway.
When she reached the stairs, Jack already stood at the bottom. Since there was only one way down for her, he looked quite pleased with his location. Caroline debated going back to the gallery, but the laughing glint of challenge she caught in his eyes stopped her. If she were still a reckless child, she’d bring him facedown on the carpet. Unfortunately, she was grown.
Caroline started down the stairs. She was two from the bottom when she spotted Annie quickly weaving through the other passengers. Her black coat was half-buttoned, and no hat sat atop her head.
“Annie?” Caroline called.
The maid halted. Relief washed over her features.
“There you are, Miss,” she said as she shouldered her way in front of Jack. “Berta sent me to your cabin to dress your hair. Your mother’s ready to dine. We must move quickly!”
Caroline brushed by Jack.
“Saved by the maid,” he said as she passed.
* * *
HALF AN hour later, Caroline sat at the captain’s table with her sisters and mother, an elderly couple from Boston, a scowling Philadelphia banker, and Captain Davis. All the room’s white linen–covered tables were filled with diners. The long, narrow space buzzed with conversation, nearly drowning out the violinists who sat in the far corner playing to no one in particular. Waiters in black coats bustled about filling water goblets and whisking away empty plates.
Mama and Captain Davis were discussing the new ship currently being built for the line. Mama was giving advice regarding the décor, suggesting either Baroque or Louis XVI. Based on the mix of ornate woodwork and austere columns in this room, Caroline doubted the line’s owners felt constrained to just one style. And since she didn’t especially care, she let her attention drift.
Jack and the woman in yellow sat on the opposite side of the room at a table with one other couple. She was smiling at something Jack was saying to the gentleman across from him. The table broke into laughter. Caroline sighed. Clearly, their conversation didn’t center on furnishings. Now the woman was speaking, and the couple opposite had seemed to move in closer. Jack looked as dark and handsome as ever, blast him. And if he sensed her watching, he wasn’t letting on.
“Caroline, is that Jack Culhane over there?” Amelia asked.
Caroline lifted her fork as though she’d actually been eating the food on her plate. “Where?”
“Where you’ve been looking for the past five minutes,” Amelia replied, her expression alight with excitement. “Right there, by the lady in the yellow dress.”
Mama, who was sitting to Caroline’s left, broke off her chat with the captain.
“Have you something you wish to add to my conversation with Captain Davis?” she asked Amelia.
“No, Mama. I was asking Caroline if that was Jack Culhane over there, right by—”
Caroline nudged her sister’s ankle with the tip of her shoe. Amelia caught on and let her words drop.
But Mama scoured the room. Caroline could peg the exact moment her mother spotted Jack, and then Jack’s lady friend. Mama’s eyes narrowed and she looked as though she’d tasted something unpleasant.
Mama said nothing aloud. She returned her attention to the captain and apologized for Amelia speaking out of turn. But the damage had been done. Though Jack had never had a warm welcome from Mama, Caroline was sure it was bound to grow chillier, yet.
* * *
IT WAS nearly midnight. Jack stood by the bow rail at the fore of the walkway that led to his room. The stars lit the sky almost as brightly as the small electric lights dotting the Plymouth’s outer passageway lit the ship’s deck. Most of the passengers had retired to their cabins, but he was restless. Running into Flora Willoughby today hadn’t done it. He’d always liked his father’s ex-flame and had been pleased to see her again. Flora was genuine in a way that most women of his acquaintance were not.
Except Caroline. And she was his issue.
He’d seen her watching him tonight at dinner. His equally strong interest in her was robbing him of sleep in advance of the ship’s ungodly 3 A.M. arrival at Newport Harbor.
Down to his right, a cabin door opened. A woman stepped out. All Jack could see was that she wore a coat and that her hair was down. She closed her room’s door, erasing its shadow and giving him a clearer look. Jack smiled. It was Caroline.
His first impulse was to go ask her what mischief she planned to make tonight, but if mischief were her plan, she’d have put her hair up and been sure she was presentable in case of capture. She was still her mama’s child, as hard as she seemed to be fighting against it.
Caroline stood at the rail and gazed into the night, much as he’d just been doing. Her hair was caught in a thick braid that reached nearly to her waist, and she held herself with an almost military posture he found oddly charming.
Jack kept his spot about thirty feet away. He’d give her some privacy, even if he did plan to keep an eye on her. After a minute or so, she turned in his direction, apparently planning to walk. She halted when she saw him.
Jack stepped away from the rail and closer to one of the lights. He raised a hand in greeting. He was sure she was going to turn back to the safety of her room, but she surprised him again.
“Why are you lurking about?” she asked once she’d joined him.
He laughed. “If I were lurking, I wouldn’t have moved into the light so you could see who I was.”
She fastened her coat’s top button, but not before Jack had seen the telltale thin white fabric of her nightclothes. Her tapestry slippers would have tipped him off to her state of undress, in any case.
“Fine,” she said. “I’ll be polite and ignore the coincidence of finding you so near my cabin.”
“And I’ll do the same for you,” he said.
She did a poor job of hiding her smile.
“I take it your mother was delayed in her trip to Newport?” Jack asked.
“Yes, and it seems my father isn’t the only hunter in the family. She was laying in wait for me when I returned home yesterday.”
He smiled. “And not surprisingly, you survived.”
“I was trapped, all the same. I told her about the museum trip, but nothing about you. As punishment for straying, I’m now to be on display in Newport much earlier than I had steeled myself to be.”
He smiled at her analogy. “Newport has its share of zoolike qualities.”
“As does my life,” she said, her tone light. Then she sighed. “And while we might joke about this, I do have to warn you to stay out of Mama’s path … which means you need to stay out of mine.”
“Thanks for the advice, but I like being in your path. It leads me to unexpected places.”
“I’m going to start trying for more appropriate destinations,” she said.
“Impossible.”
Caroline laughed. “You do know me, don’t you?”
“I’d say I’ve gotten to know you a lot better over the past twenty-four hours,” he replied.
She stood silent. He knew they were both thinking of that kiss.
“So why are you out here, Jack?” she eventually asked.
“I had things to think about, so I walked. And you?”
“I wanted to relish my last breaths of guaranteed freedom. We’re staying with one of Mama’s friends in Newport while Rosemeade is being improved. I don’t have set escape routes at Mrs. Longhorne’s.”
“You’ll find them,” he said. And make her mother mad with worry once she did, too.
“I’ll do my best,” she agreed.
He inclined his head toward two deck chairs not under a direct spotlight. “Care to join me?”
“Why not?” she said. “Mama is sound asleep, and the twins haven’t yet learned to take advantage of those times.”
After they’d sat, Caroline asked, “Are you leaving the ship in Newport, too?”
“Yes. My father seems to have landed a house there. I’m going to make it my base while I do some business in Providence.”
“Ah! Is this part of your business expansion that Eddie mentioned the other night?”
He couldn’t believe she recalled what had been no more than a passing reference, and that she sounded excited, too. “It is, but I won’t bore you with the details.”
“Talk of embroidery stitches bores me, not business.” She edged around in her chair so she was facing him more directly. “You have no idea how difficult it is to induce a gentleman to speak to me about business.”
She underestimated herself. For another of her haphazard kisses, he’d probably spill the ingredients to his Pennsylvania brewery’s best-selling ale.
“I’m not surprised. Most of the men you meet don’t actually set foot anyplace more taxing than their yachting clubs,” he said aloud.
“Which explains why their conversation is limited to the weather.” Caroline shook her head. “Why can’t we all be more direct?”
Jack laughed. “I haven’t seen you be indirect.”
“Much to my mother’s chagrin. But I am a bit of an oddity when compared to the other girls I know.”
“You’re not an oddity. How about we just say you’re a rare bird?”
She fell silent for a moment, then said, “Speaking of which, who was the woman you were with today?”
Jack grinned. “That’s direct, all right. Flora Willoughby is a friend.”
“I see,” Caroline said, sounding a little choked.
“There’s no need to start tiptoeing now. I didn’t say she’s my mistress or lover, I said she’s my friend.”
He took a moment to decide how much he should share with Caroline. She craved direct conversation, but she remained a pampered heiress. “Flora’s a retired actress. A number of years ago, she was also a flame of my father’s. I liked her. She was raised as the only daughter in a priviledged Chicago family, but disowned when she left to follow her own dreams of acting. She was an improbable mother figure, but she was the closest I’d had in a while.”
“Your father introduced her to you?” Caroline asked, sounding as shocked as Jack expected.
“Da is even less concerned with etiquette than I am,” he said. “But she never stayed under our roof, and he was never less than a gentleman toward her.” Jack looked into the darkness, then added, “Da wasn’t interested in marriage, though. Flora wasn’t willing to be less than his wife and so she moved on. She and I corresponded for a few years, but we lost touch. When we happened on each other earlier this afternoon, she told me she was recently widowed.”
“She wore an unusual choice of mourning garb this evening,” Caroline said.
Jack shrugged. “She’s always been colorful. Practical, too. It could be that she can’t afford a long mourning period.”
“I understand,” Caroline eventually said.
Jack supposed she did, too. While her family might shelter her, Caroline was curious. He was sure she’d seen enough of those thinly veiled items about actresses and their patrons in the newspaper.
“I’m sure she’s a very nice woman,” Caroline said as she rose. “But I should get back to my room. I’d only intended to be out long enough to admire the stars.”
Jack stood, too. He held out a hand to stop her. “Before you go, I want to make you an offer.”
She tilted her head. “Really? Not of the marriage sort, I trust. You’re not on Mama’s list.”
“Your mother has a list?” He shook his head. “Wait. Never mind. Of course she has a list.” And it was no doubt chiseled in stone, too. “But I’m offering honesty, not marriage.”
She laughed. “Heaven knows in our set those two seldom seem to go together.”
“Another reason for bachelorhood,” he said. “But I will promise to be your most honest friend. If you want to know something, ask. And I will not lie.”
“Those are dangerous words, Jack Culhane.”
Damn, but he liked this girl. “I know.”
“It’s a deal,” she said.
She held out her hand, and he took it. Her shake was warm and firm. And even if he wanted to draw her closer, he wasn’t going to.
She stepped back. “It’s off to sleep for me.” But she hadn’t taken more than five steps before she turned back and added in a cheery voice, “And Jack, the next time I see you, be prepared to talk about kissing.”
Jack was ready. Very ready.
FIVE
Caroline woke slowly, her delicious dream of venturing through a rich tropical forest replaced by watery morning light nudging at her eyelids. She closed her eyes more tightly. Reality could wait.
“Miss, I know you’re awake,” said a voice indisputably that of Annie.
Caroline gave up the battle and opened her eyes. Annie’s face hovered just above hers, wide blue-green eyes watching her intently.
“What are you doing?” Caroline asked.
The maid took a step back.
“I was making certain you weren’t dead.”
Caroline sat up. “Dead?”
“Well, I’m sorry, Miss,” she said, sounding more amused than contrite. “But I knocked at the door as loudly as I dared without sending your mother into a temper, and then I got a key.” She waved the shiny brass room key.
Caroline was going to ask Annie how she’d accomplished that feat, but the girl’s laughing smile shone as a testament to the fact that she could likely wheedle more than a key, should the need arise. How could one not respect such resourcefulness?
“When I stepped in, I called your name and still you didn’t stir,” Annie said. “So I came close to check if you were still breathing. Good thing you were, too. It wouldn’t be easy, even for me, to talk myself into another position if you die when this is my first time being a lady’s maid.”
She paused for an instant, another smile playing around her mouth. “I suppose yellow fever or a plague would be fine, but no mysterious dying, if you could please avoid it.”
Caroline swung her feet to the floor, where her tapestry slippers awaited. “Thank you, but I’d prefer to avoid all three.”
Now that she was fully awake, Caroline noted the actual daylight shining through the gap in the drapes covering the stateroom’s sole window.
“Good heaven, where are we by now … Fall River?” she asked.
“Just about to Newport,” Annie replied. “We stopped in the dead of night to help a six-man fishing dory that was sinking, so we’re running late. Your mother and sisters have been up for some time, though.”
“Of course,” Caroline said as she quickly unwove her hair from its nighttime braid.
Annie handed her the heavy, silver-backed brush from Caroline’s small travel case. Caroline whisked the brush though her hair. Mama was no doubt taking the ship’s delay personally, as she would Caroline’s being late.
“I let you sleep, Miss. I thought what with you out walking past midnight, some extra rest wouldn’t hurt you.”
Caroline stopped brushing. “You saw me?”
“Yes. I was taking a stroll with a gentleman friend and saw you talking to Mister Culhane,” Annie said as she shook out the soft green morning dress she had brought for Caroline to wear. “It’s no one’s concern but yours … though it would be easier to keep it just your concern if I knew when I needed to keep that harpy Berta occupied.”
Caroline smiled at the eerie-but-accurate image of Mama’s maid. Nothing made Berta happier than sinking her claws into a miscreant Maxwell daughter.
With some corset help from Annie, Caroline dressed as quickly as a female smothered in layers of fabric could. Annie pinned Caroline’s hair haphazardly, but her broad-brimmed ivory-and-green hat would hide the mess. By the time Annie had packed the travel case and gone to join Berta to wait for the family’s trunks, the Plymouth was passing the harbor’s Long Wharf, where the shipbuilders worked. Its orderly row of clapboard buildings stood in sharp contrast to the wagons and men and supplies in a jumble in front of them.
With the sun full up and a crisp east wind blowing, fishermen had long ago left the harbor. Still, there was activity enough for Caroline to soak in as they docked, except she knew she shouldn’t dally and annoy her mother.
She rapped twice on Mama’s door before entering. Amelia and Helen were standing in front of Mama, who was inspecting them as though they were soldiers readying for war.
“Good morning,” Caroline said.
Her mother peered at her. “You’re looking pallid. As soon as we get to Mrs. Longhorne’s, you are to take a rest. We need you at your peak for the season.”
Clearly, Caroline had not passed muster.
“Now on we go,” Mama said, scooping up Pomeroy, who sat in his wicker travel basket. “We mustn’t keep Mildred waiting.”
“What other engagements would Mrs. Longhorne have at six in the morning?” Helen asked.
“I’m sure I wouldn’t know,” their mother replied while shooing her flock out the door.
Passengers disembarking in Newport were hardly more than a handful. Most stayed aboard for Fall River and its connecting train to Boston. It was a simple matter to spot Jack about twenty yards away once they stood on the wharf. He was in his shirtsleeves and talking to a clutch of men bearing notebooks. One even held a camera. How curious, Caroline thought. Reporters chased after Vanderbilts and sometimes Maxwells, but never Culhanes.
She paused to take in the scene. Jack’s hat was tipped at a rakish angle, and his smile made her want to smile, too. He glanced her way. Their gazes briefly met, and she did smile.
“Caroline, come along,” Mama said. “Stop gawking at strangers.”
“That’s Jack Culhane, Mama,” she replied. “He’s no stranger to us.”
The photographer was clearing a small cluster of spectators to take Jack’s picture. He looked at ease, though not quite as happy with the situation as he had moments ago.
“He is a stranger to you, if not Eddie,” Mama said. “You don’t know him well at all, nor should you. He has no coat on and he keeps inappropriate friends.”
His lack of a morning coat was a bit odd, but hardly worth Mama’s censure. It was as Caroline had figured: Last night, her mother had not looked favorably upon Jack with Flora Willoughby.
“Eddie isn’t all that horrible,” Caroline said, trying to tease Mama out of her poor mood.
“Don’t be impertinent,” Caroline’s mother replied. “You know I wasn’t referring to Eddie.”
Caroline’s father would have laughed at Caroline’s silly comment. For that matter, only a few years ago Mama would have, too.
Just then, Jack approached. His good humor had returned.
“Good morning, Mrs. Maxwell,” he said.
Mama made a harrumphing sound no one could interpret as a hello. Jack’s smile did not fade. Instead it grew broader.
“Caroline, Amelia, and Helen, it’s a pleasure to see you, too,” he added.
The twins responded courteously, though Amelia was actually rather impolitely staring at Jack.
“Good morning, Mister Culhane,” Caroline said. “Did you have a pleasant voyage?”
“It was an adventure,” he said.
Caroline nodded absently. She had just noticed that his sleeves were rolled up almost to his elbows. She’d never seen even his forearms bare since they’d been youngsters. His arms were strong and the skin as tanned as his face, as though he’d spent time in the tropics she’d been dreaming of this morning. Her fingers twitched with the desire to feel the firm tautness of his skin. She clasped one hand over the other to stop herself.
“Did you truly help rescue those poor sailors last night?” Amelia asked Jack. “I heard a crewman talking of it as we lined up to leave the ship.”
“I pitched in a hand,” Jack replied. “And my spare clothes once we had the four we could find aboard.”
“But I heard you did more than that. The man was saying that you spotted the men and saved their lives,” Amelia said. “I think you might be a hero, Mr. Culhane.”
“I’m nothing of the sort,” he said, softening his words with a smile.
Caroline glanced at her mother to see how she might take this self-deprecation. It seemed, however, that his good manners had bounced right off her.
Frowning, Mama said, “We must be moving along.”
“Of course. I apologize for delaying you and look forward to seeing all of you again this season,” Jack said.
“That is quite unlikely. We will not be entertaining,” Mama proclaimed, as though a lie would settle the matter.
Jack grinned. “Really? I always find you entertaining, Mrs. Maxwell.”
Caroline hid her laughter with a cough. And with a tip of his hat, Jack was gone.
Once they were settled in the Longhornes’ carriage, Mama didn’t speak again, choosing instead to scowl at Caroline from her perch opposite her. The twins ably filled the silence. On Bridge Street they speculated about the precise number of picnics and galas they would attend over the summer. Once the carriage turned south on Thames and into the shopping district, their talk moved to who sold the best chocolates in Newport and whether they might come back later in the day to sample some.
At Church Street they were on to who had the finer singing voice. Caroline looked out the window at Trinity Church, with its white spire pointing the way to heaven. Her concept of paradise was something more immediate: a book and a blanket beneath a tree, where she might read in peace. Or better yet, no book, but Jack at her side. Caroline sighed at the thought.
Mama’s scowl turned into a glare. “Do not make the mistake of thinking I will tolerate another summer like last, Caroline. You must get control of yourself.”
“I agree,” Caroline replied. Of course she gave those words a different meaning from the one her mother had intended.
Once they had turned east off Belleville Avenue and onto Bath Road, the bustle of the commercial area gave way to quiet. Buildings no longer stood shoulder-to-shoulder. Rolling lawns, elaborate entry gates, and cottages that could house a hundred took over the landscape. In a matter of minutes, they had turned onto a private lane that led to the Longhorne family estate.
Villa Blanca might not be so large and grand as Mrs. William K. Vanderbilt’s Marble House, just a handful of mansions away, but Mrs. Longhorne had hardly gone short on marble, either. Villa Blanca’s three stories and two angled wings glowed ethereally white as the sun cut through the mist hovering above the house’s smooth green lawns. It was perhaps the most lovely jail Caroline had ever seen. She would not bother pretending that it was intended to be otherwise for her.
Once they were up the broad—and, naturally, marble—steps, a footman in ornate livery opened the front door. Just inside, Mrs. Longhorne’s Italian butler announced in charmingly accented English that Mrs. Longhorne would be found in the Blue Seaside Salon. Since there was also a Green Seaside Salon, the distinction was necessary.
With the butler ushering the way, Caroline and her sisters followed Mama and her little dog like silk-and-lace-garbed ducklings into the salon, in which someone—likely not Mrs. Longhorne—had shown an admirable restraint in the placement of decorations so that the view of the ocean was the room’s focus.
Mildred greeted Mama with four excited words. “Agnes, a costume ball!”
“A costume ball?” Mama asked.
“Yes, you must have one,” Mrs. Longhorne said. “It’s early enough in the season that no one has said a word of holding one. If you let your plans be public, no one else will, for they’ll know they cannot outdo you. What better way to show Bremerton what he will be gaining by marrying Caroline?”
Mama nodded excitedly. “Mildred, you’re right! There is no better way!”
A desperate sort of humor overtook Caroline.
“We could always set out the three-hundred-piece gold dinner service,” she suggested. “Or better yet, strap it to me with a diamond chain or two so the message is clear. I will clank and rattle behind him wherever he goes.”
Mama, who was pulling off her gloves, turned to face her. “Did you not listen to me in the carriage? This is your future, Caroline, and it’s one any healthy girl would embrace. I am becoming convinced that you are unwell.”
“We will get you settled into your room in just a few minutes, dear,” Mrs. Longhorne said to Caroline. “And until then, do sit.” She made a shooing motion toward a fat, sapphire blue chair that was positioned to give an angled view of both the lawns and ocean and the room itself.
“Thank you, Mrs. Longhorne,” Caroline replied.
She settled in, focused on the outdoors, and willed herself to be calm. There was no stopping Mama from having a ball and throwing her in front of Bremerton. Her smartest move would be to appear accepting so that she had some freedom left to maneuver. She pinned on a placid smile.
“Girls, you sit, too,” Mrs. Longhorne said to Helen and Amelia.
The twins, who still stood where they’d stopped upon entering the room, took a sofa along the interior wall.
“Have you had any thoughts about a theme, Mildred?” Mama asked.
“I was going to suggest Independence. It seems to fit, as our national holiday is in July.”
“Don’t you find that somewhat ironic, Mama?” Amelia asked.
“Ironic? What do you mean?”
“You would be asking an Englishman to celebrate losing a colony.”
Mama nodded. “Ah, I see. No, that wouldn’t do at all.”
Caroline breathed a sigh of relief. Celebrating independence at a fete meant to assure her captivity seemed too close to cruel.
“When is Bremerton to arrive?” Mama asked Mrs. Longhorne.
“I read in the Mercury that he will begin his stay with Mr. and Mrs. William Carstairs on Saturday the thirtieth.”
“Of July?” Caroline’s mother asked.
Mrs. Longhorne shook her head. “No. June.”
“Too soon,” Mama said. “I must have the ball almost immediately after his arrival.”
“Definitely,” her friend agreed.
“Which means that Rosemeade must be quickly finished.”
“True.”
Mama paced to the picture window and looked out for a moment, altering Caroline’s placid view. When she turned back to rejoin her friend, her face was set in the same determined expression Caroline knew she wore when planning a secret foray. She and Mama were much alike in that, if not in their opinion of what best suited Caroline.
“With such a short time to prepare, I think it would be best to invite guests to attend as their favorite historical or mythological figure,” Mama said to Mrs. Longhorne. “It’s been done dozens of times, but we’ll make up for the stale theme with the food, gifts, and music.”
Mrs. Longhorne rubbed her hands together. “How wonderful! We’ll have to shop!”
“That we will,” Mama said before focusing on Caroline. “We’ll need to start a costume for you immediately. You must shine the brightest of all. Who do you wish to be?”
“Joan of Arc,” Caroline said. The Maid of Orleans had been a fierce warrior for her cause, as Caroline wanted to be. Though Joan hadn’t fared too well, when all was said and done.
“Absolutely not. You must be alluring,” Mama replied. “Perhaps Demeter, and you can wear a crown of jeweled flowers.”
But Caroline had no desire to be the perfect and fertile Demeter.
“How about Queen Elizabeth?” she suggested. “She wore plenty of jewels.”
Plus Elizabeth had known a thing or two about employing tactics to remain unwed.
“Athena,” Mama decreed. “Elizabeth has been overdone.”
“Artemis,” Caroline countered.
Across the room, Helen giggled. She was student enough to know that strong and determined Artemis had vanquished all who wanted to see her captured, bedded, or wed. Mama, however, was not so well versed. And she already wore the dreamy expression of a woman envisioning an ivory silk gown, golden diadem, and a flowery quiver and bow.
“Yes, Artemis would be perfect,” Mama said. “Just perfect.”
Indeed she was, for Caroline had just begun her hunt for freedom.
SIX
Hunting freedom certainly lacked in the thrill of the chase. Instead, Caroline had spent the past three days doing her best to blend in with her surroundings so that she could gain the element of surprise. She had been obedient, patient, and subservient to Mama. And being all these saintly things had left Caroline feeling quite impatient.
Thursday morning, as she sat with her sisters in Mildred Longhorne’s shiny black phaeton headed toward the Newport Casino, everything was annoying her. Even her hat. The wide-brimmed, pale yellow creation was adorned with a white ostrich plume that bobbed in relentless time to the matched bays’ brisk trots. Caroline reached one hand to try to still the feather, but soon gave up.
Town remained relatively quiet. The real summer season would not begin until the first week of July. Still, Bellevue Avenue carried its share of social traffic. Caroline gave the obligatory small wave to the two Hadley sisters, who were also in an open carriage, as they passed each other. The Hadleys returned her greeting. Should they pass each other again, waves would be replaced by polite smiles. On a third passing, they needn’t make eye contact.
Newport was built on rituals such as these. Daily, at no later than ten minutes past nine, one had to be on the way to the Casino to watch a tennis match or perhaps take a lesson. And so the Maxwell girls were, though only to observe. Mama might unbend enough to allow an occasional bicycle ride, but her girls would never play tennis. At least not that Mama knew about …
Across from Caroline, both Helen and Amelia were acting like dour little rain clouds, which was indirectly Caroline’s fault. At breakfast, Mama had charged them with being at Caroline’s side for the day. Mama and Mrs. Longhorne would be occupied until well into the afternoon planning the costume ball.
The twins were destined to fail in their supervisory duties. They knew it, too. It was not a matter of if Caroline would slip away today and breathe some freedom, but when.
Helen edged closer to her side of the carriage, moving her fluffy pearl pink skirts away from Amelia’s.
“Would you please hold still?” Amelia snapped. “You know if we must face backward, I need to be on the left side of the seat. It’s bad enough that you didn’t give it to me. Do you need to bounce around, too?”
“I never bounce,” Helen replied. “And if you hadn’t dawdled, you’d have the seat you want, not that it would make any difference.”
“What do you mean, no difference?”
“Backwards is backwards, whether on the left or right. You’re acting like a spoiled child.”
“I am?” Amelia gasped, kid-gloved hand to her heart. “You dare say that after telling Mama you want to be the goddess Minerva at the costume ball, when you know that being Minerva is all I’ve spoken of since Monday? You’re the spoiled one of us.”
“I’m the elder. I get first choice in costume, after Caroline, and I’m better suited to be Minerva. I love books and wisdom. You just want to carry an owl.”
“You get everything you want.”
Caroline had heard enough.
“Markham, please pull over,” she called to the Longhornes’ coachman.
The twins stopped bickering.
“Caro, what are you doing?” Helen asked.
“Out,” Caroline said, reaching for the door’s clasp before poor Markham could even get there.
Amelia—who actually was a tad dramatic—gasped again. “What do you mean, out?”
“I mean for you to get out of the carriage,” Caroline directed. “You’re being ridiculous. I’m moving to your seat, and the two of you are moving to mine. And the rest of the way to the Casino, we all are going to be Minerva and explore the wisdom found in silence.”
Markham arrived. He took over his duties from Caroline, and readied to assist them from the carriage.
“Now, out,” Caroline said firmly as her sisters gaped at her.
“We never stop the carriage like this. You’re making a spectacle of us,” Helen said.
“If I wanted to make a spectacle, I’d do far more than this,” Caroline replied. “Move along so we can get to the Casino on time.”
The girls were standing curbside and Caroline had just risen and was readying to change seats when a gold-gilt carriage that even Mama would deem overdone pulled beside them and stopped. In it sat Flora Willoughby, with Jack opposite her. Caroline tried not to stare as her sisters were.
“Are you having difficulties?” Mrs. Willoughby asked.
Caroline couldn’t work up a response. Her silence wasn’t due to the other woman’s tennis attire, even though it was a wonderful near echo of what males were permitted to wear. Seeing Jack had scattered Caroline’s thoughts. After three days without a glance of him, she’d managed to convince herself that he’d left Newport. Life would be duller, but more manageable.
Yet here he was. Jack, too, wore tennis whites, but where the color accented Mrs. Willoughby’s exotic paleness, it made him look more vital than ever. An odd sensation danced through Caroline.
Hunger, maybe?
“No troubles,” she managed to say after focusing solely on Mrs. Willoughby. “Just a slight rearrangement of contents.”
“Good, then,” Jack’s friend replied.
Caroline wasn’t sure what to say next. Rules required that she politely end the conversation. They were not formally acquainted, and Jack wasn’t making the effort. But to his questionable credit, Mrs. Willoughby wasn’t the sort of woman to whom Caroline should be introduced. Which, of course, made the introduction all the more appealing.
She frowned at Jack. The blasted man grinned in return. But if he thought he held the upper hand, he was sorely mistaken. She stood a little straighter.
“My name is Caroline Maxwell,” she said to the other woman. “And I believe you are Mrs. Willoughby?”
Down on the curb, both twins gasped. This time she couldn’t blame them. Caroline was indeed creating that dreaded spectacle, and it was being noted by Mama’s friends in passing carriages.
“Please call me Flora.”
Caroline nodded her assent. “Thank you.”
“Jack and I were just on our way to the Casino. I have decided to take up tennis,” Flora said.
“I’m sure you’ll enjoy it,” Caroline replied. Just as she would enjoy the freedom of the other woman’s clothing. While she didn’t want to stare more than she had already, the outfit seemed to involve no corset at all.
“Do you play?”
“Yes, but not this morning,” Caroline said and then laughed. “Which I’m sure you deduced from my morning dress. My sisters and I are going to watch, though.”
“I’ll give you plenty to watch.” Flora paused an instant. “Perhaps you’d like to join me and give me a few words of advice before my lesson?”
She knew she shouldn’t, but she so wanted to.
Jack gave a subtle negative shake of his head, which only cemented her resolve.
“I’d love to,” Caroline said, relishing the look of shock on Jack’s face.
“Lovely,” Flora replied. “Jack, would you help Miss Maxwell in?”
His “of course” clashed with his grim expression.
Caroline turned her attention to her sisters as she took Markham’s assistance and exited her carriage.
“I’ll rejoin you at the Casino,” she said to them.
“Caroline, you cannot do this,” Helen cried as Amelia stammered, “But … But…”
“You’ll be fine,” Caroline said briskly. “Markham knows the way.”
That, of course, had not been the genesis of the twins’ objections, though the reassurance did neatly silence them. By the time she had reached Mrs. Willoughby’s carriage, Jack had exited.
He offered her his hand. She took it and entered the fairytale carriage. Jack held on an instant longer than necessary, giving her fingers a squeeze in what could have been either a greeting or warning.
Caroline would wager it was a warning.
She seated herself opposite Flora. Up close, the woman remained ageless in appearance. Jack sat next to Caroline, near enough that his leg nudged hers. She gave him a slight frown and moved over. The carriage pulled away, and Caroline took an instant to watch her sisters return to theirs.
“I wasn’t quite sure you’d join me,” Flora said as they rolled on.
“She shouldn’t have,” Jack said.
Flora’s perfect eyebrows rose. “When did you become a slave to social dictates?”
“About two minutes ago,” Jack replied.
The older woman laughed.
“You seem to have an odd effect on our Jack,” she said to Caroline.
He was no more Flora’s Jack than Bremerton was her almost duke, but Caroline let this reference slip by.
“Do you reside here in Newport, Mrs. Willoughby?” she asked.
“For a month or so, I am going to. I rented The Reefs from the Miss French. I was in need of a sea change from San Francisco, which was where my late husband and I spent much of our time.”
“Jack told me of your husband’s death. I’m sorry for your loss,” Caroline said.
“And no doubt a little intrigued … or perhaps shocked … that I’m about to play tennis.”
“Not at all,” Caroline fibbed.
“You must learn to meet your opposition’s eyes when dissembling,” Flora said. “Looking down will give you away every time.”
“Don’t give her any help,” Jack said. “She’s dangerous enough already.”
“Really? Dangerous?” Flora asked.
Caroline liked the idea of being seen as a woman with whom to be reckoned.
“Dangerous to herself,” Jack replied.
If she’d had a parasol, Caroline would have stabbed his white leather shoe with its point. As it was, an ostrich plumed hat was of little help.
“So long as he believes that, you retain the upper hand,” Flora said to Caroline. She regarded Jack a little more closely. “Though I think he has his doubts already.”
“Jack is a stubborn man,” Caroline said. “He’s going to believe what he believes, evidence regarding my capabilities to the contrary.”
“I can see why you like her,” Flora said to Jack.
“She’s my best friend’s sister, nothing more,” Jack replied.
“Of course, dear,” Flora said, her blue eyes alight with laughter.
Caroline had to smile, too.
Flora returned her attention to Caroline. “And as for the tennis outing, my Clem made me promise to move on with my life. ‘No widowing-up,’ he said to me. He felt I’d wasted enough of my youth when I married him. He was older than I by a handful of years.”
“Only if that hand has thirty fingers,” Jack muttered.
“He was very youthful,” Flora said sternly.
Caroline watched out of the corner of her eye as Jack shifted uncomfortably.
“My apologies,” he said. “I’m sure he was.”
“Better,” Flora said. “That’s our heroic Jack.”
She looked at Caroline. “You did read about his exploits in the Mercury on Tuesday, didn’t you?”
“I did,” Caroline said. She wouldn’t share that she’d also purloined the paper and hidden it in her room.
“I was so proud, but it was no less than I would expect,” Flora said. “But back to my beloved Clem. I am doing as he wanted me to. No widow’s black crepe. No year closed away. In his honor, I’m taking center stage.”
And doing it with enviable flair, Caroline thought.
“So why no tennis for you today, Caroline?” Flora asked.
“My sisters would tell my mother, who does not want me to be perceived by potential husbands as the sporting type. Much as I enjoy tennis, these days I am choosing to save Mama’s censure for better things.”
“Such as?”
“Nothing so dire. Just solitary sunrise walks, museum trips, the occasional shooting practice with my brother, Eddie…”
“And kissing random men,” Jack said. “Let’s not forget that.”
Flora smiled. “Ah, now we have the reason for Jack’s displeasure.”
Even though she could feel the rising heat of embarrassment, Caroline refused to give in to it. Nor would she back down.
“Not so random, Jack. I’ve kissed only you,” she said.
Flora’s laugh was light and musical, drawing disapproving looks from the occupants of the other carriages lined up for entry at the Casino.
“This gets better and better,” she said. “I hope I see more of you here in Newport, Caroline.”
Caroline hesitated. She could learn many things from Flora, but socializing with her was an impossibility.
“Oh, I know I won’t,” Flora said with a wave of her hand. “I’m aware I’m the sort that would make your mama grow all protective.” She gave a slight shake of her head. “And apparently our Jack, too. But it has been a pleasure.”
“Yes, it has,” Caroline agreed as they rolled up in front of the brick building with its gaudily striped awnings. “Your home is at Bancroft Avenue, is it not?” Others might find that a rude question, but Caroline knew Flora would not.
“It is,” she replied, smiling.
“Rosemeade is at Ruggles Avenue. Once my mother, sisters, and I are back in residence, we’ll practically be neighbors.”
“Then there’s every chance that you might one day stroll by. Should you, please stop in. I’m finding the grounds quite inspiring.”
Caroline returned the older woman’s smile. “I would never turn down the opportunity for inspiration.”
Beside her, Jack was growing restless. “You’re going to be late for your lesson, Flora.”
“I am certain my instructor will wait a heartbeat or two,” she replied.
“No doubt.” Nonetheless, he rose and exited the carriage.
He held out his hand. “Caroline?”
When she was back on solid ground, once again he kept her hand. He leaned close and said, “Let me know when you’re feeling random again.”
As she withdrew her hand, her knees wobbled. Perhaps the ground wasn’t so solid, after all.
* * *
CHARLES VANDERMEULEN had never won a tennis match against Jack, though this morning he had come close. It wasn’t that Charles had developed any level of skill on the grass court. Jack had simply lost his ability to concentrate. This lack hadn’t come with the dawning realization that the Vandermeulens had followed him to Newport, but with Jack’s acceptance that Flora was right. He had underestimated Caroline Maxwell, a mistake he would not make again.
While Helen and Amelia giggled with their girlfriends, Caroline sat at a small, round courtside table with Harriet. Both had watched Jack, Harriet with maidenly yearning and Caroline as though she were planning her next great adventure. Jack hoped it involved more stolen kisses.
Match done, Charles and he now sat with Caroline and Harriet, all drinking tall glasses of water fancied up with slender lemon slices. Jack downed his and wished for a beer … or three. He remained thirsty and possibly in need of some numbing.
“Papa has promised to build me a home on Fifth Avenue as a wedding gift,” Harriet said to him.
“How nice for you,” Jack replied, hiding a smile at her lack of subtlety about as poorly as Caroline was concealing her restlessness.
She opened the small watch pinned to a bejeweled ribbon at her waist and awkwardly looked down at it. Her build wasn’t nearly flat enough to make that an easy viewing.
“It’s nearing eleven,” he said to her.
She rose. “Then it’s time for my sisters and I to be on our way.”
She glanced where the twins had last been sitting, but the cluster of girls had moved on.
Caroline sighed. “And to think they’re supposed to be watching me.”
Harriet and Charles looked confused, but Jack laughed.
“I’d best go round them up,” Caroline said before giving the Vandermeulens a cheery good-bye and moving on.
Seizing the opportunity, Jack rose, too. After he’d accepted a dinner engagement for tomorrow with Harriet’s family, he jogged up to Caroline.
“Are you always going to bolt from Harriet like a spooked horse?” she asked as he pulled even with her.
“I prefer to think of it as a strategic retreat,” he replied. “Harriet is a sweet girl, if relentless. I don’t want to hurt her feelings, but even if I were entertaining thoughts of marriage, she’s not my type.”
“In what way? She’s rich enough,” Caroline said as they walked into a grove of sturdy elms to the far side of the Casino’s tennis courts.
He’d promised to be honest with her, so honest he’d be. “I can’t imagine her in my bed, night after night and year after year.”
Caroline stopped. “She’s the ideal of all that’s beautiful. I’m not educated regarding lovemaking, but I’m sure you could bear up long enough to create an heir or two.”
Jack shrugged. “It’s not all about beauty. It’s about wanting, too.”
He looked at her more closely. His bluntness hadn’t rattled her. She’d tipped up her head to watch him. Her gaze was level, as was her voice. Harriet would no doubt have collapsed in a heap of ruffles and lace at a conversation such as this.
“If you have that luxury, I suppose,” Caroline said. “As you’ve pointed out to me, I don’t.”
“Luckily, I do,” he replied.
“Am I your type, Jack?”
He hesitated. Honesty was only going to bring heartache.
“No,” he said.
Caroline looked as though she were absorbing a blow.
“And yet you more or less offered to kiss me today,” she pointed out.
“Better me than someone who will take advantage of you,” he replied.
She laughed. “That’s nearly noble of you.”
“Isn’t it?”
She moved a step closer, and he looked around to see if they were being watched. They weren’t.
“But you made that dangerous promise, Jack. Be honest with me. Am I your type?”
“I have my rules,” Jack replied, trying out some of his Da’s sidestepping.
“And what do those rules include?”
“Not destroying my friendship with your brother.”
“I don’t plan to tell Eddie that I kissed you.” She smiled again. “Or that you want to kiss me. And you do, even if you won’t admit it. There’s no other reason you would have said what you did in front of Flora.”
She might be an innocent, but she was no fool.
The sea breeze pushed at the brim of her hat. “So kiss me, Jack.”
The Casino grounds were a dangerous place for such things. Ironically, that made them safe, too. Here, he wouldn’t forget himself. Here, she could have the ideal, chivalric sort of kiss she’d probably summoned in her maiden’s imagination.
Without responding to her request, Jack drew her closer to the trunk of the nearest tree. He used both hands to bring her mouth to the perfect angle for exploration.
“Ready?” he asked.
Her brown eyes were alight and her lips were curved into a slight smile. “I was ready on Saturday at the museum.”
He laughed. “Well, then…”
He brushed his mouth against hers once, then twice, and finally settled in with more intent than he had on Saturday.
Damn, but she felt good. But Jack knew he had to end it before he frightened her.
“More, Jack,” she murmured when he drew back. “There has to be more.”
There was, but her almost duke should be the man to awaken her to that.
“Please,” she added.
Such a simple word, and one he couldn’t fight against.
“Open your mouth for me,” he said against her lips.
She did as asked, and he tasted her. She made a surprised little sound, but she didn’t push him away. In fact, she clutched at him. She tasted so sweet that he could have stayed until sundown.
The longer he kissed her, the more she relaxed into him, and the more he wanted her. He could imagine Caroline in his bed, night after night, year after year. But that privilege was also destined for the almost duke.
Jack backed off, and Caroline steadied herself against the tree trunk they’d somehow ended up leaning against.
He drew a ragged breath and tried to will his heart to stop pounding with absolute hunger.
“Well, then,” Caroline said after a drawn-out silence. She stepped away from the tree, straightened her hat, and brushed at her skirts. “Thank you very much for that. It was quite … pleasant.”
Pleasant? That had been pleasant? What a damnably weak, obnoxious word.
And then Jack realized that not only was Caroline failing to meet his eyes, she couldn’t look above his shoes.
Hah! She was as shaken as he.
“Now I’ll go find the twins,” she said. “I’m sure they’re out front in one of the boutiques. They’d much sooner be there than here on the lawns. I’ll see you around, Jack.”
Jack watched as she walked away in a not-so-straight line.
He’d see her around, all right. And he would kiss her again when he did.
SEVEN
Friday at not quite eleven on a purportedly sunny Providence morning, Jack squinted into bluish cigar smoke that hung like fog in Heinrich Krantz’s massive brewery office. Somewhere at the far end of the room sat Krantz and his three sons. And no doubt all four of them had cigars clamped between their molars. No one man could produce this level of smoke so early on in the day. But not even this haze could block the smell of hops, barley, and yeast brewing. The sour scent was perfume to Jack.
Next to Jack stood Gustav Muller, Jack’s brewmaster from Liberty Brewery, in Philadelphia. Wiry, temperamental Gus was also Jack’s brewing mentor and the reason Jack had taken to the beer industry with such passion. Gus knew beer better than anyone else, and Jack knew business well enough that he hadn’t been bested yet. He was sure that together they could wrap up the East Coast beer market as others were doing in the Midwest.
He’d asked Gus to join him this morning because the older man could speak the same language as Krantz in more ways than one. In exchange for Gus’s help in closing the deal, Jack had promised him a small ownership percentage in Krantz and Sons. Apparently, he’d chosen the right incentive. The brewmaster was ready to spring.
“Steady,” Jack said to Gus as they crossed the office’s threshold.
Jack and Gus approached a mahogany table that easily seated twenty and was positioned next to broad windows overlooking the brewery’s central courtyard. Krantz had built himself a redbrick castle of a business. He looked every inch the aging king in his crimson upholstered chair at the head of the table. His sons, in lesser thrones, were younger echoes of their portly, bearded father.
Jack and Gus reached the table. Jack waited for an invitation to sit.
And waited.
“What does an Irishman know about beer?” Krantz asked once he’d decided to set his cigar in the ashtray in front of him.
“I’m an American, sir,” Jack said. “And a New Yorker. Manhattan drinks more beer than Erlich, Ruppert, and their competitors … including me … can produce. And I’m proud to be drinking and brewing my share.”
“Faugh! Erlich!” Kranz spat. “Verräter! He cares more about his land and his mansions than his brew. He should be stripped of the title of brewery owner.”
“One day I intend to do that,” Jack said.
After a pause, Krantz laughed. The sound was rusty, probably from limited use.
“You think big,” he said.
“Yes.” Growing up with Da, it had never occurred to Jack that there was any other option.
“Sit down,” Krantz commanded.
Jack and Gus took their seats opposite the Krantz sons.
“You see those boys?” Krantz asked Jack, who nodded even though the “boys” in question had to be in their forties.
“If even one of them put in a minute more than I had asked, you would not be sitting here. But that one,” Krantz said, pointing at the son opposite Jack, “had to be a professor. And Friedrich in the middle, a poet.” He shook his head with disgust. “A poet.”
Krantz didn’t even mention the third son, who apparently had done worse than a poet in his father’s eyes. None of his sons looked to be disappointed with themselves, though.
Jack understood the need to move from beneath a parent’s shadow. He could have stuck with Da, but then he’d have never had the knowledge he could make it on his own. Easy words from a millionaire’s son, he supposed.
“The only thing they like that I do is cigars. And so I will sell this place, but only to someone who can prove they know der arsch from a drinkable lager,” Krantz said.
Jack didn’t need Gus to translate that.
“What will it take to prove it to you?” Jack asked.
The brewery owner pointed at Gus. “That is your brewmaster, yes?”
“Yes.”
“Send him away.”
This would be the easiest damn money Gus had ever made. He’d get his percentage for a trip from Philadelphia to Providence.
“Gus?” Jack asked.
To Gus’s credit, he didn’t hesitate. He simply rose and left. Gus trusted him, as he should. Jack would come through.
After Gus had departed, Jack asked, “And now that Gus is gone?”
“You will work for me,” Krantz said. “You will shovel der dünger in the delivery stables, build fires for the coopers, and then move on to the beer … when I decide you should.”
“You understand that I own three breweries?”
“But not mine.”
The man had a point.
“Until August, you will have my Mondays and Tuesdays,” Jack said. “The rest of the week I need to make money.”
Krantz laughed. “Good. Because if you succeed here, the price will be high.”
“You have no idea how high,” his son Friedrich added.
Jack suspected Friedrich wasn’t referring to money.
“Report to the stables at four-thirty Monday morning,” the elder Krantz said.
Four-thirty. Jack nearly winced. He’d forgotten how early the day started when delivering beer. Not that he’d ever done it, but he’d seen his brewery schedules often enough. He’d have to take the Sunday night boat to Providence instead of the Monday morning. But that, too, was a small inconvenience if it landed him this place.
“I’ll be there,” Jack said.
“Good luck,” Friedrich Krantz replied.
But Jack didn’t need luck. He had determination.
* * *
CAROLINE SLOGGED her way through hip-deep seawater at Bailey’s Beach. The sun shone down with a determined relentlessness and the pull of even the low, rolling ocean swells sucked the sand from beneath her slipper-shod feet. No matter how poised a young woman might be, no dignity could be maintained when wearing heavy navy blue wool while attempting to enjoy the waves.
She plucked her skirt away from the ankle-length white cotton drawers that covered black silk stockings encasing her legs. Clearly, the only swimming she was to enjoy was that of swimming in fabric. She almost wished she had used the headache excuse that Amelia and Helen had summoned. Mama didn’t think it was odd that the twins had matching headaches. Caroline doubted Mama would give her the same latitude.
Caroline glanced ahead to Harriet Vandermeulen, who was reaching shore well ahead of her. Not only was lucky Harriet allowed to wear knickerbockers while bicycling, but her bathing costume was a non-heat-trapping pearl gray and shorter in length.
“Wait for me,” Caroline called.
Harriet turned back and waved Caroline on. “No time! The noon flag is up, and the beach will soon be the gentlemen’s. Hurry!”
Caroline had heard it whispered that sometimes the men swam au natural on Fridays. She was probably doomed to perdition for being envious of their freedom, but that did not reduce her envy.
She picked up her pace, though. Caroline preferred the marble nudes she’d managed to catch glimpses of while in Paris at the Louvre Museum to the thought of seeing, say, Harriet’s brother in the same state. There were certain things a girl simply did not need to know.
Harriet looked back once more, giving Caroline a clearly challenging smile. “Come on! Last one off the beach must dance with Gordy Bullard twice at the next dance!”
The other girls on the beach giggled and began to hurry toward the triangular pavilion that held the families’ individual bathhouses. Clumsy Gordy had flattened more than a few toes already this summer.
Harriet shot across the sand. Her athletic gait suited her far better than the mincing steps she took when gentlemen were present. Right then, she was the rambunctious friend Caroline recalled—and missed—from childhood. They had all changed. Even Caroline had not been immune.
Grabbing on to some of that long-lost joy, Caroline lifted her skirt to nearly her knees and began to run.
“Unfair! We should have all started in the water,” she called.
But Harriet didn’t reply. She had reached the building. Breathless and laughing, Caroline pulled up to the rear of the group of young ladies. Harriet was waiting for her.
“Don’t leave without talking to me. We need a moment alone,” Harriet said in a quiet voice.
Caroline nodded and then made her way to her family’s bathhouse, so noted with Papa’s initials painted on the door. Ten minutes later, Caroline was dry and pounds lighter in organdy as opposed to wool. Annie, who was already becoming more adept at clothing changes, was busy draping the wet swim costume over a wooden rack for transport home when Caroline exited the bathhouse. She headed toward the drive leading back to Bellevue Avenue, where the carriages and drivers awaited. As did Harriet.
Though she was too bright and sunny to lurk, Harriet was doing a fine imitation of it. While all the other young ladies were waiting for their carriages to pull up along the drive, Harriet stuck close to the shrubbery. Gone was any hint of the hoyden in her. She looked quite angelic in her petal pink dress and hat with a fat clutch of silken white roses pinned to the ribbon at its crown.
Caroline joined Harriet next to a dark green rhododendron bush.
“I have a secret to share,” Harriet said. “Promise not to tell anyone.”
Caroline didn’t answer, hoping the conversation would stop there. She had secrets enough of her own to keep track of without adding in Harriet’s.
Harriet, however, forged on.
“I’m going to get married before Christmas,” she announced.
“That’s wonderful,” Caroline replied with what she hoped was an appropriate level of excitement. In public she tried to keep her current poor opinion of marriage to herself. “Who has proposed?”
“No one, yet. But I have decided on the date and I even know the man. I plan to marry Jack Culhane.”
Caroline was certain she couldn’t have heard that correctly. “Jack?”
“Yes.”
“The Jack who is my brother’s best friend?”
“Well, of course,” Harriet replied while adjusting her white silk gloves.
From the time they’d been little, Caroline had felt as though Harriet had somehow been able to sense—and grab—what Caroline most wanted. When it had been the pinto hobbyhorse in Caroline’s nursery, that had been one thing. Jack was another matter altogether. However, any reaction other than mild curiosity would only heighten Harriet’s fervor. She had always been fiercely competitive. Right until this moment, Caroline had liked that about her.
“I don’t believe Jack’s the marrying kind,” Caroline said with a slight shrug.
Harriet laughed. “All men are the marrying kind. Well, most. My Uncle Nathaniel is a confirmed bachelor, but Mother says he had his heart broken when quite young.” Her blue eyes widened. “Has Jack had his heart broken? Has Eddie said something to you?”
“Jack’s heart is intact,” Caroline replied. “Possibly even untouched. The only thing I’ve seen him in love with is beer.”
“Beer? Are you saying he overimbibes?”
“No, he owns breweries. He loves buying them and talking about them and plotting how to own more. You knew that, didn’t you?”
Harriet looked somewhat confused. “No, I don’t believe I did.” Then she brightened and said, “But it’s no matter. When he marries me, he won’t have to work anymore.”
“Harriet, he doesn’t have to work now. He likes to work,” Caroline replied.
Her friend laughed. “You’ve always had the oddest sense of humor.”
Caroline didn’t recall making a jest, but she had more pressing matters to pursue. “If you don’t know how important business is to Jack, how do you know him well enough to be certain you want to marry him?”
“I can learn the details after we’re married. I know he’s a hero. My mother showed me the article in the newspaper on Tuesday. That made her quite happy. But all I really need to know is that he’s the best candidate available for a winter wedding. And I will be married this year,” she said with a scary amount of determination.
Caroline was speechless. When, exactly, had Harriet turned into a Mama-in-training?
“Besides, Jack needs me,” Harriet said. “He has potential, but with his family roots, he’ll never quite be one of us unless married to one of us. So, it’s perfect.… He can benefit from my family’s social connections, and I will get my winter wedding.”
“This all sounds gloriously romantic,” Caroline replied, unable to rein in her sarcasm.
Harriet didn’t pick up on it, though. “Oh, it will be. I plan to reserve St. Thomas’s for the fifteenth of December. I shall carry white roses with holly. The church will be filled with pine boughs bound in white ribbons, and the snow will be fresh outside.”
“If there’s no snow, will the wedding be called off?”
Harriet laughed, but again Caroline hadn’t been joking.
“Of course there will be snow.”
Thus spoke the girl who had always claimed the pinto hobbyhorse.
Caroline checked the carriages and was relieved to see Mrs. Longhorne’s near the front.
“It’s time for me to leave,” she told Harriet.
“I’ll see you at the polo field this afternoon, then?”
“Of course,” Caroline replied. With luck, Jack would be there and at least she could share his holly-bedecked fate with him.
* * *
CAROLINE HAD just stepped though the front door of Villa Blanca when one of the Longhornes’ liveried footmen ushered her to the Blue Seaside Salon. She gave the dining room a longing look as they passed it by. A small nibble would have been nice, and a real meal, even better.
But her food yearning left when she entered the Blue Seaside Salon. A storm of sorts must have blown through here while she’d been wading in the chilly water at Bailey’s Beach. The room was bare of all decorations. The curio shelves and Chippendale secretary now held books and sheaves of papers instead of the porcelains and pretty glass pieces that had been there this morning. Mama and Mrs. Longhorne had set up a war room.
“You wished to see me?” Caroline asked the two women who stood shoulder-to-shoulder at a tall library table recently deposited square in the middle of the room. On the table’s surface sat mounds of heavy velvet in various crimson hues.
“Yes. Sit, dear,” Mama instructed with an absent flick of her hand.
Caroline opted for the sofa with the view of the lawn and the ocean. Something more was out there today. Not far from the house, Amelia and Helen stood squinting up in Caroline’s general direction. Neither girl looked as though she planned to come inside anytime soon. Their parasols and a small heap of books sat beside a blanket under a nearby elm, and Pomeroy was out there, farther from Mama than Caroline had ever seen him. This was odd. They would not linger outside unless a calamity was taking place indoors. The girls must know what was about to happen to Caroline.
Mama stopped scowling at the velvet and focused on Caroline. “As you know, I let your last governess go due to the unfortunate events in England last summer.”
Miss Delbert’s departure had also been unfortunate. She’d been fond of whiskey in her tea. After a few cups, she’d been very agreeable, which had made Caroline’s various campaigns, over the years, not to wed a duke much easier to plan and execute.
“Yes, Mama.”
“And then the winter season in New York left me too busy to properly choose a new governess for you, but the job is finally done. You will begin educational hours with Miss Peek-Jacobs immediately.”
“Educational hours?” Caroline knew her mother could not be referring to more study of the classics. She could not possibly be that lucky.
“Your deportment is perfect, when you choose to let it be. You can converse on any topic a young lady should embrace, but Mrs. Longhorne and I agree that there are still certain lacks.” Mama pushed aside the velvet and smacked her hand upon a fat book with a red leather cover. “Caroline, this is the book of your future.”
Even from a distance away, she could recognize her fate. The book was Debrett’s Peerage. She’d seen it before, and the sole thing in it that had amused her had been the advertisements.
“One day, you will be included in the pages of this book, but only if you impress Lord Bremerton with your depth of knowledge about those already here,” Mama said. “Miss Peek-Jones—”
“I thought you said her name was Peek-Jacobs?” Caroline asked.
“Whatever,” her mother replied. “What is important is that she joins us from the house of a marquess. She knows this book cover-to-cover, and the people who matter, too. By June thirtieth, you will be ready to meet Bremerton.”
Caroline rose and joined her mother and Mrs. Longhorne. She planned to address the book, but in good time.
“What are the velvets for?” she asked first.
“To redo the draperies in Rosemeade’s Grand Salon,” Mama replied.
“Is the plan to match them to Debrett’s?”
“And if it were?” Mama asked in response. “It is our goal to make all things conducive to a marriage proposal. Mrs. Longhorne did so in creating Villa Blanca, and Esmé is now a contessa. But as it happens, I have chosen the crimson to bring a royal aura to Rosemeade. Every element must convince Lord Bremerton that one day you will do honor to the title of Duchess of Endsleigh.”
Mrs. Longhorne rubbed her hands together. “Imagine! Caroline, Duchess of Endsleigh. It sounds so very right!”
“It is what I raised her for,” Mama said firmly.
“So where is this Miss Peek-Jacobs?” Caroline asked since she preferred not contemplate how she had been trained in the manner of a prize show pony.
Riccardi, the Longhorne butler, who had been standing in the doorway, turned and left at Mrs. Longhorne’s command.
“She will be here shortly,” Mama replied.
Caroline said, “If you don’t mind?” to her mother before flipping open Debrett’s. “Oh dear,” she murmured.
“What?” Mama asked.
“This is the 1890 edition. Can you imagine how many dukes, marquesses, and earls have gone to their eternal reward since then?”
“This is serious business, Caroline,” her mother said sternly.
Caroline was working up an expression of contrition that might pass for heartfelt when Miss Peek-Jacobs arrived. At first sight, Caroline knew this woman was no Miss Delbert who might be plied with a few cups of extra-medicinal tea.
Miss Peek-Jacobs was tall and solid, with iron gray hair and a set to her jawline that was not just firm but quite aggressive. She wore a somber black uniform that added to her stern appearance. While Caroline could not be certain, she would guess that Miss Peek-Jacobs was past her thirties but not yet to Mama’s age.
Mama was looking on her newest employee with great approval. “Miss Peek-Jacobs, this—”
“I prefer to be called simply Peek.”
Mama’s head rocked a bit, making the blue feathered ornament in her hair bounce. The shock of actually having been interrupted by a servant had to be great.
“—this is my daughter, Caroline,” Mama said, neatly ignoring the interruption. Miss Peek might be intimidating, but in the battle for dominance, Mama always won.
“Hello, Miss Peek,” Caroline said.
“Just Peek, if you please,” the governess said in a brisk tone. “I see you are making yourself familiar with Debrett’s. Please tell me what you know of the Table of Precedence.”
“That the queen trumps?”
Peek’s thick brows nearly met above her nose as she frowned. “If by trumps you mean Her Royal Highness takes precedence over all, yes. But will a viscount’s eldest son take precedence over a Privy Councillor?”
Caroline held even odds on getting the question right, but there was no point in guessing. She would be snagged up on the next question or the one after that.
“I have no idea,” she replied.
“You will by the time the sun sets today. And you will also know how to seat Knights of the Garter, the Thistle, and the Star of India, and who takes precedence among the Bishops of Bath, London, and Durham. In short, you will see the Table of Precedence in your sleep.” Peek turned her attention to Mama, who at least was not gaping, as Mrs. Longhorne was. “Your daughter has much work to do and little time in which to see it done. I hope she is bright enough.”
“I passed the entrance examinations for Oxford and Yale,” Caroline replied. “And I am also capable of speaking for myself without my mother’s aid.”
Peek’s mouth twitched at the corners. Caroline opted to believe that had been a smile.
“I see,” the governess said. “Have you had luncheon, or must you eat before you begin your work?”
“With some chocolate cake, I can begin now,” Caroline replied.
“Good enough, then,” Peek said. “Chocolate cake it is.”
The governess looked to Mama, who was clearly trying to come up with a way to forbid chocolate cake and yet have Caroline start to work. But sometimes a girl could have her cake … even if it was washed down with a flood of peers, barons, and knights, too.
* * *
JACK HAD never seen the appeal of Newport. He’d visited often with Eddie and other friends, but the fierce competition to spend money that gripped this town had never interested him. He’d much rather earn it. Tonight, though, Jack’s opinion regarding Newport was shifting.
As he walked the lawns of The Reefs with Flora under a waning moon, he had to admit that when he ignored all of the poor attitudes and excesses, the place was beautiful. It stood a world apart from the noise and elbow-to-elbow existence of city life. He supposed a few months spent here while wrapping up the Providence purchase wouldn’t be too painful.
“I like having you here,” Flora said as they stood looking out over the blackness of the ocean. “I lost the letter I received from you when you were still a young boy, talking about your studies and sporting events.”
“I should have written back more,” Jack said. “It’s my fault.”
“You were busy growing up and then busy being a man,” Flora replied. “I didn’t take the silence as an affront.”
“And I’m here now,” he said as he offered her his arm.
Laughing, she took it. “Yes, you are.”
They strolled on. Music and laughter drifted to them, probably from the Forty Steps, north along the Cliff Walk, where the local servants gathered to socialize some evenings.
“You know, Jack, you could stay with me while you get the house on Touro Park put together,” Flora said.
He glanced down at her, but he couldn’t read the subtleties of her expression in the moonlight.
“That’s a kind offer, but the house is more habitable than a lot of places I’ve been,” he said. “And in any case, I learned today that I’ll need to spend a couple of days a week in Providence. I wouldn’t want to disrupt you.”
“I like disruptions. And I am really asking you to stay for my sake,” she said.
“I’m saying no for the same reason,” he replied. “People talk. Around here, they do little else. If you’re in the market to marry again and you have me as a guest, you’ll ruin your chances.”
“First, I don’t care what people say. I never have and never will. Second, I’ll never marry again. Why should I?”
“The usual reasons?” Jack asked.
“Such as?”
The silkily dangerous tone to Flora’s voice let him know he’d overstepped.
“You don’t usually see this many stars when the sky is so hazy,” he said, seeking a change of topic.
Flora gently squeezed his arm in warning.
“Such as?” she repeated.
“Security?” he ventured.
“Clem owned two gold mines, which I inherited, as well as a house on Nob Hill in San Francisco and a town house within a stone’s throw of the Marlborough House in London. I must have failed to mention them to you”
Jack laughed. “You did.”
They walked on until they reached the low fieldstone wall that separated The Reefs from its neighboring cottage. Jack decided to risk another question. “But what about children?”
“If I were going to have them, I would by now,” Flora replied. “I am not childless from lack of effort.”
“I believe that’s enough information.”
Her laughter joined the party noises. “I have embarrassed you. But you shouldn’t have asked if you weren’t prepared to hear the answer.”
“True.”
“So stay with me a few weeks. Let’s play at being the family we could have been,” Flora said.
“I can’t.”
“Can’t … That’s a word I have almost never heard you use. Why, can’t?”
“It’s difficult to explain,” Jack said. All he knew was that if he could avoid it, he didn’t plan to annoy Agnes Maxwell any more than necessary. Staying under Flora’s roof would make him a pariah to Agnes. He couldn’t let that happen.
“I have my guesses,” Flora replied.
Jack had been about to ask what those guesses were when the sight of a silhouette moving toward them from across the neighboring lawn distracted him. The figure was female, but other than that, he couldn’t distinguish details.
“I think we’re about to meet your neighbor,” he said to Flora.
“No one is in residence,” Flora replied.
The woman halted about twenty yards away.
“Flora, is that you?” she called.
Jack knew that voice—slightly husky, as though just waking.
“Caroline, what are you doing?” he called in response.
She started in their direction. “Oh, Jack, it’s just you. I thought perhaps Flora had a gentleman caller.”
Caroline had reached the stone wall, which came about to her waist. “I was walking the Cliff Walk when it occurred to me I must be near your cottage, Flora. Since your neighbor’s wall is so obligingly low, I decided to take advantage and see if I could get a peek of your grounds.”
“Come on over,” Flora said.
“I’d be happy to,” Caroline replied.
Jack, however, wasn’t ready for a repeat of the conversation on the way to the Casino. Flora and Caroline had the potential to be an unholy alliance, at least as it pertained to him.
“Shouldn’t you be at a ball or something?” Jack asked Caroline.
“I pled exhaustion and stayed at Villa Blanca,” she said before grasping her skirts in apparent preparation to hop the wall. “Mama and the girls won’t be back for hours yet.”
“Help her, Jack,” Flora directed.
“I can do it myself,” Caroline replied before he could even move.
Flora let go of his arm and nudged him forward. “A gentleman would help in any case.”
“Take the help or we’ll both be lectured,” Jack said to Caroline.
“Fine.”
Jack crossed the wall, which wasn’t more than three feet. He scooped Caroline up in his arms. She smelled pretty, like flowers and sunshine. Some unthinking part of him wanted to hold her. But the thinking part quickly deposited her on the other side of the wall. She landed well, considering his haste.
“Thank you,” she said as he hopped back over.
“I take it you’re out and about without your mother’s permission?” he asked.
“The matter wasn’t discussed,” she replied before turning her attention away. “Flora, how was your tennis lesson?”
“Very enjoyable, thank you,” Flora replied. “I seem to have some aptitude, not that I’m sure what I will do with it. One can play tennis only so much.” She extended her arm to Caroline. “Come walk toward the house with me and tell me what you have been doing since yesterday morning.”
Caroline linked arms with her.
“I have been doing almost everything a proper heiress should,” she said, giving Jack a single glance over her shoulder before the two women started walking.
Jack followed after them, sure in the knowledge that this was to be like the ride to the Casino, when he’d been trapped in a feminine world he’d found as frustrating as he had intriguing.
“Yesterday, after the Casino, I stopped at Villa Blanca to change outfits,” Caroline was saying to Flora. “Then I attended a tea at Miss Theresa Milburn’s, followed by another clothing change and a concert at Fairview. From there, it was Villa Blanca to change yet again, and then on to supper at the Allen home. Then—”
“Villa Blanca to change?” Flora asked.
Caroline laughed. “Yes. And finally to a small dance in honor of Miss Courtney Johnston’s eighteenth birthday.”
“All that activity and a veritable mountain of clothing,” Flora said. “Do you ever get time to yourself?”
“Only when I steal it,” Caroline replied. “And today was breakfast with Mama and Mrs. Longhorne and then off to Bailey’s Beach for some sea air. When I returned to Villa Blanca, Mama had a surprise for me … a new governess.”
“A governess?” Flora asked. “Are you not too grown for a governess?”
“Yes, at twenty-one, I am. But this new governess is my fault, in a way. If I had been compliant last year and married as my mother had planned, I would now be governess-free, if unhappily wed. Instead, I have Peek. She’ll be occupying my mornings. I am glad I learn quickly, because otherwise she’d take my full days.”
“What are you learning?”
“Peek is to teach me all I need to know about the English peers’ way of life. At this point, that seems to involve memorizing who may walk after whom in a procession, and how many strawberry leaves and pearls may be showing on a marquess’s coronet. The answer to the last is three and two, respectively.”
Flora laughed. “You might never know when that might come in handy.”
“As soon as she marries her almost duke,” Jack said.
Caroline stopped and looked back at him. “I’d be careful with that talk of marriage if I were you, Jack. You could be the first to fall.”
“What are you talking about?” he asked.
“How do you feel about a winter wedding?”
“I feel that it has nothing to do with me.”
“Maybe we should bet on who marries first,” Caroline said.
“Heiresses do not gamble.”
Caroline laughed. “Who told you that?”
Flora released Caroline’s arm. “Well, here we are, almost back at the cottage.” She feigned a yawn. “I’ve had a long day. Jack, may I trust you to see Caroline safely back to the Longhornes’?”
“Of course, but let me walk you to your door,” he said.
“I doubt I’ll be waylaid by thieves and brigands between here and there. I’ll leave you two to do your arguing … or your courting … all on your own.”
Courting? If this was courting, Jack would be a bachelor for life.
EIGHT
Caroline floated on a wave of excitement as intoxicating as her favorite champagne. She had knocked tough Jack off-balance again, and she’d accomplished that only a few times in her life. She breathed in the sweet night air—and her happiness—as Jack watched Flora make her way to her summer cottage.
Caroline might not fully understand the friendship those two shared, but she appreciated Jack’s loyalty toward Flora. And even his protectiveness, though Caroline had never met a woman more capable of guiding her own affairs—likely even literally—than Mrs. Willoughby.
Flora slipped inside The Reefs. Now it was just the two of them.
Caroline said the first thing that came to mind. “Have you missed me, Jack?”
He stood silent for a moment. “It’s been less than two days since we last saw each other.”
“True, but that doesn’t answer the question I asked.”
He held out his arm. “Let’s get you back to Villa Blanca before you’re caught wandering in the night by your hawk of a mother.”
She took his arm and nearly shivered at the contact. Perhaps she’d been too hasty this morning when thinking she preferred chilly marble nudes over warm, flesh-and-sinew men. Or at least this particular man. But if she continued to think of Jack in such terms, she would knock herself off-balance.
“I was not wandering,” she said firmly. “I was taking an invigorating walk. And you still have not answered my question. Have you missed me?”
He laughed. “You should be a lawyer. You’re relentless.”
“I will consider that a compliment.”
“It was meant as one, though I’d rather see that relentlessness turned on someone other than me.”
“But I can only share it with you. I would frighten others.”
“You sound as though you enjoy that thought,” he said.
The humor in his voice made her smile.
“I do. Very much,” she replied as they headed back to the pathway that threaded along the coastline toward Villa Blanca. “You have no idea how wonderful it is to be myself … not to have to remember that a well-behaved heiress must not possess a contentious bone in her body. Or that a well-behaved heiress must always defer to the gentleman. His preferences must become hers.”
“What are your preferences?”
Other than when it came to her choice of sugar or not at a tea, she couldn’t recall having been asked that question. Caroline considered her list.
“French champagne, Greek philosophers, and American men. And I am not alone in the preference for American men,” she added.
“Meaning?”
“I had a most informative morning with Harriet Vandermeulen. It seems she has you scheduled as the groom in a December wedding.”
His pace did not falter. “Me?”
“Yes, you. And as you know, Harriet can be quite relentless, too.”
“She’ll have to be more than relentless. It will take a gun aimed at me to get me to the altar.”
“I would not discount the possibility,” she replied. “Harriet has made up her mind. She has already selected the flowers, the church, and the date. Being quite driven in her goal, perhaps she has selected a gun, as well.”
Caroline had tried to keep her voice light, but she knew she’d failed.
Jack stopped. “I sense that Harriet’s plans annoy you as much as they amuse me. Why is that, Caroline?”
She tensed. She could hardly admit the truth—that she was in love with him. Much as she preferred honesty, saying those words to Jack Culhane would have the same effect on her dreams of romance as flinging herself off the cliff upon which they now stood.
She urged him along in their walk. “Perhaps I find it wrong-headed that she should be fighting for marriage as strongly as I fight against it. She doesn’t know you beyond the fact that you’re a minor hero, and yet she wants to spend her life with you. It’s madness.”
He laughed. “Tangled up in there somewhere is a blow to my pride … and I’m not talking about the minor hero comment. I’m not in the mood to untangle, though. It’s exercise enough to keep pace with you.”
Caroline realized she’d begun to march at a very soldierly clip. She slowed, even if Jack had not been referring to her gait. Now that her frustration had been freed, she was in no hurry to return to Villa Blanca.
“There was no insult intended, just amazement at young women such as Harriet who are so fixed on marriage,” she said.
“Why amazement? It is what she was raised to expect.”
“Then it is time for Harriet to expand her expectations.”
“Not all women have your talent for individuality, Caroline. And many men will find that good news.”
He was smiling. She knew that without looking at him. And she would not look at him.
In the distance to her left stood the massive cottage being erected by Mr. Cornelius Vanderbilt II. It sat as dark and silent as the stones being used to create it. As she and Jack walked past, the music tumbling over the air from the Forty Steps became more distinct. The song was a merry jig, enviably far from the elegant Newport-style quadrille that Mama believed was the sole acceptable dance for Caroline.
“This music reminds me of my father,” Jack said. “Were he to come to Newport, which he won’t because he considers it a colossal waste of time, he’d be here, listening.”
“I have never met your father,” Caroline commented as they rounded the bend and the celebration came into view.
“Da has no use for society.”
The fiddlers had just finished up the jig. Couples and groups of giggling females stood in the light cast by a dozen and more lanterns. In some ways, the scene was not so different from the parties she attended. But the atmosphere seemed happier … at least to Caroline.
She slowed even more as the music resumed. The musicians had chosen a sweeping and dreamy waltz.
“Let’s watch,” she said to Jack.
Jack stopped. Caroline could have released his arm and stepped away, but she didn’t. She wanted to dance. However, while her advanced individuality would permit stealing the occasional kiss, it would not brook asking for a waltz. As wrong-headed as that might be, Jack would have to ask her. And as wrong-headed as he could be, the blasted man probably never would.
* * *
JACK SHOULD have known that Caroline was a romantic. After all, in her parents’ conservatory she had talked about a burning, forever-type passion. Those had been the words of a romantic, even if he’d chosen not to listen too carefully.
“The music is lovely,” Caroline said. Her voice, of course, was romantically wistful as she swayed in time to the melody.
Jack believed in maintaining a distance from romantics. They were dangerous. Male or female, romantics committed rash acts in the name of whatever their particular passion might be. And he’d considered Caroline dangerous enough already.
He gave her a slightly bored-sounding “it’s decent” that should have stopped her cold.
“If you think it’s just decent, you need to develop your ear,” Caroline said. “Perhaps if you didn’t bolt from ballrooms as though the house was about to come tumbling down, you’d have a greater appreciation.”
“I have appreciation enough.”
“If you say so,” she replied in the same slightly bored tone he’d tried out on her.
When he stayed silent, she began humming along with the tune. Jack tried to disregard her, but it was impossible. He apparently harbored a soft spot for this particular romantic.
“Would you like to dance?” he finally asked.
“Well, of course I would. What woman would not?”
“A practical one,” he said.
“Practicality and a moonlit night do not mix,” she said as he took her in his arms. “And what is so impractical about a dance?”
“Everything.”
She hushed him. “Just dance. We’ll be practical later.”
Her idea had merit, and one dance would not make him into a romantic.
Then one waltz became two.
Jack liked the feel of her narrow waist beneath his hand and the way her warmth made him want to pull her closer. He assured himself that this did not make him a romantic. He was a man with a pulse.
The musicians stopped. Caroline drew a sharp breath.
“It’s Peek,” she said.
“Who?”
“Peek. My governess. Did you not listen when Flora and I were talking?”
“As little as humanly possible.”
They had danced closer to the gathering, but not so close as to be part of it. He focused his attention on the women in the group. “Which one is she?”
“The tallest one on the fringes of the crowd,” she said in a low voice.
“The one who just turned this way?” Jack asked.
“Yes,” Caroline said before ducking behind him. When he tried to turn to face her, she whispered, “Stay where you are. Is she coming this way?”
“Yes.”
Caroline held on to the back of his jacket. “We must leave. This is not the time or place to determine if she’s my friend or foe.”
He took a step toward the group, intending to bypass them and get back on the Cliff Walk.
“Not that way,” Caroline said. “If she hasn’t seen me yet, I don’t want her to.”
That left them a mad dash across the grounds of the Robert Goelet cottage. And if they were caught, Caroline would have greater problems than a nosy governess.
“Hel-loo?” called a crisp British voice. “Might I have a word with you, sir and madam?”
“Now!” Caroline whispered.
Jack doubted her sanity, but that was all the more reason to humor her. He took her hand and they began a dimly lit march across the lawn.
“Sir? Really, sir, you are quite exasperating me!” called the governess Peek, who had also opted for the overland route.
“Disregard,” Caroline commanded Jack. “And more quickly, please.”
He lengthened his stride, and she broke into a run.
“This is absurd!” Peek called. “Miss Maxwell, if that is you, I shall know the moment I return to Villa Blanca.”
But Peek gave up the chase.
“This way,” Jack said.
They cut around to the side of the house facing inland. No light shone from inside the brick-and-shingle structure. Newport’s idle rich didn’t tend to be all that idle. The Goelets were either at the same ball as Caroline’s mother or abroad.
And Caroline was almost breathless.
“Are you feeling faint?” he asked.
“If I had the time to be, yes. Men should have to run in corsets, too,” she replied between ragged breaths. But for all that, she seemed cheerful.
“Your only chance to avoid this Peek person is to go toward the carriage house,” he said. “There has to be a gate leading onto Narragansett Avenue. Head to the Cliff Walk. You won’t make it to Villa Blanca before Peek if you try to follow the streets. I’ll keep her occupied.”
“How?”
“With words.”
Caroline gave him a hard-and-fast hug. “Thank you!”
And then she was gone.
Jack quickly returned to the gathering at the top of the Forty Steps. Peek had cornered Caroline’s maid. Jack wasn’t worried. The little redhead had already struck him as independent enough to hold her own in any skirmish.
“Good evening,” he said to Peek once he’d closed the gap between them. “Were you calling to me a few minutes ago?”
“I was,” she replied in a disapproving tone.
“I am sorry I didn’t acknowledge you immediately, but it was a matter of discretion, ma’am,” he said. “I am sure you can appreciate that.”
“I appreciate proper manners far more,” Peek responded.
Jack aimed for a courtly bow. “And I indeed apologize. My name is Jack Culhane. May I have the honor of your acquaintance?”
“My name is Miss Peek. I am very recently in the employ of the Maxwell family of New York City and Newport.”
“It is a pleasure to meet you, Miss Peek.”
She didn’t offer a return pleasantry, so Jack kept talking.
“The lady who was with me when you called out is a governess for young Beatrice Goelet. I needed to return my friend to the house before she was seen with me,” he said.
“Really?” Peek asked. “And why would that be an issue?”
Caroline’s maid coughed repeatedly. When he looked her way, she shook her head, but he couldn’t decipher the warning she tried to offer.
“The Goelets do not approve of their servants mixing with their compatriots,” he said to Miss Peek. “As a member of a number of the same clubs as the Goelets, I happen to be one. She would lose her position if we were discovered.”
“As it should be,” Miss Peek sniffed. “Such interactions are unacceptable in any civilized culture.”
The iron Peek was not about charm or equality. But Jack had chosen his course and he’d stick to it long enough to give Caroline a running start.
“One cannot fight love, Miss Peek,” he said.
“One most certainly can and should. And I highly doubt that a man of your professed social status could love a governess.”
“Ah, but she is a very special governess,” Jack replied before casting a glance toward the Cliff Walk. Caroline was darting north to Villa Blanca.
“How so, Mr. Culhane?”
He added a dash of status to his tale, since Peek seemed to be a bigger snob than most. “Her family is French nobility, though recently impoverished.”
“The French. Feckless lot,” Miss Peek said down her long nose. This was not an endearing trait.
Buying time, Jack looked to Caroline’s maid. “How about you, miss? Do you believe a man should turn his back on love?”
“Oh, never, Mister Culhane,” she said. “It’s up to each of us to do everything possible to encourage true love. And if by chance you have a brother, I would be glad to make his acquaintance.”
“No brothers, I’m afraid, Miss…”
She made a sketch of a curtsey. “Campbell. Annie Campbell. I am lady’s maid to Miss Caroline Maxwell. And I know all about you, Mr. Culhane, from that article in the newspaper when you rescued the fishermen. Miss Peek just arrived today. She does not know she is talking to a genuine hero.”
In this one instance, he’d happily use his so-called heroism. “Thank you, Miss Campbell.”
Jack refocused on Caroline’s governess. “Now, Miss Peek, was there some reason in particular you wished to speak to me?”
“I was under the impression that your companion tonight was the young lady under my charge.”
“You think Mister Culhane was with Miss Maxwell?” Annie asked. “That’s impossible, Miss Peek. Before I left for my evening off, she had me bring her a packet of headache powder and was in her room for the night. She said something about her mind spinning with knights and earls.”
“Possibly true,” Miss Peek said grudgingly.
“I have no reason to lie. If I did and lost my job, I’d land back home with my parents. That’s reason enough for me to be honest. I love my mother and father, but—”
“That will be enough, Miss Campbell,” Peek decreed. “I have no interest whatsoever in your familial circumstances. We are conversing solely because I believed I saw Miss Maxwell. But because Mr. Culhane is a gentleman…” She trailed off, clearly expressing her skepticism. “… I shall take his word that his companion was a governess.”
Jack had stretched the conversation as far as he could. “That’s generous of you, Miss Peek.”
She nodded. “And now I shall commence my evening constitutional as I had planned.”
Annie heaved a sigh of relief when Miss Peek headed south. “That was a close call. I think I’ll be having a few more of those while working for Miss Maxwell.”
Closer to one a night, Jack thought. And he was amused by the idea until an unsettling realization set in. Maybe he was a romantic, too.
* * *
ON SATURDAY morning, Caroline’s mother used her fork to flick her breakfast about her plate as though the food repelled her. Since Mrs. Longhorne’s chef was among the very best, the airy cheese soufflé with accompanying fresh fruit was not the issue. Caroline glanced at Mrs. Longhorne to see if she might shed some light on Mama’s mood, but Mama’s friend was doing her best to make no eye contact. Amelia and Helen seemed oblivious to the raincloud over the table, cheerily making short work of their breakfasts.
“We will be having a dinner party here at Villa Blanca on Tuesday,” Mama said without showing any of her usual joy over a social event.
“A dinner party sounds quite nice,” Caroline replied. Politeness seemed a wise choice.
“Nice?” Mama asked. “There is nothing nice about the situation. Last night at the Royces’ ball, I talked with the Carstairs, who will be hosting Lord Bremerton in just a matter of days. Bremerton has asked them to indentify Newport’s gems of young womanhood, and Lurene Carstairs finds Katherine Royce to be the perfect example. She plans to have a small gathering upon Bremerton’s arrival to showcase Katherine. Needless to say, the Royces are jubilant.”
Mama picked up her fork and stabbed a strawberry. “I knew I should not have let you stay here last night, Caroline. I am sure that Emmett Royce is sitting down and fattening Katherine’s dowry this morning.”
“And I am sure Katherine will be very happy,” Caroline said, engaging in some wishful thinking that this was to be the end of the Bremerton campaign.
“Katherine’s happiness is not my objective,” Mama said. “Yours is. In order to unwind this mess, I invited the Carstairs to a dinner party here on Tuesday night. They will meet you, and I expect you to show them that you are the correct choice for Lord Bremerton’s wife.”
“Of course,” Caroline replied. She had always been very clear on Mama’s expectations, even if Mama still didn’t grasp Caroline’s concept of happiness.
“Mildred and I have withdrawn ourselves from all engagements between now and Tuesday,” Mama said. “We will need the time to properly execute this event. While we are occupied, you three girls will follow your schedules with no deviation.” She shot a stern glance across the table to Caroline. “Especially you.”
Since Caroline had already altered her schedule to include an afternoon lecture at the Redwoods Library and Athenaeum regarding the early monarchs of the Kingdom of Hawaii, she was perfectly happy to comply.
“Yes, Mama,” she replied.
“Fine, then,” Mama said before finally tucking into her soufflé, which had begun its downward descent. After a few bites, she added, “Eddie will be here for the dinner, since your father will not leave the city until the Conqueror is finished with its engine work. Any other ship is too slow in your father’s eyes. And since Mr. Longhorne remains in Paris, I will need at least one more single gentleman at the table.”
Mrs. Longhorne looked deflated at the mention of her husband. Apparently considering his family duty done, Charles Longhorne had left for Paris on a vacation soon after daughter Esmé’s wedding, almost four years ago. The vacation appeared to be of the permanent variety.
“I am sure Eddie would appreciate Jack Culhane’s presence,” Helen suggested while giving Caroline an arch look.
“That is out of the question,” Mama said.
Mrs. Longhorne perked up. “Agnes, is he not the one we heard this morning is conducting an affair with the Goelet governess?”
So Jack had decided to distract dour Peek with a tale of love? Caroline did her best to hold back a laugh. Still, a choked sound escaped.
“I am sorry if I shocked you, dear,” Mrs. Longhorne said to her. “That was blunt language in front of three young ladies, but it is the way of the world. One fancy French oiseau flits by, and a man is off to another nest.”
“Not all men,” Mama said. “Your father is quite exemplary, girls.”
All three sisters nodded in agreement.
Papa was indeed faithful, unless one viewed his penchant for big game hunting as a substitute for a ladybird. But Mama tolerated tiger and zebra rugs far better than she would a mistress.
Mama took a sip of her tea and then proclaimed, “Jack Culhane, however, is not showing himself to be an exemplary man.”
Caroline wanted desperately to argue that statement but knew she couldn’t. The less she spoke of Jack, the better the chances of Mama warming to him. Or at least ignoring him.
“Mama, I have seen Miss Beatrice Goelet’s governess, and she doesn’t seem the type to interest a young man such as Jack Culhane,” Helen said.
Caroline wasn’t certain why Helen would choose to be helpful, but she was happy that was the case.
“What do you mean?” Mama asked.
“The governess is elderly,” Helen said. “I think she must be at least forty … much older than you.”
Everyone at the table was aware that forty had come and gone for Mama. And everyone—including Mama—knew that she turned as soft as butter with a little flattery.
“Yes, well…” Mama took another sip of tea before setting down her cup with a resigned sigh. “I suppose if I don’t make a place for him, Eddie will just tow him along and upset the numbers. Jack Culhane will do.”
Caroline hid a smile. He would do perfectly.
NINE
Tuesday evening, Jack exited the hired coach that had brought him from the harbor to Da’s Touro Square house. The old brick villa bordered on bleak, and the sharply pointed wooden fence guarding it didn’t help, either. But to Jack’s tired eyes, the place looked like paradise. He paid his driver and made his way to the front door.
Wilton, one of the former owner’s staff who Jack had kept on, greeted him once he’d stepped inside.
“Good evening, sir. Your father is in residence,” the elderly butler/doorman/valet announced. “He is currently in the library.”
Jack would have sooner believed that an impostor had wheedled his way into the house than that Da would be in Newport during the workweek. Either way, he headed toward the library. Wilton, who was remarkably spry given his bowed posture, followed Jack down the threadbare Persian runner that covered an equally scarred floor. The butler somehow reached past Jack to open the door.
There, behind the heavy mahogany desk, was none other than Da. He had a cigar in one hand and tumbler of whiskey in the other. Jack looked away from the cigar. Cigars now reminded him of Heinrich Krantz, and Krantz was the reason he currently required a two-hour bath and ten-hour sleep. It had been a hot, stinking two days spent shoveling manure, but Jack wasn’t about to back down.
“Hello, Da. Having trouble finding something to read?” Jack asked.
Unlike the last time Jack had been in this room, random piles of books now dotted the floor and the shelves stood gap-toothed.
“I was having more trouble finding you,” his father replied. “I came in before dawn Sunday and not a soul in this house knew where you were. It’s time you hired a personal secretary, or better yet, a minder.” His brows rose as he looked more closely at Jack. “I’m thinking you could use one.”
Jack sat opposite Da in a deep leather chair. “No doubt. So why are you unshelving the books?”
“Curiosity,” he said. “Harry Benton has no love for books, and he has even less love for banks. I’m looking to see if there’s money hidden, because sure as I’m breathing, Benton didn’t buy these to read.”
“Any luck?” Jack asked.
“Not yet,” Da replied. “And as long as we’re asking questions, would you like to tell me why you reek of dung?”
Jack had cleaned up the best he could before boarding the late afternoon Newport-bound steamer, but he was numb to the scent of manure.
“I spent the past two days mucking out stalls,” he said.
Da tipped back his head and laughed. “That’s a fine one. Did you lose a bet?”
“No, I’m buying another brewery.”
“You have a strange way of going about business, son.”
Jack smiled. “I suppose I do.”
Da nudged his whiskey glass in Jack’s direction. “Drink up. You need it more than I do.”
Jack shrugged. “Hard work never killed a man.”
“True enough,” his father said. “But that’s not why you need it.”
Taking Da at his word, Jack downed the rest of the whiskey. Its warmth as it made its way to his gut felt damn near life-giving.
“So you’re here for a reason, right?” he asked his father.
“Aye,” Da said. “Curiosity again. I decided I wanted to see this place, after all.”
Jack shook his head. “You’re going to have to spin a better tale than that. You might care about money, but you don’t care about houses. If you did, you wouldn’t be trying to fob this one off on me.”
“As it turns out, you won’t be needing it. Harriet Vandermeulen’s father will be building you a grand place as part of her dowry.”
In almost any other circumstance, Jack would have enjoyed his father’s grin. But at the moment, he was bone-tired, blistered of hands, and short on a sense of humor. “You’re saying that Harriet’s father came to talk to you?”
“Aye,” Da replied. “He’s thinking you two would be a good match, and he wanted me to know that he’d be making it worth your while with houses both in the city and here.” He hesitated before adding, “You’re well off enough on your own, but falling in love with a rich girl isn’t a sin, you know.”
“Oh, for…” Jack said before trailing off. He rubbed his forehead. A headache was setting in, but more of his father’s whiskey would evict it. He’d just have to find which stack of books was hiding the bottle.
Da drew in on his cigar, then exhaled the smoke in a long stream. “It’s a rare thing, seeing you without words.”
What could he say that Da didn’t already know? Jack was a grown man. And he couldn’t be bought.
“Where are you hiding the whiskey?” he asked.
Da laughed. “A fine start on talk.” He pulled open a desk drawer, reached in, and drew out a bottle. “I’ll bear up if there’s no money from Benton, so long as I find another bottle or two of this left behind.”
Jack stood, took the offered bottle, and poured himself another two fingers of Ireland’s finest. He almost had the glass to his mouth when the library door groaned in protest as it swung open.
Jack turned.
“Mister Edward Maxwell,” Wilton announced.
Eddie stepped into the room. He was dressed for a formal dinner and looking distinctly unhappy about it. Jack could sympathize.
“Where the hell have you been, Culhane?” Eddie asked.
“I’m assuming you’re not speaking to me, boyo,” Da said from his seat at the desk.
“Oh, no, sir.” Eddie made a hasty bow and then came closer. “It’s good to see you, Mister Culhane. I was speaking to…” His moustache twitched. “What is that smell?”
“Me,” Jack replied.
“And you’re not dressed for dinner, either. Get cleaned up or we’ll be late,” Eddie said.
It wasn’t that Jack was averse to the idea of cleanliness, but he didn’t need Eddie to tell him what to do. Da was covering that job just fine.
“Late for what?” Jack asked.
“Dinner. In an hour and a half. With my mother and sisters at Villa Blanca.”
“I don’t think so,” Jack said before taking a swallow of whiskey.
“When my mother invites you to dine, you go,” Eddie replied. “Otherwise, she has a way of making the punishment for declining to attend painfully worse than the dinner itself.”
“Ah, but I wasn’t invited.”
Da began riffling through the papers on the desk.
“Not so true,” he said, holding up an opened envelope. “’Tis right here.”
Jack blinked. “You opened my correspondence?”
“I said you’re needin’ a personal secretary. If you had one of those, I wouldn’t be reduced to digging through papers to find where you might be.”
“Your father has a point,” Eddie said. “Where were you?”
“Working,” Jack replied. “And tonight I’m going to rest. I didn’t respond to the invitation. Unless you did that, too, Da,” he added while throwing a wry look his father’s way.
“Of course I didn’t,” Da replied.
“But I did,” Eddie said. “You’re committed.”
Jack sat. “I am unmoved.”
He planned to stay home with whiskey, quiet, and the first food he’d eaten since last night.
“Be a friend, Jack,” Eddie said. “They’ve got Caroline all primped up and are trotting her out to meet Lord Bremerton’s hosts. Don’t make me watch the boring show alone.”
Caroline and boring never happened at the same time. Eddie should have known that. And Jack should have known better than to be tempted by the idea of more time with Caroline. But he was.
Jack swallowed the last of his whiskey and then rose.
“Keep Da company while he takes apart the library,” he said to Eddie. “I’ll be back downstairs soon.”
* * *
CAROLINE LOVED her mother. She loved her enough to wear heavy, ice blue satin and what felt like pounds of pearls without a word of complaint. And on this hot and humid evening, that was a prodigious amount of love.
Even the open doors from Villa Blanca’s Green Seaside Salon to the terrace beyond were providing little relief. A few miles offshore, angry clouds had gathered and a gray wash of rain was meeting the sea. Thunder rumbled. Caroline, who had always terrified her Mama with a love of storms, smiled at the thought of this one. Once it broke, the oppressive atmosphere would lighten.
“Perfection,” Mama declared as she gave Caroline one final inspection five minutes before the guests arrived. Helen and Amelia had already passed muster and were whispering to each other on the far side of the room.
“Wonderful. Now may I have a glass of water?” Caroline asked. She felt as though she were cooking under her corset.
“Absolutely not,” Mama replied. “What if you spill and mark the satin? You must be flawless.”
“Alive and able to speak might be advisable, too,” Caroline suggested.
Mama undoubtedly had been about to tell her to watch her words, but Mildred Longhorne entered the room.
Caroline had never seen a dress quite the shade of reddish purple that Mrs. Longhorne had chosen to wear. It reminded her of the grapes that grew wild along Rosemeade’s fence line. She hoped they hadn’t fallen victims to the recent renovations.
“Did you tell Caroline the news?” Mrs. Longhorne asked Mama.
“What news?” Caroline asked.
It had to be something amazing, for Mrs. Longhorne looked ready to spin in a giddy circle.
“Oh, it’s nothing at all,” Mama said in a cheerful voice. “Mrs. Longhorne is just pleased to have lobster salad on the menu, when her chef had said there would be none.”
Mrs. Langhorne laughed. “Ha! Lobster salad!”
Caroline’s mother shot her friend a quelling look. “Have another glass of champagne, Mildred. You seem overexcited.”
Lobster salad was an odd passion, Caroline supposed, but she had heard of more peculiar.
A servant bearing a tray of champagne coupes stepped forward to oblige Mrs. Longhorne. Caroline’s mouth watered. She glanced her mother’s way, but Mama shook her head no.
“Do you think champagne does not spot?” her mother asked.
“I think it was created by fairies and will leave only gold dust should it spill,” Caroline replied.
Mama’s friend took a sip of hers. “Indeed! And it is the drink of a celebration such as this, too!”
“Have more, Mildred,” Mama said. She sounded somewhat grim.
Caroline, however, was feeling too sticky to puzzle out why. If she could have no champagne, she demanded air.
“If you’ll excuse me?” she asked Mama and Mrs. Longhorne, but did not wait for an answer.
Caroline walked outside and braced her hands on the stone balustrade that marked the terrace’s edge. She tried to draw in a deep breath, but that was not an option with her corset pulled almost an inch tighter than usual. Instead, she focused on the horizon. Lightning flashed from cloud to cloud, followed by a sharp split of thunder. A welcome breeze ruffled her hair.
She wished she could escape from the dinner party, slip off her shoes, and walk barefoot across Mrs. Longhorne’s impossibly green lawn to greet the storm as it made shore. Of course, Jack would be waiting at the water’s edge. He would carry her to a small rowboat. They would slip offshore to his sloop, which he had naturally named the Caroline. He would show her the islands of the Caribbean before they explored South America. Once they’d seen their fill, they’d round Tierra del Fuego and head on to the Pacific. She would chronicle their adventures, and finally the newspapers would print something about her other than the supposed cost of the beadwork on her ball gowns.
Caroline sighed at her fantastical turn of mind. Of course, Jack had no sloop that she knew of and he could hardly lift her in this blasted dress, let alone wade into the surf with her. But he’d be at dinner tonight, and that would do. It had to.
“Caroline,” Mama called a few minutes later. “You must come inside.”
Caroline stepped back into the salon just as the butler announced, “Lord Bremerton and Mr. and Mrs. William and Lurene Carstairs.”
Caroline thought she’d misheard, but three people were indeed entering the room. She looked to her mother. Mama refused to meet her eyes. The twins gave her sad faces of apology, and Mrs. Longhorne appeared pleased enough that one might have thought she’d conjured the Englishman from thin air.
Caroline approached the wine-bearing servant and accepted a glass. Her deep first swallow was decidedly unladylike, and her second just as large.
Lobster salad, indeed.
“Lord Bremerton, it’s a pleasure to welcome you to Villa Blanca,” Mrs. Longhorne was saying.
“Thank you,” the Englishman replied in a deep voice. “It was kind of you to add me to your party at the last minute.”
Caroline felt compelled to admit to herself that he had a pleasant voice. If she were to be fair, she’d also have to admit that he might be a perfectly pleasant acquaintance, even if she had no desire to marry him. It was entirely possible—and to be hoped—that he would not wish to marry her, either. Fortified by champagne and positive thoughts, she hazarded a look his way.
As it turned out, he was not unattractive. Her girlfriends would declare him sigh-worthy, even if she did not. He was tall, almost as tall as Jack, and certainly better dressed than she’d ever seen Jack. The Englishman’s evening clothes fit with a precise elegance, as though he kept a tailor on call around the clock. But Caroline was fonder of Jack’s more relaxed appearance.
Bremerton’s hair was a sandy color and cut in a longer style than American men currently favored. He was pale, almost as though he never even walked in the sun. And his eyes were a startlingly pale shade, too. From her current distance, she couldn’t decide if they were blue or gray.
His gaze settled on her.
Caroline shivered. While a proper heiress was not supposed to admit to having hair on her arms, she could feel hers rising. And not with excitement, either. She had always been a firm believer in instincts, and hers were sounding an alarm. Since running headlong into the downpour that had started would not sit well with her mother, she gave the Englishman a polite smile.
He did not return it. Perhaps that was because he was too occupied taking inventory of her, right down to the pearls sewn onto her dress’s bodice. Whatever his opinion was, he kept it well hidden.
Thunder rumbled, but the storm had not yet broken in here. It would, though. Caroline quickly finished the last of her drink and accepted a replacement as Mama and Mrs. Longhorne said hello to Mr. and Mrs. Carstairs. Then Mama turned her attention to Lord Bremerton.
“Is there anything less formal than Lord Bremerton that we may call you?” she asked.
He stopped sizing up Caroline.
“You may call me sir,” he said to her mother.
A brief silence fell, broken when the Carstairs began laughing. Mama and Mrs. Longhorne joined in, though they didn’t look as though they had any idea what might be funny.
“Our guest has a deliciously dry sense of humor,” Lurene Carstairs said.
Bremerton did not smile.
“My given name is Marcus,” he said. “But I prefer to be addressed as Bremerton when I am among my friends.”
Mama nodded happily, but Caroline had read his distant expression and heard his words for what they were. Other than the Carstairs, the Englishman did not count anyone in this room among his friends. Nor did he look interested in changing that situation, which was just fine. Caroline had made up her mind, too. Bremerton would not be in her life at all.
* * *
“DID YOU really have to give the butler your full name?” Eddie asked Jack as they stood just outside Villa Blanca’s dining room. “We’re late as it is.”
“The only reason we’re late is because you got caught up in the money search with my father,” Jack pointed out.
“It was pouring. No point in leaving your house until it let up,” Eddie replied. “And I now have a two hundred dollar finder’s fee from your father. Not bad for an hour’s work.”
The money should have been Wilton’s, who was going to have to put the library back in order now that the men had found the cache Da had suspected was there. Jack would make up for that in Wilton’s next pay. Da, who could be tight-fisted, would not think of it.
“Mr. Edward Maxwell and Mr. John William Anthony Patrick Xavier Culhane,” the butler announced to the other guests, who were readying to take their seats.
“He got it out in one breath,” Jack said to Eddie as they stepped into the room. “Impressive.”
“Better than most,” Eddie replied.
They made their way to the long dining table, an over-fancy work of art that appeared to have been inlaid with alabaster and ebony. The south end of it had been laden with silver, crystal, and china for the small dinner party. Helen and Amelia, who hovered nervously near Bill and Lurene Carstairs, looked as though they wanted to disappear. Mildred Longhorne was as fidgety as usual, and Agnes Maxwell as commanding. But Caroline … she was breathtaking in a pale blue dress. Her dark hair was piled high, and around her throat was a pearl choker. Jack imagined himself removing it and tasting the skin beneath.
Eddie nudged him forward. Jack tried to refocus, but looking away from Caroline was no easy task. She was as electric as the storm that had just passed overhead. At the moment, she was speaking to a man Jack didn’t recognize. The gentleman’s back was to him, or Jack would have warned him off. Caroline appeared ready to hurl a thunderbolt his way.
Eddie and he moved on to greet Eddie’s mother, who gave Jack the cross frown she seemed to save just for him. Mrs. Longhorne was far less annoyed by his presence.
“Come meet our guest of honor,” she said, urging them in Caroline’s direction.
“If you don’t mind my interrupting, sir?” she said to the man with Caroline. “I would like to introduce you to Caroline’s brother, Edward, and the Maxwells’ family friend, Jack Culhane. Gentlemen, this is Lord Bremerton.”
So the almost duke had arrived.
Jack kept his face empty of emotion, which was good work, considering the sudden surge of something close to anger rising in him. He didn’t like the feeling or understand where the hell it had come from. And he refused to let it show, especially in front of an Englishman who looked cool enough to have arrived in Newport packed in ice.
Eddie held out his hand to shake Bremerton’s, but the man inclined his head instead of accepting the handshake. Eddie’s color rose.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Jack said to the Englishman while keeping his hands at his sides.
“And you,” Bremerton replied with an equal amount of insincerity.
Caroline was going to have to stay close to a heat source if married to this man. It was that or freeze. Jack gave her a quick glance. Then again, maybe he didn’t need to be concerned on her behalf. Her color was brighter than Eddie’s. She held out her champagne glass to a passing servant. When he replaced it with a full one, she tossed back half of that in a swallow. Jack smiled. It might turn out to be a long dinner, but it would not be a dull one. He signaled for a drink of his own and waited for the show to begin.
Perhaps a third glass of champagne so quickly had been excessive, Caroline thought. But a fuzzy sort of numbness had seemed a more diplomatic option than asking the Englishman to stop looking at her as though she were an unappetizing meal that he nonetheless planned to consume. She dared a glance at Jack as she took another sip of wine. He, too, was watching her, but amusement—and even possibly some sympathy—warmed his eyes. Small wonder she wanted him as much as she did, even though he didn’t have a sloop waiting offshore.
As Caroline thought of a means of escape, the night marched forward. Royal blue–clad footmen entered the room single file and stood behind each of the massive dining chairs, waiting to move them for their occupants. Mrs. Longhorne told her guests where they would be sitting, though Caroline was sure all had read the seating cards, each of which rested on the back of a golden swan.
The Englishman offered his arm to escort her to her place.
“May I?” he asked.
“Of course.”
Her first step was a bit off since all champagne and no food made for a wobbly heiress. Bremerton pretended not to notice, but Caroline could almost hear the scratch of pen against paper as he marked this point against her. This, however, was not grounds for optimism. It would take a great many points to remove the allure of her great many dollars.
Once everyone was at the table, Caroline noted Mama’s careful control of the seating arrangements. Lord Bremerton had Amelia to his left. Given the way she stared fixedly at the silver charger plate in front of her, Mama had probably told her that she was not to speak, so that Caroline could occupy the guest of honor’s attention. Helen must have taken a vow of silence, too. She was seated across from the Englishman, and gazed somewhere past his left shoulder. Eddie had engaged Mama and the Carstairs, who were raptly listening to a description of his newest polo pony. At the head of the table, Mrs. Longhorne had Jack occupied, asking him about his recent brave rescue at sea. Caroline was left nothing to do but talk to Bremerton.
“Lord Bremerton, have you been in America long?” she asked.
“Not very,” he said, brushing at a lint speck on the edge of his shirt’s white linen cuff.
She waited for him to elaborate, but he didn’t seem to be inclined to do so.
“Other than Newport, where have you visited?”
“New York City,” he replied in a clipped tone.
“And what did you think of the city?”
“It served its purposes.”
All told, Caroline didn’t want to know what those purposes might be.
“Are you fond of travel?” she ventured instead.
“Not particularly,” he replied. “What could the rest of the world offer that England cannot?”
“An American heiress, apparently,” she said, done with trying for polite conversation.
His mouth briefly bent in what could have been either his stingy version of a smile or a wince. He made no comment, though.
Waiters appeared with the first course—roasted oysters in sherry cream sauce, a dish that was her least favorite. Caroline didn’t pick up her fork. Jack hadn’t picked up his, either. Their eyes met. He gave a smiling shake of his head and mouthed two words: chocolate cake. For the first time since meeting Bremerton, Caroline felt completely in control.
When Bremerton was done with his oysters, he leaned closer to her and said, “After the meal, perhaps we could take a stroll?”
“I am sure Mrs. Longhorne has entertainment,” Caroline said. “I doubt you’d want to miss it.”
“And I am sure that they will forge on without us.”
Caroline didn’t need to look at her mother to know she was being watched. Mama’s scrutiny made the air thick.
“A stroll would be lovely,” Caroline said, and her mother dropped her gaze.
Control, it seemed, was as difficult to obtain as chocolate cake.
* * *
THE ANTIQUE gilt ormolu clock on the dining room fireplace’s mantel had just chimed half-past ten when Mrs. Longhorne suggested that the guests retire to Green Seaside Salon. She had arranged for a local theatrical group to perform selections from Gilbert and Sullivan’s works.
“Are you certain you wouldn’t prefer some light opera to a walk?” Caroline asked Bremerton.
She knew she would, for she was tired of being subjected to his dramatic silences. He had a way of imposing his will on the room while saying nothing at all. And the more her champagne had worn off, the glummer she’d felt. Only Jack had seemed unaffected by Bremerton’s brooding ways.
“I find Savoy Opera as unsatisfying as sugar,” Bremerton said.
The Englishman had not touched his dessert, another reason Caroline found him suspect. But she was resigned to at least this small portion of her fate.
“Mrs. Longhorne, Lord Bremerton has asked to walk the grounds. I hope you don’t mind if we do that rather than join you?” she asked their hostess.
Mama’s friend was, of course, thrilled to be incubating the match of the year.
“Riccardi, please be sure that the electric lights on the back of the house are lit,” she instructed her butler, who then murmured something to a footman.
Once Bremerton and she were outside, stars twinkled overhead and the sound of the surf meeting the shore filled the uncomfortable silence that the Englishman seemed to prefer.
“Shall we walk?” Caroline asked.
“I find the view from the terrace sufficient,” he replied.
In the spirit of equality, Caroline decided to indulge in some of his silence. She would not speak unless he directly solicited comment. He stood silent while she gazed out past the flood of light on the lawn and into the darkness beyond.
“I sense that you are not a woman who wishes for poetry and romance,” Bremerton eventually said.
She nodded since it was true insofar as it pertained to him. She’d dearly love some romance from Jack, though she couldn’t imagine him spouting a sonnet.
“We have that in common, then,” Bremerton said. “And you are also aware that I am here for a wife, correct?”
“Yes,” she said. “Though it seems a long way to travel.”
“Virtually every time a debutante crosses the ocean, she has done so for the same reason,” he replied. “You did last season, though without success.”
She turned to look directly at him. “You know that I was in England?”
“I am a thorough man. I did not arrive unprepared. I even heard a tale about you giving a Wild West show, complete with a six-shooter. Apparently, you nearly missed hitting the Duke of Perryton.”
Caroline felt compelled to defend her marksmanship. “One shot went slightly astray, but it never endangered the duke. He’s skittish.”
“And he is no friend of the Prince of Wales, either. I hear His Royal Highness declared you an ‘American original and sweetly dangerous’ after the incident.”
“Unfortunately,” Caroline said.
Bremerton nodded. “I understand your chagrin. Many find the Marlborough House Set unseemly. But I find it is better to have no opinion at all.”
“I should be clearer with my comments,” Caroline said. “I don’t care what the prince’s group thinks of me, or the queen’s more conservative friends, for that matter. My aim was and is to dissuade all gentlemen from courting me.”
“That is a naïve and unattainable goal.”
“I succeeded last year,” she pointed out.
He shrugged. “You shot your way to a reprieve. You might not wish to marry, but you must do so to elevate your family’s social stature.”
“Hardly,” Caroline replied, trying not to let his slight sting. “The Maxwells are now on their fourth generation in New York society.”
“Exactly my point. I shall be the fourteenth Duke of Ends-leigh when my time arrives. Your family can benefit from my name.”
“And you can benefit from my dowry,” she said flatly. “Why else would you be here?”
Caroline was certain she saw a muscle twitch in Bremerton’s narrow jaw. His eyes went a shade more toward steel. “You sound disappointed,” he said. “Perhaps you seek romance after all.”
He placed his fingers beneath her chin and tipped her face upward. His skin was cold and his touch made her uncomfortable. His posture was meant to intimidate her, but she did not step away. If she didn’t possess courage at the moment, she could at least pretend to.
“Lovely, and definitely quite naïve,” he said before letting his hand drop.
“Is it so wrong to wish for happiness?” Caroline asked, still not allowing herself to take that step backward.
“Romantic happiness is a peculiarly American desire.”
Caroline doubted that, but she would not argue the point. “Then I’m thankful that we Maxwells are American.”
“Do you believe your family would accept it if you fell in love with a fishmonger? Or even with that rough-looking Irishman inside, the one with the absurd number of names for a commoner?”
If Caroline began to doubt about her parents’ wishes for her true happiness, she would be lost. “Yes, they would accept it.”
She’d kept up a bold front but knew he’d caught her hesitation.
“If that’s the thought that comforts you, most definitely cling to it,” he said. “But your reality will be what it is. You are the most suitable heiress for my needs. And I am the most suitable potential spouse for your family’s wants. We both know that if I should ask for your hand, it will be given.”
Caroline stepped back, but not in retreat. She squared her shoulders and readied to exercise another peculiarly American concept: Freedom. She might not have it long, but she would have it in abundance while she did.
“Lord Bremerton, I believe I will finish this walk alone.”
TEN
Agnes Maxwell was losing her composure in front of her guests. That didn’t happen any more frequently than Halley’s Comet came around, so Jack had paid attention to the event. He’d noted the way she’d frantically waved her fussy silk-and-feather fan while the theatrical troop had sung the finale from H.M.S. Pinafore. The song’s lyrics about joy and rapture didn’t seem to have helped her outlook. The entertainment had since departed and talk was dying down, but her cheeks remained a fiery red. A truant daughter could do that to a mother.
“It has been a lovely evening, but we must be on our way,” Lurene Carstairs said to Mrs. Longhorne.
“Perhaps just a moment longer?” Agnes asked. “I’m sure Caroline will be right back.”
Jack knew better. When the almost duke had come inside and announced that Caroline wished for more air, Jack had known she was gone. He would have done the same.
“We’re sorry to miss her, but this is Bremerton’s first night in Newport. We must have him well rested for a victory on the polo field tomorrow,” Lurene said. “He’ll be playing with William’s team while he is here.”
“Of course,” Mildred said while Agnes fanned herself again.
“This is not like Caroline at all,” Agnes said to the guest of honor as he donned his hat.
Jack wanted to laugh. This was exactly like her.
The Englishman and his hosts departed. The twins then scurried out of the room after them like forest creatures fleeing a fire. It was a wise choice, considering their mother’s mood. Jack stood to leave, but Eddie held out a hand, motioning for him to stay.
“Edward, you must go find your sister,” Agnes ordered her son, who was busy filling two snifters with cognac. “Bring her here immediately.”
“Don’t worry, Mother. She’ll return on her own. I’m sure she was just waiting for Lord Bremerton to leave,” Eddie said in reassuring tones.
Agnes’s color surged. “I am not worried. I am upset! How could she do this to me? My nerves cannot take any more of this rebellion from her. Go find her and make her come inside at once.”
“Care to help me?” Eddie said as he handed Jack a snifter.
“Wouldn’t have it any other way,” Jack said as he rose.
“Hurry along, then,” Eddie’s mother said. “I shall be in my room, attempting to calm my heart. I am having horrible palpitations. Tell Caroline I will summon her when I am ready to speak to her.”
She turned heel and left the room with a worried-looking Mildred Longhorne trailing behind her.
“Have a seat,” Eddie said once the room was empty of drama. “We both know Caroline’s out there lurking in the shrubbery, just as she did when she used to follow us around.”
“She’s probably improved her espionage tactics since then,” Jack replied as he took a chair opposite Eddie and relaxed.
A cool breeze rolled in off the ocean and through the open windows, smelling of salt and spent storm. All in all, the evening had proved more entertaining than sitting home with Da and a bottle of whiskey.
“So what did you think of the Englishman?” Eddie asked Jack.
Jack had no intention of sharing his true level of dislike. If he did, Eddie might believe that Jack had feelings for his sister. And while Jack did, they weren’t the brotherly sort that gave him the right to opine on her future husband. They did, however, make Jack want to punch the Englishman. However, he’d keep that—and his fists—to himself.
“I’ve seen worse,” Jack said.
“I’m going to give Bremerton the benefit of the doubt,” Eddie said. “Maybe the standoffish behavior is because he’s not accustomed to our ways.”
“Maybe,” Jack replied, sticking to his new policy of short, if not so honest, responses.
Eddie shrugged. “Or maybe not. But either way, there’s no sense in angering my mother by objecting to the Englishman. I have no vote. Caroline is on her own when it comes to dealing with Mother.” He took a swallow of his cognac and added, “But my sister’s resourceful. No matter how this turns out, she’ll make a workable life of it.”
“Of course,” Jack said, though the thought didn’t sit as well with him as it had even a few weeks ago.
The Longhorne butler entered and held out a small silver tray. “Mr. Culhane, a message has arrived for you.”
Jack stood and took the envelope. The script on the front was round and perfectly feminine … just what one would expect from a well-schooled heiress. He removed the note and read Caroline’s request.
“Your sister is fine,” he said to Eddie as he pocketed Caroline’s message. “She’s with a friend we have in common and has asked if I would bring her back to Villa Blanca.”
It didn’t escape Jack that Caroline could have asked her hostess to send her home in a carriage. The truth was, Caroline wanted to see him. Hell, she flat-out wanted him, even though she had only a vague idea what that wanting entailed.
“A friend? What sort of friend?” Eddie asked, frowning.
For Caroline’s sake, Jack wanted to make Flora sound staid, wealthy, and respectably aged, even though she was only one of the three. “Mrs. Willoughby is recently widowed. She’s renting The Reefs for the season and met Caroline at the Casino some days ago.”
“That sounds harmless enough. You’re fine with hauling her back here?”
“Of course.”
“You’re a good man,” Eddie said, raising his snifter in a sketch of a toast.
Jack shook his head as he left Villa Blanca behind. He might be good, but he wasn’t good enough to steer free of temptation when it summoned him.
* * *
CAROLINE SIPPED a cup of India tea as she sat in The Reefs’ main salon. Being with Flora was both a literal and figurative step into the light. A small fire burned in the grate, and Flora had turned up all the gas fixtures so that the room, which was decorated in shades of gold and ruby, glowed. Flora, too, was colorful in her emerald-colored Empire-style satin dress—one better suited to playing the Empress Josephine on the stage than being used as at-home wear. All the same, Caroline envied her new friend and her lack of layers of petticoats.
“Are you sure I can’t offer you something more substantial than tea? Some fruit, maybe?” Flora asked. “That was a long walk to make in such an elaborate gown.”
Caroline returned the thin bone china cup to its matching ivory saucer and glanced down at her Worth dress. She’d taken care not to harm it during her escape, for it was very pretty. Unfortunately, now that it had been seen at dinner, Mama would never permit her to wear it again.
“The tea is perfect, and there’s no need to fuss. You were kind to let me in after I arrived like a thief in the night,” she said.
“Thieves generally aren’t interested in the front door. And mine is always open to you,” Flora said.
“Thank you,” Caroline replied.
Flora took a sip of her tea. “A visit from a friend is just what I needed tonight, though I think this will be a short one. Jack will hurry you home now that you’ve let him know where you are. I believe he finds me a bad influence on you.”
“And vice versa,” Caroline replied.
Flora laughed. “True. Poor Jack is never going to quite grasp the bond among women. He’s too…” She paused, considering her choice of words. “Well, he’s just too male.”
“Very,” Caroline said.
“But despite Jack’s opinion, I think we are excellent influences on each other,” Flora said. “You bring life whenever you arrive, and I can give you a more … shall we say … mature woman’s perspective on your situation. Though I’ve already told you things from my life that would rattle Jack.”
When Caroline had arrived, she’d given Flora a brief summary of her night. Sensing Caroline didn’t wish to say more, Flora had let the conversation move on to stories of the places she’d visited while working as an actress.
“Jack could do with some rattling,” Caroline said. “And I envy you your freedom. I wish I had seen a tenth of what you have.”
“Ah, but as you know, freedom always has a price. I’m not going to share my early years with you.” She paused as though pushing aside the memories and then gave Caroline a bright smile. “But I chose to move forward and make the best of this life.”
“Choice…” The word felt foreign to Caroline, and sweeter than chocolate, too. “I wish I had choice. Oh, I know I could refuse the marriage demand, walk from my father’s house, and try to get by on my wits. But for all my education, I’m not very skilled. I doubt I could even get a job as shop girl.”
“I think that you are the sort who could do whatever she had to. But I’d never encourage you to make your way alone in the world unless it’s your very last choice. I’ve been poor and I’ve been rich. Try to be rich.”
Caroline smiled. “Very sound advice.”
“So now tell me a little about this Englishman your mother has selected for you,” Flora said. “Are you sure your real objection isn’t that your mother did the choosing?”
“I’m very sure,” she replied. “He is not a pleasant man. He’s so cold and stiff that he might as well be stuffed and displayed in my father’s trophy room. And his touch—”
“I take it you’re talking about Bremerton,” Jack said as he entered the room unannounced, cutting short Caroline’s thoughts.
She didn’t even try to hide her joy at seeing him. “None other.”
“I hope you don’t mind that I showed myself in,” Jack said to Flora.
“Not at all,” Flora replied. “Come join us. Would you like something to drink? There’s a decanter of port on the far pedestal table.”
“Thank you, but I’m afraid we’re short on time,” he said. “We need to be leaving.”
He looked at Caroline again. His gaze held an intimate message. Her body responded to it even as her mind, with its years of schooling in propriety, rebelled. Something had changed between them. She didn’t know how or why, but it had.
Caroline set down her teacup and saucer with a rattle.
“Jack is right. I should be on my way home. Thank you for talking to me this evening, Flora,” she said as she rose.
Smiling, Flora stood. “I understand.”
That being the case, Caroline wished Flora would explain it all to her.
Jack’s carriage waited out front. He helped her in and then paused to say something to the coachman before joining her. Instead of taking the opposite seat, he joined her on the black leather bench and carelessly tossed his hat on the other. Though she wasn’t in physical contact with him, she could feel the warmth rolling off him. It made her shiver in a most delicious way.
“So he touched you?” Jack asked as they rolled down the drive to Bellevue Avenue.
“Who?” The urge to hold and be held was so strong that she could scarcely keep track of her own name, let alone a conversation.
“Bremerton. He touched you?”
“Yes.”
“How?”
“The usual way,” she said impatiently. “With his hand.”
Jack leaned back against the seat and exhaled slowly. “I don’t like it. I don’t like the man touching you, and I don’t like that I feel like this.”
Though she’d never really paid attention to what impact she might have on a man, when it came to Jack, Caroline felt content in a very cat-with-the-cream sort of way that he cared enough to be territorial.
“I don’t like the man touching me, either,” she said.
Now that they were on the avenue, street lights glowed into the carriage as they passed them. The coachman was taking a leisurely pace, and the carriage swayed ever so slightly in time to the clip-clop of the horses’ hooves.
“How did he touch you?” Jack asked.
“Just his fingers beneath my chin.” The recollection rekindled her anger. “He held me there and scrutinized me as though he owned me. He said I’m a naïve child.”
“Then he’s a fool,” Jack said. “And he sure as hell doesn’t know how to touch you.”
Jack had never before used rough language in front of her. Etiquette dictated that she should be offended, but she wasn’t.
He drew her closer. “A man who knows you would touch you like this.”
As Bremerton had done, he placed his fingers beneath her chin and tipped her face upward. But Jack’s touch was warm and vital. She looked into his face. Even in the scant light, she could read his intent, and it matched her desire.
Jack’s mouth settled against hers, and all thoughts of the Englishman evaporated. There was nothing but Jack. She opened to him, inviting him to kiss her more deeply. He did, and her heartbeat picked up. But far before Caroline was ready, Jack eased out of the kiss.
“And a man who wants you would do this,” he said.
He angled on the bench so that he nearly faced her. She felt his hands at the back of her neck. In a few deft moves, he opened the clasp to her pearl choker, slipped it off her, and pocketed it.
“He would steal my pearls?”
His laugh was enticing. “No, he would taste your skin.”
He braced one big hand on the bench’s padded back so that she was captured. But Caroline didn’t want to flee. He bent his head and kissed the curve where her neck met the top of her shoulder. She breathed her pleasure with a soft sigh. Then his mouth ventured upward, tasting the skin on her throat that he’d bared. She’d never felt anything so intensely thrilling. Her toes curled and she gasped.
He picked up his head. “More?”
“All,” she said.
He made a sound of amusement, or perhaps regret. Caroline didn’t care which one, so long as he kissed her throat again. And he did. Slowly, one caress at a time, he ventured his way back to her mouth.
He made a low, hungry sound and settled the palm of his free hand over her breast. Caroline knew she should be shocked, but she was more amused at the way he drew back and looked at the pearls and crystals his hand had encountered.
“I’d forgotten,” he said. “A rich woman’s armor.”
Heiresses’ mamas everywhere knew what they were doing, dressing their daughters like this.
“I’d prefer to be defenseless,” she whispered.
Moving quickly, Jack scooped her up, swept his hat off the opposite bench, and settled her there. She was propped against the carriage’s outer wall with her cloud of ice blue skirts spilling toward the floor. She reached for him and bumped her head on the rectangular calling card box just beneath the window, but she didn’t care. All she wanted was more Jack.
He pulled down the window shades until little light entered. Caroline was more than willing to go by touch. He knelt on the carriage floor with his solid body holding her safely on the slippery leather seat.
“One day, we’ll have to find a comfortable place to kiss,” he said as he lightly ran two fingers over the contours of her lips, down her throat, and then traced the line of her collarbone.
Caroline let her eyes slip closed and didn’t answer. Sight and speech were distractions when there was new pleasure to feel. His mouth took hers, and at the same time he placed his palm above her dress’s square, low bodice. His warmth transferred to her, and his skin felt slightly rough. Strong hands, she thought. A true man’s hands.
She reached up to touch his face as he kissed her. His beginnings of a beard were rough and foreign to her, too. But she trusted him, body and soul.
His fingers dipped down into the slight gap beneath dress, corset and chemise. She relaxed to give him more room, but ample curves and tight lacings left little space.
He kissed her again and let his hand slide over the fortress of clothing until it rested below her waist. His hand fisted in the heavy silk of her dress as their tongues touched.
The carriage slowed and then lurched. Jack picked up his head. “We’re at Villa Blanca.”
“Tell the coachman to go on,” Caroline urged, but even as she spoke the words, she knew them for insanity.
He knelt upright and drew in an almost weary breath. “We can’t.”
She lay there, staring into the darkness. Why, of the many off-kilter events she’d experienced tonight, did this one make her want to cry?
“Of course we can’t,” she said.
Jack’s hands closed over hers. She took his offered help to get her feet beneath her, even if she was none too sure she could actually use them.
“I need a moment,” she said, doing her best to put her coiffure back in order.
“Better now?” he asked after an interval.
She shook out her skirt. “I’m as reassembled as I can get.”
“I’m sorry,” he said.
“For what?” she asked, thinking that if he said for kissing her, she would be tempted to clout him.
“That Villa Blanca was so close to Flora’s,” he replied before giving her one last swift kiss. Then he signaled for the coachman to come round and open the door.
Jack stepped out first and helped Caroline from the carriage. She kept a decorous distance once she reached the ground. Mama had eyes and spies, after all.
“Good night, Mr. Culhane,” she said. “Thank you for the escort home.”
“My pleasure,” he said.
But there had to be much more pleasure than what they had shared, and Caroline was determined to make it hers.
* * *
FLORA WAS tired, the sort of tired that came from having too little to do. And yet she could not sleep. Jack and Caroline had rushed out a half hour earlier, and the staff had long ago gone off to sleep. Flora was jealous. She wished for just one night in which she would not wake, but knew tonight would not be it.
The house’s front bell rang. Flora left the sofa, where she’d been curled up like a child seeking warmth. She would have ignored the summons, except it might be Caroline again. The girl was showing all the signs of perpetual wanderlust, which Flora could appreciate.
She peeked out of the door’s sidelight, then blinked. She checked again to see if her eyes were being as faithless as her ability to sleep had become since Clem’s death. No, her eyes remained true.
Jack’s father stood in the doorway, looking little different from when she’d last seen him, fourteen years earlier. And the hurt she’d felt that night still lingered, too. But she’d never believed the old adage about time healing all wounds.
Cursing herself for being a fool, Flora opened the door.
“Hello, Patrick. This must be the night for Culhanes to roam,” she said. “Jack left just a little while ago.”
“Are you asking me in, then?” Patrick said.
He sounded as Irish as always, and apparently she was as soft as always for the music in his words.
“I suppose,” she said curtly.
He smiled. “As kind as ever.”
“Too kind,” she said as she led him to the salon.
This time, she did not choose the sofa, but a tall chair that was quite regal. Better yet, the chair opposite it was squat. Of course, Culhane still managed to look commanding while sitting in the blasted thing. Now that she could see him in full light, she noted the deepening of the lines at the corners of his eyes and the added threads of silver in his dark hair. But like his son, he was one handsome devil.
“You’re looking tired, Flora,” he said.
“That’s a fine compliment. Since I invited you in at this late hour, the least you could do is offer some hollow flattery.”
He laughed. “Is there any other kind of flattery but hollow?”
She wanted to smile but didn’t. “How did you know I was here?”
He looked down before answering. “I saw an article in the Times about who was summering in Newport.”
“Really? I don’t know whether to be more astounded that you were reading the social news or that I was mentioned.”
“I was on a train,” he said as though that explained everything.
She raised her brows in response.
He stretched his long legs in front of him, no doubt trying to find a way to be comfortable in the short chair. “I was sorry to hear about your husband’s passing.”
Flora ignored the sting of tears behind her eyes. When on stage, she’d always been able to cry at will. Now she could not seem to stop.
“I appreciated the note,” she said.
“It was nothing. I know how deeply a loss like that can cut into a soul.”
She nodded. “Yes. But I promised Clem I would pick up my life, and I will.”
“I’m sure you will,” he said. Coming from him, the words sounded a little sad.
Some people never fought free of the grief. Patrick had been one, though she hadn’t understood at the time. All she’d known was that she’d loved him, but he hadn’t been able to love her back. At least, not in the way she’d wanted him to, with vows and babies and forever together.
“In time, I’ll be better,” she replied. “It has been a year since I lost him, but sometimes it still feels like yesterday. Right now, I’m focusing on each day … each new adventure.” Because, really, she had nothing else.
“Well, then, you have a plan, and that’s half the battle.”
“I suppose,” she said.
They sat quietly for a moment. Then Patrick spoke again.
“I want you back in my life, Flora,” he said in a rush. “Not as a lover, mind you, because I’ve no right to put a claim on your heart after all we’ve been though. But I miss you. I miss the laughter and the teasing and the knowing that if I’m being a bullheaded fool, you’ll be the first to tell me. You can chase me out of here with that fire poker over there,” he said, pointing to the fireplace set. “You likely should, but I knew that if I didn’t ask now, I’d lose the courage to ask at all.”
Never had he come to her hat in hand … well, actually hatless … like he was at this moment. Flora was touched.
“You, lose courage?” She shook her head. “Patrick Culhane, you are the boldest man I’ve ever met.”
“Aye, and in some ways the thickest, too, or I wouldn’t be here today trying to rebuild what I ruined.”
She smiled. “I won’t deny that.”
“So then, will you do me the honor of being my friend?”
Flora knew the answer, even if she didn’t feel completely comfortable letting him into her life again.
“I don’t think either of us are so rich that we can afford to lose a friend,” she said.
A smile slowly spread across his face. “You always were the smartest woman I knew.”
And in some ways the thickest, too, Flora thought. But a life with both Culhanes far surpassed a life without them.
ELEVEN
Da must be having a regular Irish hooley, Jack thought. The coachman had just pulled up in front of the Touro Park house, and all the lights on the ground floor were ablaze. Jack retrieved his top hat from beneath the bench where he’d sent it earlier, brushed it off, and set it back on his head. If there were guests, he couldn’t enter the house looking as tired and frustrated as he felt.
Wilton opened the front door before Jack had even made it to the steps.
“I take it my father has company,” Jack said as he entered.
“No, sir,” the butler replied, closing the door after Jack. “Your father is not in residence.”
“Then you have guests?”
“Hardly, sir. Mr. Edward Maxwell has guests. At the moment, they are in the billiards room.”
Jack started to ask the unflappable Wilton another question but decided to go to the source. He handed the butler his hat and headed to Eddie.
“It’s about time you made it home,” his friend said when Jack came into the billiards room.
Eddie, who was in his shirtsleeves, looked to be losing a game to Charles Vandermeulen. Robert Conable and Harold VanAndel, two more of their customary New York set, were watching. Jack gave all four a hello but kept an eye on Eddie.
“I had Wilton set me up with a room,” Eddie said without looking away from the shot he’d begun to line up. “I didn’t think you’d mind.”
Charles came over to shake Jack’s hand. “I’d have had him stay with us when he arrived, but Harriet has the house packed with girls. Wedding plans or some such other female thing. The giggling is enough to kill a man. We all decamped for the night. If you don’t mind putting the rest of us up here until her blasted picnic tomorrow, we’d be obliged.”
Jack hoped it wasn’t his wedding to Harriet being planned because that was a nonevent.
“You’re welcome to stay,” he told Charles.
“Grand, old man! You and I might as well get used to each other’s company, if you know what I mean,” Charles said.
Jack made a noncommittal noise in response.
“Which brings to mind, Harriet is worried that you haven’t said whether you’ll be at tomorrow’s picnic. It will be the usual lot … Harriet, the Maxwell sisters, some of the Vanderbilt girls, and an Astor or two.… She asked me to inquire if I saw you.”
Da’s belief that Jack needed a secretary was beginning to ring true.
“I’ve been away on new business and have to spend tomorrow catching up on other matters,” Jack said. “Please give your sister my apology for the late response and also my regrets.”
Charles’s demeanor drooped. “You’re sure you can’t appear for a short while? She has four girls to every man as it is. Take some pity on the rest of us and save us from being swarmed.”
Jack smiled at the image of the men smothered in heaps of lace and parasols and ridiculously large-brimmed hats. “Tell you what, I’ll try to drop in.”
“You have my gratitude,” Charles said.
“Vandermeulen, your shot,” Eddie said from across the room.
Charles grinned just as a robber baron’s son should at the scent of fresh money. “Time to finish him off.”
Jack looked to Wilton, who had taken care of Jack’s hat and now stood next to the doorway. “Wilton, three more rooms, please.”
“Already done, sir. And I shall retire to my quarters, unless you have further need of me.”
Jack thanked the butler and sent him on his way. Eddie joined Jack while the other men took bets on how long it would take Charles to empty Eddie’s pockets.
“What happened at Villa Blanca?” Jack asked Eddie.
“My mother didn’t stick to her vow to stay in her room. You were just out the door when she appeared. You’d think I’d told her I had sent Caroline off with the Devil when I said you’d be bringing her home. She filled my ears with lectures about young ladies going about unaccompanied with men.” Eddie shook his head. “Unbelievable. There we were, talking about you … not the local Lothario. You’ve known Caroline since she was small enough to climb trees. You’re practically her brother.”
Or not, Jack thought.
“I pointed out to Mother how close to family you are, and she had one of her fits,” Eddie said. “Once she was settled, I decided that Mildred Longhorne’s house is no place for a man.”
“What about Rosemeade? It’s sitting vacant,” Jack suggested. He didn’t want to be inhospitable, but for a group of people with damn big houses, why did they have to be under each other’s feet?
“That was my first stop,” Eddie said. “Mother has guards posted. She has locked down the cottage until the big costume ball for the Englishman next Tuesday. Apparently, she wishes no one to see the improvements to the house or property before then … not even her own son. The guards are so cowed that I could have told them I was the Lord Almighty and they still wouldn’t have let me in. So on I went to Charles’s, and here we are.”
“There’s a ball for Bremerton?” Jack asked. He was surprised Caroline hadn’t mentioned it to him. But then again, their most recent encounters had been brief and not taken up with talk.
“The invitation isn’t that direct, but Mother’s intent in having a party is clear. Check that stack of correspondence on the desk in the library. Your invitation has to be there. And I’ve already responded to my mother for you, of course.”
“I should just hire you,” Jack said.
Eddie looked a tad alarmed. “What?”
“Nothing. Just thinking aloud,” Jack replied. “How long are you planning to stay here?”
“I don’t know for certain. When Father gets here, I suppose I could always stay aboard the Conqueror if we’re bumping elbows too much. But I’d much rather stay ashore.” In a lower voice, he added, “I don’t like it getting around, but I have no love for the sea. The thought of nights spent bobbing in that boat … well, let’s just say I’d prefer the worst room at the seediest tourist hotel in town.”
A ship the size of the Conqueror would barely sway in protected Newport Harbor, but Jack could appreciate a healthy dislike of something. He was feeling the same way about Harriet’s picnic.
“I’m sure we’ll work it out here,” Jack said.
“I knew I could count on you,” Eddie said while clapping him on the shoulder. “Are you ready for some billiards?”
“Sorry, but I’m ready for some sleep.”
“What? The night is young. It’s nowhere near dawn!”
Eddie took his professional life of leisure very seriously.
“And I’m the only one in this room who has spent the past two days shoveling manure,” Jack said. “I’ll thrash you at billiards another time.”
“Don’t be so sure. I’m just setting Charles and the rest of them up for the big kill,” Eddie said.
“Enjoy,” Jack replied.
He eyed the door, making ready to escape. Fate wasn’t being kind, though. Da walked in, looking uncharacteristically dapper. And dapper wasn’t a word Jack ever thought would come to mind about Da. His suit was brand-new and his shirt so white that it nearly blinded.
“To think I left an empty house not so long ago. What’s afoot here?” Da asked the men.
He picked up Charles’s cut crystal glass and sniffed the contents. “I need to be naming this place Bhaile Uisce Bheatha.”
“Excuse me, sir?” Robert Conable asked.
“And here you’re so proud of your fine college educations,” Da said. “That means House of Whiskey in Irish. Contrary to my son’s beer-loving ways, ’tis whiskey that’s the water of life. Speaking of which, did you save any for me?”
“Of course, sir,” Robert Conable said before speedily pouring Da a glass and bringing it over.
Da toasted Robert. “Slainte.”
The party was in good hands. Jack made another break for freedom.
“Not so fast, son,” Da said. “I’ll be having a word with you. Come over this way, if you would.”
Jack followed Da to the far corner of the walnut-paneled room. Eddie and the other guests were either too polite or too occupied with wagering to pay mind to them. Jack would guess it was the latter.
“Is there any reason you didn’t think of telling me that Flora is back from San Francisco and staying in this very town?” Da asked.
“That’s Flora’s choice to make, and not mine,” Jack replied. “She didn’t contact me, either. I crossed paths with her on the trip from the city.”
“Crossed paths or engraved announcements, it doesn’t matter. You’re my son, and you should have told me.”
Da hadn’t said that in a gruff-but-kindly sort of way; he was annoyed. Jack wasn’t feeling too happy, either.
“How was I to know it mattered to you?” Jack asked.
“Of course it would matter! A man would have to be an eejit to think it wouldn’t,” Da said.
“Or he’d have to be your son,” Jack replied. “I had barely reached my teen years when Flora was gone. And I’ve kept out of your private affairs since I’ve been grown. Up until a few weeks ago, you kept out of mine, too. I liked that arrangement.”
“Well, I’m liking this new arrangement,” Da replied. “At least until I have my questions answered. Flora said you were at her place tonight. You’re not courting her, are you?”
“Hell, no.” Jack was floored by the notion, even though Flora was closer to his age than Da’s.
“She’s a fine woman. No need to get your hackles up.” Da took a sip of his whiskey. “If you weren’t courting Flora, what were you doing there in the dead of the night?”
“Collecting Caroline Maxwell.”
His father laughed. “Collecting her? Is the girl not collected enough already?”
“She has her moments,” Jack said. Her greater talent lay, however, in leaving him uncollected. At the thought of what had taken place in the carriage tonight, his smile was both involuntary and completely obvious.
“Ah, now I see the way of it,” Da said.
“I’m sure you think you do,” Jack said. “But this evening’s inquisition is at an end.”
Da waved him off. “I’d rather play billiards and make myself some money, anyway.”
Da was nearly unbeatable, so Jack escaped while he could. As he was trotting upstairs to the peace of his room, he noted an extra weight inside his coat pocket. He absently patted it and found the bulky shape of Caroline’s pearls. He’d forgotten he had them. Jack shook his head at this slipup. Tomorrow’s work would have to wait. Harriet’s picnic had just risen to the top of his list.
* * *
BY THE crack of dawn on Wednesday morning, the Blue Seaside Salon had officially taken on every aspect of a war room. All the furniture had been pushed to the room’s fringes, except for the library table anchoring the center of the room. A folding screen had been brought in for modest changes of clothing. Aides de camp—in this case, Annie, Berta, and a parade of other servants—bustled in and out, delivering notes and food. Pomeroy stood guard from his pillow. All that was missing was a cot on which to sleep, and Mama could move in for the duration.
Caroline stood at attention in her Artemis costume, while Helen and Amelia waited in line as Minerva, Goddess of Wisdom, and Demeter, Goddess of Harvest, respectively. And then there was Mama, who had a decidedly sharp edge this morning. She had not announced her costume, but Caroline felt that Bellona, Roman Goddess of War, would be a good fit. Though on second thought, Caroline did not want to see what sort of damage Mama could wreak with both a spear and a torch. Her weapon of choice at the moment was silence toward her eldest daughter, and Caroline was bearing up only tolerably well under that punishment.
“The vee at the bosom is not deep enough,” Mama said to the harried seamstress making adjustments to the white silk of Caroline’s dress. “Have I not told you that once already?”
Caroline drew in a calming breath. It was difficult to keep her tongue when it appeared that Mama was mistaking virgin huntress Artemis for a manhunter goddess, Tartemis. Caroline knew her comments would not be well received, so she gave Helen an imploring look.
Helen shook her head no.
Please, Caroline mouthed.
“Mama,” Helen said with obvious hesitance.
“Lower!” Mama commanded the seamstress.
“Mama,” Helen repeated more firmly.
“Ah, yes! Perfect,” Mama said.
Except if Caroline looked down the costume’s décolletage, she could see all the way to the floor.
“Mama!” Helen cried.
Her mother finally looked her way. “Oh, for heaven’s sake, what, Helen?”
Caroline smiled her gratitude to her sister.
“Do you know how you speak of a young woman’s honor and how it must be protected, for it is a gift greater than gold?” Helen asked Mama.
“Yes,” their mother said as she walked a circle around Caroline, inspecting her much as Bremerton likely would.
“Well, Mama, I fear that dress exposes Caroline’s honor to danger and her bosom to one and all.”
Mrs. Longhorne, who was unrolling one of a dozen velvet jewelry pouches on the war table, nodded her head. “I must agree, Agnes.”
“After Caroline’s reckless disappearance last night, we must regain Bremerton’s attention and keep it,” Mama replied to her friend.
Caroline couldn’t stand silent another second. “And so you think to achieve that by having the top of my dress disappear?”
Mama wheeled on her. “If you are going to speak, make it a recitation of Bremerton’s living relatives.” She flicked her hand toward Caroline’s governess. “Peek! Debrett’s!”
Even Peek knew better than to argue. She pulled the red tome from the table and opened it to the Duke of Endsleigh’s listing.
Caroline was not in the mood to cite chapter and verse, so she returned to silence, even when Mrs. Longhorne came close enough to peer down her dress.
“Oh, dear. We do have an issue here,” Mama’s friend said.
Mama stopped closer to investigate the view.
“You may bring the vee up an inch,” she told the seamstress.
“Just an inch?” Mrs. Longhorne asked.
“She will be wearing a wide gold belt high on the waist,” Mama replied. “That will cinch in the fabric and take care of the rest of the problem.”
But it would also accentuate Caroline’s ample curves up top. Among her friends, she was the only one she knew who didn’t have need to add padding to her dresses in order to attain the current fashionable proportions. But without the proper restraint, she felt so … obvious. But that was Mama’s strategy.
“And not too much bulk, either,” Mama said. “Just one petticoat, I think.”
“You’re lucky!” Amelia exclaimed. Her wheat-embroidered Demeter costume was so petticoated up that she reminded Caroline of a hay pile.
Mama tapped her finger to her chin as she inspected Caroline’s throat. “We want to keep the eye following the line of the dress. Perhaps the Russian pearl choker she wore last night,” she said to Mrs. Longhorne, who had returned to the array of jewels.
Caroline’s palms grew damp. She’d realized Jack still had the pearls as soon as she’d gotten into the house last night. She planned to find him today and reclaim them.
“No. Never mind,” Mama said. “We can’t have Lord Bremerton seeing her in the same jewels twice.”
She turned away from Caroline, who surreptitiously wiped her palms on the dress, earning a gasp from the seamstress.
“She will wear the diamonds, I think,” Mama said from her new spot next to Mrs. Longhorne. “When you slip details about the ball to the Times and the Mercury, be sure to say that Caroline’s gems were once Marie Antoinette’s.”
“Were they?” Helen asked.
“No, but the newspapers won’t know the difference.”
“I’m glad they’re not. I would hate for my sister to be wearing the jewels of someone who was beheaded. It seems like a bad omen, and Lord Bremerton seems like a walking bad omen as it is,” Helen said.
“Don’t be silly,” Mama replied. “Lord Bremerton is a mannered, sophisticated gentleman.”
She returned to stand nearly toe-to-toe with Caroline. “Last night was also your last hurrah, Caroline. We will not pretend that it did not happen, and we will place you under guard, if need be, between now and when Lord Bremerton begins to negotiate with your father regarding a marriage.”
“Yes, Mama,” Caroline said. What she thought was another matter entirely.
Caroline’s mother waved Peek over. “You will accompany Caroline and the twins to Harriet Vandermeulen’s picnic at noon today. You will oversee her activities and report back to me on her behavior.”
“So I’m to be under guard already?” Caroline asked.
“Miss Peek is your governess.”
Caroline took up the best compromise position she could think of. “No other girl there will have her governess as a shadow. Bremerton is sure to notice, and you don’t want that.”
“A good point,” her mother conceded.
“Send Annie. Most of the girls will have their maids present.”
“Annie?” She gave Caroline’s maid a narrow-eyed look. “Absolutely not. Peek will go as your maid.”
It was difficult to decide who was more affronted by this decree, Peek or Annie.
“But ma’am,” Annie began, only to be cut off by Mama, who said, “Think carefully, young lady. Your next word could be your last as a Maxwell employee.”
Annie nodded before joining the furniture on the edges of the room, and Peek glowered in silence.
“There!” Caroline’s mother said in her first cheerful tones of the morning. “See how easily that was handled? Compromise is a fine thing.”
And when practiced by Mama, an entirely one-sided affair.
TWELVE
“Do you think Lord Bremerton is here?” Amelia asked her sisters as they followed a pathway marked by potted daisies around the side of Thelmsford, the Vandermeulens’ palatial cottage set on a rise overlooking Bailey’s Beach.
“Of course he is,” Helen said.
“He’s going to be everywhere I don’t want him to be,” Caroline added. She had already shed Peek, sending her off with the other lady’s maids inside the house. Bremerton wouldn’t be so easily lost.
Caroline adjusted her grip on the beribboned lavender parasol that matched her equally beribboned lavender dress. Though she was not much for fluff and lace, she had a soft spot for this particular dress. The narrow bands of white trim at the bottom of the skirt and the puffy leg-of-mutton sleeves felt quite stylish. She’d had Annie pin her hair more loosely atop her head in the style of a drawing by Charles Dana Gibson. Caroline had decided that these small pleasures would have to tide her over until she was free of the Englishman.
“I don’t know why the two of you think Lord Bremerton is so horrible,” Amelia said. “I think he’s quite romantic. It’s as though he carries the weight of a tragic past and will not speak because of it.”
“You’ve been reading too many Brontë novels,” Helen replied. “There’s nothing remotely tragic about him. He’s bored silly by us and thinks himself a thousand times better.”
“You have your opinion, and I have mine. But you’ll both see. He simply needs to recover from a broken heart.”
“Or the lack of one altogether,” Helen suggested.
Caroline smiled. That, at least, would explain why he was so cold to the touch.
They’d just rounded to the rear lawn, and Caroline was about to remind her sisters that the time had come to watch their words. Instead, all three pulled up and fell silent. Harriet Vandermeulen had put the sort of planning into this picnic that Caroline wouldn’t bother with for a wedding. Unless Jack was the groom, of course.
The Vandermeulens had borrowed a flock of sheep to lend a more rustic appearance to their perfectly groomed property. The poor, blank-eyed creatures were penned in an enclosure decorated with large white bows. Two sullen-looking teenaged boys tended them. Each was dressed in a romanticized version of a shepherd’s garb, complete with a matching bow at the neck.
All the female servants had been dressed in colorful gingham frocks, and the linen-covered tables were adorned with low arrangements of wildflowers. Just past the picnic area, a fiddler sat playing high on a haystack while two cows chewed contentedly on his perch.
Harriet approached. She glowed with happiness in her rosy pink dress and wide brimmed hat decorated with fat bunches of cherries.
“Thank you for coming,” she said to the girls. “It is a glorious day for a picnic, isn’t it?”
Caroline quickly scanned the dark-coated men at the gathering, mentally charting a course that would keep her far from Lord Bremerton. Instead, she came up minus a Bremerton and plus a Jack. He looked her way and smiled.
“Absolutely perfect,” she replied to Harriet.
Amelia and Helen went off to a group of their friends while Harriet led Caroline toward the cluster of guests that included Jack.
“It’s going very well between Jack and me,” Harriet said as they strolled.
“In what way?” Caroline asked.
“He’s very charming and attentive.”
“Jack is a nice man,” Caroline said, attempting to keep at least the appearance of neutrality regarding Harriet’s campaign.
“And my father has already talked to Jack’s father. Since Jack is here, I have to believe he’s agreeable to a marriage.”
“Interesting,” Caroline replied.
“And I have good news for you, as well,” Harriet said. “Lord Bremerton is here. Everyone is quite taken with him. I think you will be, too. He’s seeing the grounds with Alice Ames and should be back at any moment. I’ll introduce you right away.”
Caroline could work up no false enthusiasm. “There’s no rush. I met Lord Bremerton yesterday evening.”
Harriet’s perfectly shaped mouth turned downward. “Oh. I was hoping to be the one to make the introduction. It would be a wonderful story to tell our grandchildren someday. But at least I have seated him at our table so I can tell him all the wonderful things I know about you. And you can do the same for me with Jack.”
“Naturally,” Caroline said.
They had reached Jack. He stood in the middle of a cluster of girls with Caroline’s brother, Charles, and poor, graceless Gordy Bullard. Harriet cut her way through the throng with a charming yet relentless efficiency, telling the others that luncheon would soon be served and perhaps they’d like to find their tables.
Jack took a step toward Caroline and began to say hello. Harriet moved between them and edged close to Jack. Close enough that Caroline did not appreciate it.
“Jack, you will be sitting with me,” Harriet said. “Caroline will be joining us with Lord Bremerton, and the table will be rounded out by Caroline’s sister, Helen, and Alice Ames. Shall we?”
She tilted her head at an inquisitive angle, clearly waiting for Jack to act as her escort to the table. He held out his arm. Harriet latched on like a steel trap. Caroline followed behind and permitted herself one unladylike roll of her eyes. Jack chose that instant to look over his shoulder. He grinned and she smiled back.
The three of them hadn’t been seated long when Bremerton and Alice Ames returned, and Helen made her way over. Jack rose. Bremerton’s gaze flicked past him and Harriet, and settled on Caroline. Focus on the small pleasures, she reminded herself, preparing herself for his icy attitude.
But Bremerton beamed.
“Hello, again, Miss Maxwell,” he said in a voice that oozed warmth and admiration. “You look radiant today. A true American beauty.”
If Amelia’s theory had been correct, Bremerton had just set a new world’s record for recovery from a broken heart.
“Thank you,” Caroline said, surprised that words had managed to work their way past her disbelief.
Jack, who had greeted Helen and Alice, acknowledged Bremerton after they had each held a chair for the girls. “Lord Bremerton.”
“Mr. Culhane,” Bremerton said collegially. “Jack, is it?”
Jack looked exactly as suspicious as Caroline felt.
“Yes, it is,” he said as both Bremerton and he sat.
“I do recall those two names, though last night there seemed to be quite a few others packed between them,” Bremerton said. “You must have an interesting tale behind that.”
“Please share it, Jack. I feel so deprived, not having been there with you last night,” Harriet said, and then shot a very pointed look Caroline’s way.
Caroline understood the territorial statement. Jack was now the pinto hobbyhorse of their childhood, and Caroline was to keep her hands off. Jack gave Harriet a half smile, as though he couldn’t see what all the fuss was about. He apparently hadn’t believed Caroline’s warning about the extent of Harriet’s ardor.
“My late mother fell ill before my birth and was told by her doctors that recovery, let alone more children, wasn’t likely,” he said. “She had wanted a large family, so I was given all the names.”
“That’s very touching, don’t you think, Lord Bremerton?” Harriet asked.
“Quite,” he replied. Anyone who had not encountered him last night would think he was sincere. But the hairs on Caroline’s arms still rose when he spoke, and she would put her faith in arm hair over the Englishman any day of the week.
Harriet forged on. “Do you want a large family, Jack?”
Seventeen-year-old Alice Ames gasped at Harriet’s audacity. The query had been as blatant as Mama’s idea of an Artemis costume.
“I haven’t thought about it,” Jack replied.
“But you would like a son to take on your name and inherit, wouldn’t you?” Harriet asked.
“I don’t know.… Having a son simply to be left my belongings, goods, or carry on my name seems a pretty self-centered reason to bring a child into the world.”
“What reason would you suggest for procreation, then?” Bremerton asked.
“Love,” Jack said.
“Ah, of course,” Bremerton said. “I believe that’s a given for every human being. And while my future title demands that I marry in order to protect the line, I will do so only with the prospect of a deep and lifelong love.” He fixed his gaze on Caroline. “It is what every woman deserves.”
Young Alice sighed sweetly, while Helen made a choking sound. Caroline clenched her hands beneath the table, wishing she were a man and could punch Bremerton’s long nose for this absurd deception. But she could try to push him until his shiny new veneer of caring cracked.
“Yes, it is,” she said. “And every woman deserves to have a voice in her world, or we are little different from the sheep in that pen.”
“I feel horrible for the sheep,” Harriet said with a delicate shudder. “I begged my father to let them wander, but he wouldn’t hear of it.”
“I can guarantee they’ve been in less happy places than that pen,” Jack said. “Though I can’t necessarily say the same for the shepherds.”
Caroline laughed.
Harriet looked up at Jack, which was no small feat since they were sitting down. “It’s so kind of you to comfort me.”
“Are you saying that ladies can be likened to sheep?” Alice asked Caroline. She sounded more intrigued than offended.
“I am saying that sometimes we are treated like livestock,” Caroline replied. “We are given no more options than they are.”
“We’re certainly not sheep,” Harriet said, clearly irritated that the conversation was veering away from her. “And I don’t live in a pen.”
“Caroline doesn’t mean it literally, Harriet,” Helen said.
“Then is this about not having the vote? Are you a suffragist with that Susan B. Anthony?”
“I am a member of her association,” Caroline said. “And I have been lucky enough to hear Miss Anthony speak twice.”
Jack smiled across the table at her. “That must have taken some maneuvering on your part.”
“I’m becoming fairly adept at that sort of thing.”
He laughed. “I’ll bet you are.”
Harriet took a quick sip of her ice water and put down her glass with more force than necessary. “I have no desire to follow politics or business.”
“We all have different interests. But I was referring to a choice in love, actually,” Caroline said to Harriet as a large luncheon platter was set down in front of her. She glanced at the slices of crusty French bread and the makings of a sandwich of one’s choice. The meats and cheeses had been arranged like flowers. Caroline had a fundamental objection to flowers of meat, and she was growing to object to Harriet, too.
“We can all choose to love the man we wed,” Harriet said, looking at Jack. “I think it would be very easy to do so.”
“In some cases, yes,” Caroline replied while she busied herself placing her napkin on her lap. If she even glanced Jack’s way, the entire table would know how she felt about him. “But think how much better life would be if we could choose to love before we choose to marry.”
Jack had another life-improving choice to add to Caroline’s suggestion—escaping this table. Luckily, he’d already laid the groundwork for his departure. He needed to use it now, before he committed the apparent sin of making a direct comment. He pulled out his pocket watch, checked it, and closed it with a snap.
“I’m afraid it’s time for me to leave,” he said to Harriet.
“I know you said you had another engagement that you might have to attend to, but you haven’t even eaten,” she said, pouting. “Please stay a while longer.”
Jack wasn’t about to touch a plate that had been served to him by Caroline’s governess, Peek. How Caroline had just missed her in that ill-fitting pink gingham dress and why she was acting as one of the Vandermeulens’ staff were both beyond him.
“It’s unavoidable,” he said to Harriet, doing his best to sound disappointed.
“Let me walk you out,” she offered.
“No … No, I’ll be fine. Please stay with your other guests.” He smiled at Caroline, who, without speaking, conveyed her irritation at his escape. But he had plans for her, too.
“If you insist,” Harriet said. “I look forward to seeing you again, very soon.”
Jack replied with a noncommittal thank you and said good-bye to everyone else. As he made his way past the sheep pen, he stopped near the so-called shepherd guarding the gate. He was a young man of stocky build, and not especially suited to wearing a big white bow.
“You don’t look happy,” Jack said. “Would you like a new job?”
The younger man cocked his head. “What would it be payin’?”
Ah, so the not-quite-real shepherd was Irish. “If it gets you out of that ridiculous costume, do you even care?”
“Not so much, sir,” he said. “But I’d be a fool not to be askin’.”
“Where are you from?”
“Dungloe, County Donegal, sir.”
Jack grinned. That was a stone’s throw from Da’s old home.
“But how much are you payin’? You still haven’t told me.”
And he was persistent like Da, too. “Twenty-five dollars a month, and room and board, of course.”
“That’s twice what I’m makin’ now.” The pretend shepherd tugged the bow from his neck and threw it in with the sheep. “Done.”
He fell in step beside Jack.
“What’s your name?” Jack asked as they walked toward the front of the house.
“Fintan O’Toole,” he said.
“How old are you, O’Toole?”
“Seventeen. Eighteen next month.”
“No wife?”
“Ha! I can hardly support meself. Well, now I can, but I’m still wanting no wife.”
“O’Toole, you’re now my personal secretary.” He glanced the younger man’s way and thought he might be wise to cover a few of the job’s requirements. “You can read, can’t you?”
“Aye.”
“And you like beer?”
“I’d never be drinking on the job, sir,” O’Toole said.
“That’s good, but do you like beer?”
“Aye, sir.”
“Then you’re going to be one very happy personal secretary.”
O’Toole grinned. “I’m near thrilled already, just getting rid of that bow.”
Once they were at the carriage, Jack dug into the carriage box. He’d tucked a telegram from Gustav Miller about the Philadelphia brewery in there. Jack handed it to O’Toole.
“Bring this to Miss Caroline Maxwell. She’s the woman in lavender sitting at the same table as Miss Vandermeulen. Tell her it just arrived for her.”
“Aye, sir,” O’Toole said as he glanced at the paper. “Am I waiting for some sort of reply? Though I can’t think what Miss Maxwell might be saying since this is addressed to you.”
Jack smiled. “That’s half the fun of Miss Maxwell, seeing what she might do next.”
* * *
CAROLINE GAZED diffidently at the French bread in front of her. She had no appetite. And for a man who’d recently made a rescue at sea, Jack had quickly forgotten the time-honored tradition of women and children first when abandoning a sinking ship. Heaven knew this meal was that and worse for Caroline.
“Do you enjoy watching polo, Miss Maxwell?” Lord Bremerton asked.
“When my brother is playing, I do,” she replied.
“Perhaps you could extend that pleasure. I’ll be playing at the Westchester Polo Club immediately after this. Would you do me the honor of watching?”
He seemed to be determined to play the chivalrous swain.
“I’m afraid I’m otherwise occupied today,” she said.
“But Caroline, you know we were all to go to the polo field this afternoon,” Harriet said.
“My mother has need of me at home,” she fibbed.
“Ah, I see,” Bremerton said. “And I fully understand. As we chatted about last night, we all must meet our families’ expectations.”
What a lovely threat disguised in sunshine, Caroline thought. She was about to reply when a young man who looked suspiciously like one of the shepherds approached the table.
“Miss Maxwell, begging your pardon, but this telegram was just delivered for you.”
Caroline never received telegrams, especially from shepherds.
“Thank you,” she said, accepting it. “Will you be nearby if I need to respond?”
“I’ll be right by the house, miss.” The young man executed a sketchy half bow and retreated.
Caroline unfolded the paper, read it, and put on a businesslike face.
“I’m afraid I need to step away from the table for a few minutes,” she said.
“It’s not anything to do with the family, is it?” Helen asked in an alarmed voice.
“No, nothing at all,” Caroline said as she worked back her wooden folding chair and rose. “It’s from an acquaintance I made in London last year. She has asked me to attend her wedding, which is taking place quickly, before her betrothed must go to India on government business.”
Bremerton, who had risen with her, said, “Who is the bride? Perhaps I know her?”
Caroline mentally berated herself for committing the very amateur error of providing unneeded detail. Years with Mama had taught her to opt for short answers, but the lure of Jack without Harriet appended to him had distracted her. “I don’t think you’d know her, Lord Bremerton. My friend is a very private person.”
“And I am sure that if you wait until you return to Mrs. Longhorne’s house to respond, the difference will never be known,” Bremerton said.
“True, but the social whirl is so much these days that I might forget.” She stepped away from the table. “Please eat without me. I would feel wrong holding you up.”
Caroline was winding her way through the other tables when she saw Peek in a pink gingham dress heading her way. In point of fact, the governess was intently tracking her. Caroline wondered who inside the house now wore Peek’s standard severe black dress. Whoever the woman was, she had a smaller stature than Peek’s. The governess looked ready to explode out of her pink gingham. But she was nothing if not determined.
“Miss Maxwell,” Peek called. “A moment, please!”
Caroline feinted right, but then went left around the last table. Peek was detained by one of the guests, who was holding out a fork and making some comment about its cleanliness.
Once Caroline had cleared Peek, she made her way across the grounds at as quick a pace as she could without actually running. The farther she got from the picnic, the more her smile grew. She reached the false shepherd, who waited for her at the top of the potted-daisy path.
“Where will I find Mr. Culhane?” she asked him.
“In his carriage, ma’am.”
“Thank you,” she said.
“’Tis my pleasure,” he replied, this time with a sweeping bow.
Laughing, Caroline approached Jack’s carriage. A few servants milled about, but no one who she felt concerned would gossip. Jack’s coachman helped her into the carriage and then closed the door after her. She settled next to Jack.
“That was one tidy escape,” she said.
“Jealous?”
“A little,” she confessed. “I couldn’t think of a way to leave for good without conjuring up a story that would alarm Helen.”
“It sounds as though you need more practice with your maneuvering.”
“With Lord Bremerton around, I’m destined to get it. And speaking of maneuvers…” She held out her hand. “I believe you have something of mine?”
Jack reached into his coat pocket and dangled her pearl choker from his fingertips. She reached for it, but he repocketed it.
“I had intended to exact a price for their return later this afternoon,” he said.
She was optimistic it would involve more kissing. “Such as?”
“A walk.”
“A walk?” That was not even close.
“Yes. A normal daytime excursion, such as two friends might take. Touro Park, maybe.”
“Is that what we are, Jack? Friends?”
He smiled. “I hope we are.”
“And I hope you don’t kiss all your friends as you did me last night.”
“Very few.”
She wanted to ask if he’d ever kissed Harriet, but that was her own growing envy coming to the fore. Jack’s behavior with Harriet was completely circumspect.
“Then we are more than friends,” she said.
He sat silent for a moment. “We are what we are, Caroline.”
She moved closer. “And what is that?”
“At the moment, on dangerous footing,” he said, inclining his head toward the window. Peek paced outside, but she hadn’t yet spotted Caroline. If she had, she’d be pounding at the carriage door. Caroline lowered the shades three quarters of the way, to cut Peek’s view.
“Our footing might seem dangerous to you, but it’s the most solid thing I have in my life right now,” she said.
“At least the Englishman has decided to be civil.”
“Which is all the worse. You see what Bremerton is doing today, don’t you? He’s being all charm … the perfect suitor. And he’ll continue that charade. My mother and father are going to be drawn in, just as everyone else has been. And if I don’t marry him, I’ll look like the most ungrateful daughter ever.”
“You’re getting ahead of yourself, aren’t you?” Jack asked. “You didn’t mention that he proposed last night.”
“He has said he will. I am, in his words, ‘the most suitable heiress.’ And I will do what I must to become the least suitable.”
Jack sat silent. He wore the impassive face she had thought was gone forever after last night. Her frustration was so hot that if she didn’t release it, she would burn.
“You don’t have any idea what I’m going through, do you? You’re here and you’re helpful and you certainly kiss very well, but you don’t see things as I do,” Caroline said. “I’m subjected to Harriet pursuing you. I watch her simper. I listen to her drop marriage hints. I’m sure it doesn’t bother you at all to see Bremerton, but that’s because you don’t love me. I, on the other hand, love you, Jack Culhane, and that makes all the difference!”
Caroline’s heart pounded as the realization of what she’d just said hit her. Then relief set in. The words were out, and she could breathe. It had grown very quiet inside the carriage, though. Her sense of relief thinned and quickly disappeared as Jack sat there, saying nothing at all. She’d never seen him this deadly serious.
He leaned across her and opened the window shades. Then he drew the choker from his pocket.
“Come closer,” he said calmly.
She did, and he clasped the pearls around her neck.
“Now you’re just as you were last night,” he said.
Except she wasn’t, and neither was he. They never would be again.
THIRTEEN
“I shouldn’t have come here,” Flora said to Patrick Culhane.
“What? Touro Park is a public place,” he replied. “And we’re two old friends strolling on a Wednesday afternoon. There’s no scandal in that.”
Flora breathed in the fresh, clean air. The park was glorious, with its lush lawns, sweeping elms, broad pathways, and statuary. “It’s not scandal that concerns me.”
He smiled as he took in her dress, which, while cut appropriately for the hour of the day, was a bright crimson.
“I’m thinking not,” he said.
“Color makes me feel as though I’m on stage. Sometimes I miss that excitement, the thrill of becoming someone other than who I am.”
“I was always just fine with who you were.” He took a seat on a park bench and patted its wooden slats. “Come sit by me.”
Flora chose the opposite end. Patrick tipped back his head and let loose a full-hearted laugh she loved hearing. “You can do better than that.”
Smiling, she moved closer, but still kept a circumspect amount of daylight between them.
“And that’s as close as you’ll come? I’ve been closer to a nun.”
“Yes, in church,” she said.
“True enough,” he agreed.
They sat in companionable silence until Patrick asked, “So do you want to talk about it?”
“About what?”
“Don’t be pretending I don’t know you,” he admonished. “What is it that has you so quiet?”
He was right. The years apart didn’t seem to have changed a thing. “I don’t even want to say it aloud.”
“Well, now you’ve got me worried, so you have to.”
“I’m lonely,” she said, feeling better for even having made the confession. “And I don’t want to be lonely anymore.”
“You, lonely?”
“It is possible, you know.”
He shook his head. “If you’re lonely, it’s because you choose to be. Look at you. You’re a breathtaking woman who just so happens to have a bank balance that would stop most men’s hearts. If you want a man, smile once, and a pack will come running.”
“It’s not a man I’m lonely for,” she said.
Patrick gave her an odd look.
Laughing, she added, “It’s not a woman, either. And while I’d be a liar to tell you that I don’t miss the closeness of a man at night … or things as basic as sitting across the breakfast table from him, what I miss most right now is having connections. Clem didn’t have family, and as you know, mine cut me off when I took to the stage. I have no interest in going to them now, but I wish I’d had children.”
“It never happened for you?”
“No.”
Patrick sighed. “I’m sorry for that. I wish I could have wanted it when you did, but I had Jack to deal with, and he was a busy enough boy to earn all of his names.”
Flora smiled. “I remember. You did well. He’s a fine man.”
“That he is.” He nudged his top hat back a bit so that it no longer shadowed his face and then settled his arm across the back of the bench. “I know he’s grown and I should be bootin’ him out of my house … or houses,” he said, gesturing at a somewhat tired-looking villa across the street, just past the old stone tower by which they sat, “but I can’t bring myself to do it.”
“I’d be the same way,” she said. “It’s not easy being alone, even with a houseful of servants.”
He looked at her, humor evident in his blue eyes. “So what do you say? Will you move a little closer to me? I might be feeling lonely, too.”
Flora laughed. “You’re as bold as ever.”
“Bolder, now that I’ve got no time left to waste.”
“And that is why I’m keeping my distance,” Flora replied.
He laughed.
“I’m quite serious, Patrick. You might talk me into coming too close. I can play at tennis and play at being a grand lady, but I can’t end up playing at being your sweetheart again.”
“You were my sweetheart,” he said calmly. “It was no game. If you’ll be remembering, you were my lover, too.”
She nodded. “I know. But while I might make an astounding variety of mistakes, I try not to make the same one twice.”
“And what made us a mistake?”
She’d spent a great deal of time lately thinking about past choices. “I expected you to be someone you’re not. I tried to push you into changing, when you’re as unmovable as that stone tower.”
Patrick chuckled. “You’ll note the tower’s top is gone. It’s done some moving in its years, whether it wanted to or not. I have, too. And neither of us is lookin’ any better for the wear.”
Flora had to laugh. “Don’t mine for compliments.”
“Then give them more freely,” he said.
She’d been about to offer one when Jack rounded the old stone tower. He stood with his back to them, each hand gripping a spear of the sharp wrought-iron fence that circled the structure’s arched base.
“Do you see who I do?” she asked Patrick.
“Aye,” he said. “And I don’t have to see my boy’s face to know he’s in a mood.” Patrick stood.
“Maybe you should just let him be alone with his thoughts?” she suggested.
“You know as well as I that thoughts can be cold company,” he said as he came to her and offered his hand.
Patrick had always been a smart man. Flora accepted his help and walked with him to see his son.
“So you’re doing some sightseeing, are you?” asked a familiar voice to Jack’s right.
Da had joined him, along with Flora. He said hello. Flora sounded somewhat hesitant as she returned the greeting. His dark mood must have worked its way to his face.
“I hired a personal secretary,” Jack said to his father, trying to keep the conversation far away from what bothered him.
Da cocked his head. “Which has what to do with this Norseman’s Tower?”
“It wasn’t built by Norsemen.” No matter what the name, even Jack’s untrained eye could tell the structure was too new. And while it might amuse Newporters to think that Europeans had first landed here, why would one half-ruined tower sit as the only marker?
“I’m just readin’ the sign,” Da said. “That one, and a few others, actually.”
Jack didn’t care to engage. “My secretary’s name is Fintan O’Toole and he’s from Dungloe, County Donegal.” Which should be enough to distract Da, he figured.
“And has he any experience?” Da asked, skipping right over the seed of home turf Jack had planted.
“None.”
Da laughed. “Of course not.”
“I’ve had Wilton give him a room.”
“Grand. Now that we’ve got that out of the way, would you care to talk about why you’re glaring at this heap of stones?”
“Patrick!” Flora said.
“I’ve told the boy I’ve got license to pry into his life, and so I’m prying,” his father replied.
“And doing a thorough job of it, too.” To Jack, she said, “Shall I step away and give you two your privacy?”
“No,” he replied. “You’re family. And you know what’s going on.”
“It’s Caroline, isn’t it?” she asked.
“I knew it,” Da nearly crowed. “You are sweet on her, aren’t you?”
“Caroline and sweet don’t belong in the same sentence,” Jack replied. Da should try Caroline and trouble. Or better yet, Caroline and disaster.
Flora settled her hand on Da’s shoulder. “I think we should continue our walk and let Jack have some time to himself.”
“Ha!” Jack shook his head. “Walks. Friends take walks all the damn time. Why not take a walk?”
“Have you been drinking, son?” Da asked after a silence.
“No.”
“I’m almost sorry to hear it.”
Jack let out a long, slow breath. “I’m sorry. I’m not making much sense. And I apologize for the rude language, Flora.”
“It’s quite all right,” she said. “Believe it or not, I’ve heard worse from your very own father.”
“I’m supposing there’s a chance of that,” Da admitted.
Jack gave a sketchy smile. “I’m taking leave of this place until my mood improves. I’ll be on the evening steamer to Providence.”
“So you’re off to the brewery there?” Da asked.
Jack nodded. “Work will help me clear my head. Da, would you take some time to get O’Toole started? I feel wrong, hiring him and walking out.”
“I’ll take care of him,” his father replied. “On the condition that you take care of yourself.”
* * *
CAROLINE SAT in Villa Blanca’s small library, doing her best to lose herself in an account of Commodore Matthew C. Perry’s skirmishes with Barbary pirates. She had thought that a little bloodshed might take her mind off love. She had been mistaken.
“I did not know that Percival Bremerton had died,” Peek said from the library door.
Caroline looked up from her book. “Wasn’t it in Debrett’s?”
“I hardly have the tome memorized,” the governess replied. “And your mother has not supplied me with the most recent year. Had she, I might have known by now.”
Caroline closed her book and paid attention. Peek was not one for small talk.
“I take it Percival was Lord Bremerton’s elder brother?” Caroline asked.
Peek came closer. “Yes. When everyone was in a lather about Lord Bremerton’s arrival, I had assumed that it was Percival, and that his wife had passed away. Bremerton men tend to outlive their women.”
“You knew Percival Bremerton, then?” Caroline asked after offering Peek a seat in the brocade-covered armchair opposite her, which the governess declined.
“I came to this house from employment with the Cavendishes, a West Sussex family who had moved to Belfast,” Peek said. “Their daughter married at age eighteen.”
“As a good girl should,” Caroline replied, feeling slightly affronted by the comment. Her skin was a little thin after having had a declaration of love met with all the lightness of a funeral dirge.
Peek disregarded her comment. “At which point, my services were no longer required. My prior employers, the Fitzhughs, resided at Beame Manor, also in West Sussex. They were related to the Woolseys.”
“This is beginning to sound frighteningly close to an entry in Debrett’s. Am I about to hear what charities and garden clubs the Fitzhughs involved themselves in?”
But Peek continued. “Lord Percival Bremerton’s home, Chesley House, was also in West Sussex.”
“There is no stopping you, is there?”
“I believe we share that in common,” Peek said. “Witness your running off at the Vandermeulen picnic today.”
Caroline preferred not to think about that. “So, about Lord Percival Bremerton living in West Sussex, which is beginning to sound quite crowded, by the way?”
“Lord Bremerton was married to a Woolsey. They socialized often at Beame Manor, as did Lord Bremerton’s family, though just from time to time.”
“I’m sure it was very pleasant.” Caroline was equally sure that Peek intended to torture her before reaching her point.
“For those who were there, yes. While both Viscount Bellingham and the Duke of Endsleigh would visit Lord and Lady Bremerton, it was well known that his only brother was persona non grata.”
Ah, now they were getting somewhere. Caroline set the book aside. “They were estranged?”
“Yes,” Peek replied. “Permanently, I heard. And the brother, this current Lord Bremerton, was estranged from his grandfather, the duke, as well.”
Caroline smiled. “Really?”
“This is not a matter that should give rise to good spirits.”
“Ah, but it is,” Caroline said. “Thank you for the information.”
“You are quite welcome,” Peek replied. “Among my duties is to provide your family with any knowledge I might possess that could lead to a positive marital state for you. Unless the relationship between Lord Bremerton and his grandfather has mended, a definite shadow is cast upon Bremerton. The Duke of Endsleigh is a powerful man, and an advisor to Her Royal Highness.”
Caroline rose. “I must tell my mother at once.”
“That would be prudent,” Peek agreed.
Caroline was at the library door when Peek spoke again. “Do not mistake my sharing of this information as any sort of approval of the dalliance I believe you are having with Mr. Culhane. When you returned to the picnic, I saw you hiding the pearls you’d been wearing the night before. If that odd shepherd hadn’t detained me, I would have had you then. Once I have proof … and I will obtain it … I am honor bound to share it with your mother.”
Proof of something that no longer existed? Caroline wished her luck with that.
* * *
MAMA WAS in the war room, just where Caroline had expected to find her. Oddly, she still wore her blue silk afternoon dress, when it was well past the time to change into evening garb. Her mother had pulled up a chair—or more accurately, someone had pulled up a chair for her—to the library table. She was engrossed in whatever she was writing.
“Mama?”
Her mother looked up and briefly smiled. “I was just about to call for you. Come in, Caroline.”
Caroline moved to the opposite side of the table from her mother.
“Lord Bremerton and the Carstairs paid a call on me, earlier,” Mama said. “Bremerton asked when your father will be arriving in Newport. This is good news, indeed.”
“Why?” Caroline asked.
“If he’s asking for your father, I expect there’s a marriage proposal in the offing.”
“Simply because he asked when Papa will be here? That’s as far-fetched as Harriet thinking Jack Culhane is going to marry her because her father had a conversation with his.”
Mama took off her spectacles and focused on Caroline. “Harriet Vandermeulen thinks to marry Jack Culhane? Her father will never permit it. If he did any speaking, it was to tell Jack Culhane’s father that his son should set his sights lower.”
“You can’t possibly mean that.”
“They’re in trade, Caroline. I’m not even sure Jack Culhane was born in America, and Patrick Culhane most certainly was not. The Culhane money needs to age for at least three generations before anyone in our circle will touch Jack.”
But Caroline had touched Jack. She felt a sharp sting of remorse that because of her confession, she never would again.
“But enough with the over-ambitious Culhanes,” Mama said. “Let’s talk about something endlessly more exciting … your future! I think a short engagement would be best. I am beginning plans for a fall wedding. New York City is beautiful that time of year.”
“I’ve met the man twice, Mama! I’m not marrying him this autumn. That’s hardly fair to Bremerton or me.”
Caroline’s mother sighed. “Yes, I suppose you’re right. I’m just so excited that our years of work are finally coming to fruition. A winter wedding, then.”
“This coming winter?”
“Of course.”
It was Caroline’s turn to sigh. “I would prefer the winter of 1995.” Even if Jack didn’t want her, it would take at least a century to adjust to the idea of marrying Bremerton.
“We don’t always get what we prefer, dear,” Mama said absently as she put her spectacles back on and picked up her pen.
“I had noticed that,” Caroline replied.
Her mother muttered something about lilies, but did not look up from her list-making.
Caroline moved closer and pretended a casual interest in a copy of Town Topics that sat near her edge of the table. Mama always said it was wiser to read the gossip sheet than ignore it. Perhaps her mother would see the same wisdom in listening to Peek.
“I just had a conversation with Miss Peek,” Caroline said as she turned a page.
“Mm-hmm.”
“She was quite surprised when she saw Lord Bremerton at the Vandermeulens today. It seems she was unaware that Lord Bremerton’s elder brother had died.”
“She has lived away from England for a number of years.”
“But when she did live in England, she had personal knowledge of the last Lord Bremerton. It seems that this one was estranged from both him and their grandfather, the duke.”
Mama looked up. “As I said, your governess has been gone from England for years. If there was a rift, I’m sure it healed long ago. And even if it hasn’t healed, did it occur to you that Lord Bremerton might not be the party at fault?”
“Peek says that the late Lord Bremerton was well liked.”
“The current Lord Bremerton seems to be doing well for himself, too,” Mama said. “He was very charming this afternoon.”
“Of course he was,” Caroline replied. She couldn’t stop her bitterness from seeping into her voice. “And it’s all an act.”
She had her mother’s full attention now. “Am I to understand that in this same two days you claim is far too short to get to know the man, you have already judged him?”
There was an uncomfortable measure of truth in Mama’s words. But there was also truth in what Caroline felt. “I’m sorry, Mama, but he makes the hairs on my arms rise. And you saw how he was last night. He was not nice. Not at all.”
“As I recall, neither were you.”
“I’ll agree my behavior was poor, but you were not outside with him, Mama. You didn’t hear the way he spoke to me, as though I’m a child.”
Mama gave a rueful shake of her head. “In many ways, you are. Marriage is to be accepted … even excitedly anticipated. Don’t you want your own house? Your own staff?”
“No, I don’t. I want to be young, first. I want to do the things I haven’t been allowed to do … even something as simple as going target shooting with Eddie.”
“Has it really been all that horrible?”
“I understand how lucky I am, which is what makes me feel so selfish. You’ve been attentive. I do appreciate that I’ve had more of your time than many of my friends have had from their mothers. But it feels as though every moment of my life with you has been focused on shaping me to be a bride. I want the time to do as I choose and be who I am.”
“Marriage to Lord Bremerton will give you that. You see the freedom I have,” Mama said, waving one beringed hand. “Your father and I have made our accommodations so that I can pursue my interests and he can pursue his.”
Caroline was only too aware of that, since her mother’s interests started and stopped with seeing her daughters married well. Sometimes she wondered what Mama would do with herself once that had been achieved.
“But I want to marry a man who shares my interests,” Caroline said.
“I’m willing to guess that you don’t even know what Lord Bremerton’s are.”
“Polo.”
“And?”
“Not travel.”
“And that is the sum total of your knowledge?”
“I also know there’s something not right about him. I can feel it in here,” she said, settling a hand over her heart.
Mama shook her head. “The heart is an imperfect thing, Caroline. Go by what you see and what you are told. Spend time with Bremerton. Engage him in conversation. Ask him about his family.” She gave a brief laugh. “You’re relentless enough that you will wear him down. And if he offended his late brother by putting a frog under his pillow as a child—”
“And his grandfather’s pillow,” Caroline added.
“Yes,” Mama said impatiently. “And his grandfather’s pillow, you’ll know.”
“What if it was more than a pair of frogs?”
“Sound the alarm, then,” Mama said. “But not a moment sooner. And in the meantime, leave me be so I can write this list. We will be back to Rosemeade on Saturday, and I have much to do.”
At least she’d made some small progress, Caroline thought as she left the room. And even small progress with Mama was a miracle.
FOURTEEN
At four on Thursday morning, Jack watched Heinrich Krantz’s carriage roll up to the main gate at Krantz and Sons Brewery. He’d been told the owner prided himself on being the first one there each day. Knowing that, he had walked over from his nearby hotel around three this morning. Not that he’d been able to sleep, anyway. For the past hour, he’d talked with the guards and even joined in on a game of dice. The night had been better spent than if he’d stayed in Newport with Eddie underfoot and Da probably trying to give him romantic advice … as if Da had a clue.
Krantz exited his coach and marched down the sidewalk.
“Good morning, Mr. Krantz,” Jack said as he neared.
“What are you doing here? It is not Monday,” Krantz replied without stopping.
If Jack hadn’t seen the look of surprise on the older man’s face, he’d have thought his effort had failed.
He fell in step behind Krantz, and then drew even. “I’m here anyway.”
Krantz glanced his way, but kept up a pace that was amazing for such a portly man. “Why do you think I would care?”
“Because now you know I’m the first buyer for this place who’s done more than what you ask.”
Krantz stopped. “So you shoveled for two days, and now you show up when you’re not expected? If you think that’s enough to impress me, leave.”
They reached the door to the brewery’s office block. As Krantz passed, the guard touched two fingers to the brim of his hat.
“Here’s what I think, sir,” Jack said as they started up the wide stairway to Krantz’s office. “I think hard work is one thing I do consistently better than most people. I like hard work. I like going to sleep each night knowing I’ve achieved something, and I like getting up the next day and doing something even better.”
“And what did you think to achieve today?” Krantz asked as he opened the mahogany door to his office’s reception area.
“I want to come to terms on a sale.” If there was one part of his life Jack could get right, business was it. “Not because I have a problem shoveling stables, or doing any other job that makes this business run efficiently, but because I have another pressing matter that will not allow me the pleasure of time spent away on an uncertainty.”
Krantz walked on to his office. Jack followed. The older man turned on the electric lights, and the room began to glow. However, the bitter scent of cigar smoke still permeated every possible surface.
Krantz headed to his desk, where he settled into a chair that made his seat at the room’s board table look like a pauper’s stool. Ornate carvings that reached a good two feet above the older man’s head depicted medieval King Gambrinus, the supposed patron saint of beer.
“Sit,” the brewery owner commanded.
Jack did as ordered, his chair as squat as a toad. He had to appreciate the business ploy, if not the fact that his line of vision was not much higher than the top of Krantz’s oversized desk.
“How old are you?” Krantz asked.
“Twenty-seven.”
“And how many years do you have in the brewery business?”
“Four.”
Krantz laughed. “Faugh! Four. When I was your age, I had spent fifteen years in breweries. But at least you don’t lie.” He reached for what appeared to be yesterday’s half-finished cigar. “I have already talked to my contacts. I know all that is to be known about you.”
With luck, that didn’t include the recent development of being such a horse’s ass he couldn’t even recognize when someone was falling in love with him.
Or he with her …
Damn, he thought, as shock burned through him as strong as an electrical current. All the same, he tried to keep an impassive expression. He’d mucked up enough lately without letting this deal slip through his fingers.
Krantz pulled a match from the box on his desk and drew it across the striker. A sulfurous scent burned Jack’s nostrils. While the brewery owner puffed his cigar back to life, he gazed levelly at Jack.
“My contacts tell me you have a passion for beer and a talent for business,” the older man said once he was satisfied with his cigar. “But they also say you have just added a brewery in New York. I think you take on too much, too soon.”
Jack smiled for the first time since yesterday afternoon. “That beats the hell out of too little, too late, don’t you think, sir?”
Krantz gave him a tick of a smile. “Did you know you are not the first buyer I tried to send to my stables?”
“No, sir.”
“But you are the first to go.” He puffed on his cigar. “That makes you mad or a genius. I have decided you are mad. But I did like the two days of free labor.”
Jack laughed.
“So what do you offer today?”
Jack thought quickly. “I offer you two more days of my time. If you let me see more than the stables, by the close of business tomorrow, I’ll tell you what I would change about this place and what I have learned from you. I’ll keep my nose out of your beer recipes and finances, but otherwise I need access from cellars to roof.”
Krantz gave a slow shake of his head. “You are a madman. If you tell me anything I don’t already know … which I say now is impossible … how will you stop me from using it? Just because you do this, I will not promise to sell the brewery to you.”
“I don’t want to stop you from using what I share,” Jack said. “Even if you do sell this place out from under me, I’m ahead. The stronger my competitors are, the harder I work to be better. But by tomorrow night, you’ll be ready to negotiate with me.”
The brewery owner drew on his cigar and let loose a stream of smoke. “Then go to work, madman.”
Jack smiled. Business, he knew. Love, not so much.
* * *
LORD BREMERTON had come calling at three o’clock. According to Mrs. Longhorne’s grandfather clock, it was now three-twenty-four. Time was creeping like a haggard crone, which was what Caroline expected to be before the Englishman departed. Caroline had picked up a few tidbits that Mama, who was chaperoning from the other side of the room, found enthralling. Caroline was not encouraged by them.
When Bremerton was not playing polo, he was fond of fencing. And when he was not fencing, he enjoyed passing time at one of his clubs. He did not read for pleasure. He did not wish to learn to golf or try deep-sea fishing or explore the world in any way at all. The sole common bond he and Caroline shared was breathing the same air. Caroline was tapped out. And bored.
“Miss Maxwell, perhaps we should walk the grounds. You’re looking a bit sleepy,” Bremerton suggested.
Caroline nearly rolled her eyes. A walk. What was it with men and their walks? Mama cleared her throat and made a shooing motion toward the terrace door. Caroline was trapped.
“A walk sounds delightful,” she said to Bremerton. “I believe I owe you one in any case.”
“We’ll stay within view of the house,” Bremerton said in an ingratiating tone to Mama as he ushered Caroline outside.
“Do you plan to run this time?” he asked once the door had closed behind them.
Deciding that he must have been trying to show humor with the question, Caroline smiled. “No. Do you wish to go farther than the terrace?”
“Yes.” He offered her his arm in such a way that she knew refusing it was not an option. Caroline steeled herself but still couldn’t hide her shiver when they touched.
“Are you feeling unwell?” Bremerton asked.
“I’m adjusting to the breeze.”
They took the broad steps to the lawn. The lace on Caroline’s pale-blue-and-white striped dress fluttered, and the scent of the roses that grew at the base of the terrace perfumed the air. It was an idyllic day with a thoroughly unsuitable man. Caroline supposed she had better become accustomed to that, since the only man who seemed to suit her was Jack.
“Please tell me about your family,” she said as Bremerton led her toward a small Roman folly built close to the seaward edge of the property. “You’ve met my mother and my siblings, and you’ll meet my father at the upcoming costume ball, but I don’t know very much about the people in your life.”
“My immediate family is small and scattered,” he replied. “I have one sister who is married, and my brother passed away six months ago.”
“I’m sorry,” she said.
“We were not close.”
“Really?”
“Percy was six years older than I,” Bremerton said.
“My brother, Edward, is six years older than Percy, but we’re still close.”
“Percy was off to school before I was old enough to know him. We were distant.”
“Always?”
“Yes, always.”
Caroline tried again. “I know from being drilled on Debrett’s that you have both a father and grandfather living. Do you see them on the holidays, at least?”
“Is there a purpose to this inquisition?” he asked in such a sharp tone that she looked up at him and stumbled a little at the anger on his face. He lengthened his stride and directed her into the middle of the temple-shaped folly. “I asked if there is a purpose, Miss Maxwell?”
She drew a breath and gathered herself. “Is there a purpose in trying to frighten me, Lord Bremerton?”
His expression grew bland. “I have no idea what you mean.”
“I’m referring to your tone of voice and to the way you propelled me into here.”
“I was merely helping you find your balance,” he said smoothly. “And the folly seemed a suitable romantic spot to pause in our walk. You are seeking romance, Miss Maxwell, and I am endeavoring to provide it.”
Caroline tried to slip her hand free from the crook of his elbow, but he pressed his arm closer to his body. She tried again. His face remained impassive.
“I would like my hand, please,” she finally requested.
“All you ever need to do is ask,” he said, letting her go. “There is no need for drama.”
But there was a need for escape before she lost her temper. Because he stood in the doorway, she walked between two of the folly’s columns and took a step toward the house.
“Please wait a moment, Miss Maxwell.”
Mama stood on the terrace, pretending to be invisible. Caroline willed Mama to walk her way, but either mama lacked the ability to read minds or Caroline lacked the ability to communicate telepathically.
“Do you enjoy the view better from there?” the Englishman asked.
“Yes,” she said, with her back turned to him.
She heard the grit of his shoes against the pea gravel that surrounded the folly. He was directly behind her now.
“Your life could be very pleasant with me, Caroline,” he said in a voice she would call seductive if he didn’t unsettle her so. “I have few rules, though I am quite firm about those I have. I am a traditionalist. I lead. You follow. In exchange, all you need to do is ask. Whatever it is will be done for you.”
He touched the back of her neck with one fingertip. She shivered.
“Do you have anything to ask, Caroline?”
“I would like to return to the house,” she said.
He moved next to her and held out his arm. She took it. Up on the terrace, Mama smiled. Yes, to all outward appearances it was an idyllic day.
* * *
“CAROLINE, YOU are not eating your dessert,” Amelia said at dinner that night.
But cake wasn’t going to tempt Caroline, especially because she had the feeling that Mama had requested it as a special reward such as she’d give her dog, Pomeroy. Walk with a slightly scary Englishman and you get chocolate cake. That being the case, no thank you.
“If you want mine, you may have it,” she said to Amelia.
Her younger sister excitedly nodded her head.
“Absolutely not,” Mama said. “If Amelia wanted more—which she does not,” she said with a glare at her youngest daughter, “she would simply ask for another piece. We do not pass around food like playing cards.”
Amelia sighed her disappointment, Helen gazed into space, and Mrs. Longhorne had another hearty swallow of wine. Such was a ladies-only meal. They’d been jilted early on by Eddie, who was supposed to have brought a handful of his friends, including Jack. Instead, Eddie had dropped in around four and said that he and his friends would be dining with Mr. Culhane. Jack had left town indefinitely, and they didn’t want to leave the poor man without enough people for a decent billiards match this evening.
Mama said that she understood entirely. Even if she was upset with Eddie, she would never show it to his face. He was the heir, after all. Eddie had departed whistling, and Caroline had fought hard not to cry. She would not be seeing Jack, even in passing.
Caroline was about to ask to be excused when Mrs. Longhorne’s butler appeared.
“Mr. Bernard Maxwell,” he announced, but not as quickly as Papa had entered the room.
“So here’s my girls! I stopped at Rosemeade, and some blasted guards would not let me into my own house. ‘Orders of Mrs. Maxwell,’ one said. I questioned him some more and he finally admitted I might find you here. Those are some stubborn men you’ve hired, Agnes, not that I’d expect less.”
Mama had risen. She went to Papa, who gave her a quick hug. Caroline smiled. Her parents might lead mostly separate lives, but they truly loved each other. Why Mama could not wish this for her made no sense at all.
“I didn’t expect you until Saturday,” Mama said. “Though I am quite happy to see you.”
“The Conqueror was ready, my work was done, and so here I am.” He glanced around the dining room. “But where is Edward?”
“He is staying at the Benton Villa, by Touro Park. According to Town Topics, Jack Culhane’s father won it on a hand of cards,” Mama sniffed.
Papa chuckled. “Good for him. Benton cheats.”
“All the same, I do pine for Edward.”
“Then maybe you shouldn’t have put guards in front of our home. We’d all be there, then,” Papa said as he took the empty chair next to Caroline and pulled it closer. “You’re not eating your cake, Pumpkin. Do you need some help?”
“I’d love some,” Caroline replied. She didn’t bother to hide her smile as her father took over her cake and dessert fork. Mama turned her head in the other direction, as though an execution was taking place. She didn’t say a word, of course.
“So what have you been doing with yourselves here in Newport, girls?” he asked between bites.
“All sorts of things. It’s been wonderful, Papa,” Amelia cried. “There have been parties and teas and beach bathing and more parties and—”
Papa laughed. “So, the usual array of ladies’ events. How about you, Helen? Have you kept yourself busy?”
“Every moment, it seems,” Helen replied.
“You don’t sound very happy about that.”
“I would love one single day in which I could do nothing at all.”
“Nothing?” Papa asked.
“Well, only what I wish to do.”
“Let’s make tomorrow that day,” Papa said. “Every member of this family will do only what they choose. Mildred,” he said to Mrs. Longhorne, “are you free to join in?”
“I believe I shall,” Mrs. Longhorne replied.
“A vacation from a vacation,” Caroline said to her father. “What a decadent thought.”
“Ah, but you are not on a vacation. It’s your job to follow the busy social schedule your mother sets. And it’s mine to give you a day off every handful of years.”
“As is your right,” Mama said briskly. “Unfortunately, I must keep to my schedule. We have a costume ball just days away. Bernard, if you will excuse me?” she asked, but rose before Papa could answer. “I need my rest. I am assuming you’ll be on the Conqueror tonight, but I will see you tomorrow.” Mama gave a perfunctory smile before she left. Mrs. Longhorne made her excuses and departed in Mama’s wake.
“And that’s why I generally keep to my business and let your mother keep the houses,” Papa said good-naturedly. “She’s not a woman to cross.” He waved his dessert fork at Caroline. “Are you sure you don’t want any of this?”
“No, thank you,” she replied.
“Then I’ll finish it,” he said. Soon after the last bite had disappeared, he added, “So what do you plan to do with your decadent day, Pumpkin?”
Caroline smiled. “I believe I will visit a friend.”
FIFTEEN
“Any illusion I had of keeping up with you in a tennis match has disappeared,” Flora said to Caroline, who had handily trounced her on the Casino’s grass court twenty minutes earlier. “But I’ll be kind to myself and admit I did well for a woman of my age.”
Caroline tilted her head as though considering the matter. “You’re ageless.”
“Tell that to my legs,” Flora replied. “They feel as rubbery as aspic. If this café table hadn’t been open, you’d have been calling for the smelling salts.”
Caroline laughed. “Really, smelling salts? I can’t see that.”
“Or maybe a fine Kentucky bourbon,” Flora added with a smile.
“That sounds closer to the mark,” Caroline said. “And I do apologize for playing so ferociously. I don’t get to play often, so I wanted to take full advantage. The exercise let me get my mind off my problems, too.”
“Would you care to share them?” Flora asked, suspecting she already knew what—or who—was behind them. “My advanced age makes me a good listener, so long as I haven’t been into the bourbon.”
“Have you ever made such a complete mess of things that you didn’t think you’d ever be able to straighten them out?” Caroline asked.
“Never,” Flora said, and then quickly took a sip of her water to hide her smile. At Caroline’s wide-eyed look, she added, “Try daily.”
Yesterday evening, when she’d welcomed Patrick’s parting kiss, was a prime example. After all her talk of strength, she’d melted for him. Though it was no real excuse, she had never forgotten how good they were together. And now that she’d kissed him again, that knowledge refused to leave her mind. But focusing on her friend did help.
Caroline looked around before speaking. “I did the most awful thing with Jack,” she said in a lower voice. “Thinking about it mortifies me.”
And the possibilities were suddenly terrifying Flora. She trusted Jack … mostly. But he was a Culhane, and Culhane men had a way of getting what they wanted, especially if what they wanted was a woman.
“What happened?” Flora asked.
“I … I told Jack that I loved him. I was so frustrated with him and with my entire situation in life that the words just flew out. Now I have absolutely no idea what to do.”
Their waiter approached. Flora was glad to have gained some time. All she could think to say to Caroline was thank heaven it was just that! She doubted her young friend would appreciate the sentiment. With thoughts of sweetening the moment, Flora ordered two lemonades while Caroline sat there looking glum.
“I’m sure it was an uncomfortable moment,” Flora said after the waiter had left.
“Yes, and it became absolutely painful when Jack tried to pretend the words had never been said. I wanted to disappear.”
Flora’s heart ached for Caroline. Once upon a time, she’d had that experience with a Culhane. “I’m sorry. Though there are exceptions, men aren’t very talented at talking about love. And some can be complete clods.”
“Oh, Flora, I was the fool, not Jack,” Caroline said in a rush. “I knew he didn’t love me. I amuse him, that’s all. He finds me interesting, the way I do a specimen in the museum.”
“I think it’s safe to say he doesn’t see you as a specimen.”
“How do you know that?”
“Do you kiss museum specimens?” Flora asked.
“Of course not.”
“I doubt Jack does, either.”
Caroline smiled briefly, but then her eyes widened. “Oh, this is mortifying. I just realized that not only did I tell him I loved him first, but I kissed him first, too.”
“And yet you have lived to tell the tale,” Flora said, smiling.
“You’re right,” Caroline said, sounding a bit surprised. “It’s really not so tragic. And unlike what Jack tried to do, I know I can’t proceed through life pretending this never happened.”
“Good for you!” Flora said. “That act never ends well.”
The waiter arrived with the lemonade. It had been years since Flora had tasted any. She sipped it and smiled. It seemed that many of her old favorites remained true.
Caroline traced her finger down the moisture clinging to the outside of her glass. “Eddie said that Jack has left town.”
“Yes, he has.”
“Did he talk to you?”
Flora knew to choose her words carefully. Jack had honored her by calling her family. While she adored Caroline, he held her loyalty. “Yes, we spoke.”
“Did he say where he was going?”
This, she could share. “He had some business to attend to at a brewery in Providence.”
Caroline brightened again. “Well, that’s a relief. I thought I had managed to drive him from Newport with my impetuous declaration.”
And the truth, Flora would not share. Of course not.
Caroline sipped her lemonade and gazed at the passing scene. “We’ve agreed that I will live through the embarrassment, but what do I do about Jack now?”
Flora smiled. “Ah, the most difficult question of all. I think in this instance you wait and have faith that Jack is the man you think he is. Sooner or later, he’ll come around and talk to you.”
Caroline sighed. “I’m not very good at waiting.”
“So it would seem. But sometimes it’s the wisest thing a woman can do.”
Now, if Flora could only take her own advice and not let her heart get ahead of her common sense when it came to Patrick Culhane.
* * *
TUESDAY NIGHT, Caroline was a bundle of nerves. It was a blessing that her mother had managed to restrain herself and redecorate only the public areas of Rosemeade. As it was, Caroline kept rounding corners and jumping when confronted by unexpected pieces of lurking, life-sized statuary. But the conservatory, Caroline’s favorite room in this house, remained blessedly as it had always been. She closed her eyes and savored the quiet. This sort of silence would soon be as rare as a statue-free stretch of hallway.
“Miss!”
Caroline yelped. Annie had appeared in front of her.
“I’m sorry for startling you, but you have to hurry, Miss. I’ve been looking all over for you. Your mother is after you. She has it in her head that you’re trying to hide away and miss the ball.”
Which, while a good idea, was unworkable. Even Rosemeade wasn’t big enough to hide her from Mama, especially the day after Bremerton and Papa had met at a polo match. The introduction must have gone well. Mama was sure Bremerton was going to propose tonight. Thus, the heightened security on Caroline.
“I was just gathering my thoughts,” Caroline said to her maid. “Where’s my mother?”
“She and your father are in your sitting room.”
The last time both of her parents had ventured into her quarters had been after the London six-shooter demonstration. It had not been a happy conversation. Caroline quickly made her way up the rosewood staircase, with its new scarlet-colored carpet, past a one-armed Grecian warrior, and to her sitting room.
Mama and Papa stood in the middle of the room on the worn floral needlepoint rug Caroline had loved since childhood. Judging by Mama’s rather Byzantine golden headdress and Papa’s jeweled crown and charcoal-colored silk ceremonial robe clasped at the shoulder of his evening coat, Caroline hazarded a guess that they were Empress Theodora and Emperor Justinian of the Roman Empire. She knew for certain that her mother had chosen the costumes to best display her jewel collection. Mama was practically her own light source.
“Your gown! You have altered it!” Mama cried as Caroline came closer.
Caroline loved her slender gold diadem and gilded bow and quiver of arrows. She had accepted the thin petticoat and had even come to enjoy the Empire style waist and minimal corset that were part of being Artemis. But when Annie’s eyes had gone wide as Caroline had donned her costume this evening, she’d known she still had too much skin exposed up top.
“I want to survive the evening with some measure of dignity intact,” she said to her mother. “The ecru lace Annie pieced in is hardly noticeable.”
Mama sighed. “I suppose it’s fine, particularly because there’s no time to remove it. Guests will begin arriving at any moment.”
Caroline’s father looked relieved at Mama’s capitulation.
“I’ve brought you something, Pumpkin.” He reached beneath the opening to his long robe and into the coat pocket below. Out came a blue velvet box. “Your mother told me you would be dressing as Artemis, so I had our jeweler design a piece especially for tonight.”
He handed her the box.
“That was so thoughtful of you,” Caroline said, feeling both touched and regretful. If this was the night she had to say yes to Bremerton, she wanted nothing to remind her of it.
“A woman should have her jewels,” Papa said. “They are insurance against a great many things in life.”
Caroline opened the box. Inside sat an intricate necklace. Three narrow chains paved with diamonds met to hold a cameo of Artemis as the huntress, bow and arrow raised, set in gold with yet more diamonds surrounding it.
“The jeweler told me that diamonds symbolize Artemis,” Papa said. “I’ve got no idea if that’s true, but it was a profitable statement for him to make.”
“It’s beautiful, Papa. Thank you,” she said and went up on tiptoe to kiss his cheek.
“It is quite tasteful,” Mama said. She frowned at the piece. “And I suppose it looks as though it could have belonged to Marie Antoinette.”
“What does a dead French queen have to do with this?” Papa asked.
“I’m just making sure Caroline matches the details already given to the newspapers,” Mama replied.
“You gave details regarding our own daughter?”
“Of course I did,” Mama said cheerily.
Papa sighed. “Sometimes you worry me, Agnes.”
“Annie, please help me with the necklace,” Caroline asked her maid.
Once it was in place, Mama nodded her approval. “That will do quite well.” She squared her shoulders. “Are we all ready for the most momentous night of Caroline’s life?”
If it was up for a vote, Caroline was not in favor.
* * *
THE ONLY thing Jack hated more than costume balls was a bad batch of beer. Tonight, though, he’d almost take the bad beer. He adjusted the mask to his makeshift costume and then stepped out of his carriage. Rosemeade was lit up and festooned past the point of excess. But Jack knew that had been Agnes Maxwell’s goal. Outdoing the neighbors in Newport was no easy job.
As he approached the house, he nodded greetings to those who looked remotely familiar, as well as to his fellow highwaymen. There was no better costume for a costume hater, and plenty of men matched that description.
O’Brien stood at Rosemeade’s door, flanked by a squad of tall footmen in powdered wigs. Only those invited would be getting inside. The rest would be sent to the property gate to join the gawkers and reporters.
“Mr. Jack Culhane,” Jack said.
O’Brien checked his list and nodded imperially. “Welcome, Mr. Culhane.”
Jack nearly stopped dead when he made the entry hall.
“Unbelievable,” he said to himself. The place looked like Agnes had lifted the Elgin marbles from the British Museum and had them shipped in. Knowing her level of determination, it was possible. He followed the flow of the crowd toward the ballroom, which he could have found by scent alone. Thousands of white roses and hundreds of people were squeezed into the space. He took a glass of champagne from a round table packed with them and began to hunt for Eddie, who was somewhere out there in the legion of highwaymen. Jack could eliminate a number of them by build, and more by voice. But then he saw Eddie.
“What the hell happened to you?” Jack asked his friend.
“This,” Eddie said, gesturing at his white pantaloons and bright blue velvet jacket and cape embroidered with fleurs de lis, “is what happens when I am stuck under my mother’s roof. No black mask and cape for me. I have to be Louis-stinking-XIV, the Sun King.”
Jack grinned. Eddie’s hair rose several inches above his head before it fell in twin waves of tortured curls. “Nice wig.”
“And yet it’s better than these damn pants,” Eddie said with a long-suffering smile. “Where have you been? I kept your father company for as long as I could before Mother reeled me back here.”
“I think you mean you kept my father and the whiskey company,” Jack said.
He laughed. “It was tough duty, but someone had to take it. So where were you?”
“Picking up that Providence brewery. We finished negotiating at three this afternoon, and I’m out of the buying business until my cash reserves can catch up with my ambition again.”
“It sounds to me as though it’s time to marry Harriet,” Eddie said. He inclined his head to Jack’s right. “She’s over there, done up like some princess or another. You could get her to the altar after our dawn breakfast without even waiting for her to change her dress.”
“I’d rather do with less breweries,” Jack said flatly. The moment he’d realized he was falling in love with Caroline, he’d also lost his sense of humor about Harriet’s fervent pursuit.
“Good. You’d just be stealing Caroline’s thunder,” Eddie replied before handing his wineglass to a waiter and requesting whiskey instead.
Jack had a feeling he should be asking the waiter to make it two. “Caroline has news?”
Eddie nodded. “She should by the end of the night. Bremerton plans to propose.”
Forget a glass. Jack wanted the bottle.
* * *
IT WAS only an hour into the ball, and Caroline had already become very talented at both dancing with a bow and quiver on her back and dancing around Lord Bremerton. After one obligatory waltz and some cursory chat, she had made her excuses and headed off to dance with others. She now stood on the far side of the ballroom from the Englishman, taking a much-needed break. Caroline amused herself by counting the number of new gilded mirrors hung from the silk-covered walls beneath the equally new crystal-laden electric light fixtures. They numbered more than the male guests clad as highwaymen, but not by much.
Mama, who had been watching Caroline all night, sent her another disapproving look. She didn’t need to bother. Caroline’s freedom would end at midnight when O’Brien rang the chimes announcing dinner. There was no escaping one’s dinner partner. Naturally, hers was Bremerton. But until then, her time was her own.
Caroline was preparing to join a group of friends who stood not far away when a highwayman approached from her right.
“Hello,” she said.
He nodded a greeting, but didn’t speak. He must have decided to distinguish himself from the pack by being a mute robber, but his black cowboy hat in lieu of a top hat already did that for him.
His hand closed around her wrist with just enough firmness that she knew she was being instructed to follow. He turned back the way he’d come and led her from the ballroom. If anyone noticed them—and as wrapped up as they were in their own pleasures, Caroline doubted they had—they didn’t say anything. He urged her out of the crush of the crowd and on to the south wing of the house. With his free hand, he pushed open the glass and wrought-iron door to the conservatory and drew her in.
Unlike the rest of Rosemeade, this room was lit only by gaslight. Its sole fixture, a filigreed, multiglobed bronze chandelier, was suspended from the conservatory’s high center peak. It made for a romantic setting, if not too practical for nighttime botany. But her highwayman was no botanist.
“Hello, Jack,” she said once the spring-hinged door had swung shut behind them.
He released her. Caroline could have stepped away, but she didn’t want to.
“You knew it was me?” he asked.
“Of course.” She’d known the instant he’d touched her. “Do you think I’d let just anyone abduct me?”
He laughed.
“It’s good to see you,” she said, then added, “Well, as much of you as I can see at the moment.”
He took off his hat and set it next to a spindly fern. Then he reached behind his head, untied his black fabric mask, and let it drop to the hat. “Better?”
“Yes. Much.” She tried to judge his mood by his face, but he wasn’t giving anything away. And while she preferred to dance a circle around Bremerton, she wanted to be direct with Jack. “Now that you’ve gone to the effort of getting us alone, is there something you want to say?”
He reached out one black-gloved hand to touch her face. “You look beautiful tonight. You make the perfect Artemis.”
She wanted to tell him that flattery wouldn’t work, but it would. Too well.
“Thank you, though you didn’t have to bring me here to say that,” she replied before sidestepping him and walking farther into the large conservatory. When she’d been younger, this had been her jungle and each fern and flower an exotic new species to discover.
Jack pulled even with her. “I brought you here because it’s your favorite place,” he said, sounding slightly irritated.
“Well, thank you again. That was unusually considerate of you.”
The corner of his mouth bent upward. “Unusually? You are upset with me, aren’t you?”
She hadn’t meant to send that arrow flying, but now that it had been shot, she felt better. “I have reason to be.”
“I know.” He looked down at the ground and then back at her. “I also brought you here because I’m not going to eat crow in front of six hundred people.”
“But you will in here?” she asked, feeling pleased by the offer.
This time he full-out smiled. “Yes, if you want me to.”
“A few bites might be nice.”
“Okay,” he said, and then drew a breath as though preparing himself for something strenuous. “I’m sorry for the way I acted the other day. You’re important to me. You deserve better.”
Which was exactly three bites, Caroline thought. “You’re referring to the exchange in your carriage, correct?”
“Yes.”
She could ask for more crow-eating, but Flora had been right. Impatience on Caroline’s part had brought about this situation. More impatience wouldn’t solve it.
“Thank you, then,” she said.
Jack blew out a quick breath that Caroline figured was pure relief.
“I saw Bremerton all weighed down by gold chains,” he said. “Which king is he supposed to be?”
“A young Henry the Eighth,” she replied.
“Young, huh?”
“Those were his words, not mine,” Caroline said, trying not to smile at Jack’s skepticism. According to Debrett’s, Bremerton was seven years older than Jack.
Jack shrugged. “He’s got an old Henry’s dissipated look.”
Caroline laughed. “I’ve missed you.”
He came closer. “Your brother says there’s supposed to be an engagement announcement tonight.”
“That’s just Mama’s talk. Bremerton hasn’t asked me.”
“Yet,” Jack said.
She nodded. “Yes, yet.” The thought hung over her like an executioner’s blade.
Jack settled his hand on her arm. Caroline wished his gloves would go the way of his hat and his mask. She wanted the comfort of his touch, not leather.
“Since you’re not yet engaged, it wouldn’t exactly be a hanging offense if I did this.…” He brushed a kiss against her lips and then moved back.
“That was a highwayman’s kiss?” she asked, pretending shock.
He laughed. “What, not dangerous enough?”
“Not even close,” she replied.
Jack returned. His mouth hovered over hers. “Ready?”
“A highwayman just takes what he wants,” she reminded him.
And so he did.
This time his kiss was all hot persuasion, quickly stealing what little sense of propriety Caroline had when it came to him. She wrapped her arms around his neck. The heavy satin of his black cape felt sleek against her bare skin. She held on as he teased her mouth, tempting her to give more, and then making a low sound of triumph when she did. If he was this good at stealing kisses, she’d happily give him whatever else he wanted to take.
Jack ran his hands from her ribs to her waist, jostling her bow and quiver. He broke the kiss to say, “Let’s disarm you.”
He helped her ease her costume pieces over her head, and she quickly set them on the floor. Then he drew her back into his arms. This time his hands ventured even lower, and he pulled her hard against his body.
“Now I’m really liking this costume,” he said.
She smiled. “I’m growing fonder of it, too.”
He kissed her again. His hands slid lower yet, past the curve of her lower back. She drew in a sharp breath, and he rather slowly retreated from the new territory.
“No. Stay. It was good,” she assured Jack before kissing him again.
She had understated the feeling. This was amazing. All she could think about was how much she wanted to feel him, skin to skin. She couldn’t have that, but one wish could be granted tonight.
Caroline moved just far enough away to speak. “Take off your gloves.”
Jack unwound her arms and set her away from him. He looked around the conservatory. For a heart-stopping instant, she thought he was going to call an end to their kissing.
“This way,” he said.
He took her by the hand and led her to the outer wall of the hexagonally shaped room. He stood her with her back against a short stretch of solid wall where two angled expanses of glass met. Mama had not lit the lawns as she had the front. Nothing but darkness was on either side of Caroline.
“Put your hands on the glass,” he said.
“But—”
“You heard me,” he said in a mock stern voice.
Caroline did as he’d directed. The conservatory still held the day’s heat, but the thick windows were cool beneath her palms. His gaze didn’t leave her as he worked on the fingers to the first glove.
“Someday we’ll have a bed,” he said as he dropped the glove to the floor.
Caroline’s heart pounded.
He started on the next glove. “A whole bed with just the two of us, and the rest of the world be damned.” The second glove hit the ground.
Her breath was coming shallowly. She pressed more fully against the wall behind her. It was that or join the gloves.
Jack reached forward. He slipped her costume and the thin chemise strap beneath it off one shoulder. Both went without resistance. “When that day comes, I’ll start here.”
Caroline gasped as his mouth settled over the skin he’d just bared. He was hot. So hot. And now she burned, too. He kissed his way across her collarbone and down the slope of her breast. Caroline’s fingers dug for purchase against the glass.
“Jack…” she said after a minute.
He looked up at her. Even in the flickering light, she could see how much he wanted her. “Yes?”
“The other side, too.”
“You’re full of commands tonight,” he said. “So far, I like them.”
This side of her costume did not cooperate as well. Hungry to feel his touch, she reached up and tugged at the silk. It gave, but not graciously.
Caroline returned her hand to the window. She felt safe with him. They could play at her surrender, but he would never really harm her. Jack ran the backs of his fingers across the slopes of each of her breasts.
“I’m one lucky highwayman,” he said. And then he slipped his hand inside the fabric and cupped her breast. “Damn lucky.”
Skin to skin. Caroline drew a ragged breath, tipped back her head, and closed her eyes as his fingers brought pleasure to parts she’d had no idea could be so sensitive.
He kissed her again, deeply. Caroline tried to concentrate, to capture every moment. She wanted to hold on to the newness and the excitement forever. But then something took her out of the moment. The sound was so small that she wanted to believe she’d imagined it. But she hadn’t.
She turned her head, breaking off the kiss.
“I didn’t say you could do that,” Jack said in a teasing tone.
“Wait,” Caroline whispered.
He slipped his hand from her skin and moved back a half step. She looked toward the sound she thought she’d heard and listened intently, trying to pick it up again. “Did you hear that, a few seconds ago?”
“What?” he asked in a regular voice.
She held her finger to her lips. “Shh…”
“Yes, ma’am,” he replied as though she were a librarian. He did use a lower tone, though. “What did you hear?”
“I thought I heard the door. The hinges have always squeaked,” she said. “Didn’t you notice it when we came in?”
“I wasn’t thinking about the door,” he replied, then dipped his head down to kiss the upper curve of her breast.
She couldn’t fault him for that. Still, she braced her hands against his shoulders and held him off.
“Hello?” she called. “Is anyone there?”
Only silence answered.
“I’m sure I heard something that first time,” she said to Jack. “We need to leave.”
He didn’t hesitate and he didn’t ask questions. She loved him all the more for that.
He did give a shake of his head as he slipped her costume back onto her shoulders. “That bed, Caroline. It’s necessary.”
She nodded. “Maybe one day.”
He gave her a quick kiss that was about comfort. “Absolutely one day.”
Caroline was touched by his tenderness, but her sense of some sort of looming heaviness hadn’t dissipated. She didn’t want to worry Jack, so she worked up a smile. “Go on back to the ball. We shouldn’t walk in together, anyway. I’ll be right along.”
He reached out a hand and brushed a loose tendril of hair from the side of her face. “You’re okay?”
She nodded. “Fine.”
Jack bent down to pick up his gloves and then stood and looked at her for a moment. “You’re sure?”
“I’d feel better if we got out of here quickly,” she admitted.
“I’m out the door,” he said.
Caroline took a second to repin the few pieces of hair that had come down. Slight rustling sounds came from the front of the conservatory as Jack stopped to pick up his hat and mask.
“Don’t forget your weaponry, Artemis,” he said before leaving. “Not that you need it to vanquish men.”
And then, as she’d expected, the conservatory door gave a tiny squeak on his way out.
Caroline walked to the front of the conservatory and gathered her costume parts. She’d just finished slinging the bow and quiver over her shoulder when the door opened.
Bremerton walked in. He looked unperturbed, unruffled … all things calm. For a moment, Caroline held on to hope that he hadn’t been in here a few minutes earlier. But then she saw him glance at the spot on the bench where Jack’s hat and mask had been.
“Your mother told me I’d likely find you in here. It’s nearly time for dinner,” Bremerton said in a conversational tone.
“I’m ready. I just needed a few moments away from the crowd,” she replied.
He smiled, but it stopped short of his eyes. “I’m sure you did.”
He reached a hand toward her throat, and Caroline flinched. Bremerton made a tsking sound. “Your necklace is askew. Hold still while I straighten it. We can’t have you at dinner looking less than the beauty you are.”
Two could play at this charade. She swallowed her nerves and said, “Thank you.”
“There,” he said. “The virgin huntress is as she should be.”
Caroline could almost breathe again.
Bremerton looked more closely at her. “Or nearly as.”
Before she could make a sound, his hand shot out. She felt a tug at her bodice, and then he held up the lace that Annie had added to Caroline’s costume. He dropped it at her feet.
“It had come loose, somehow. But no loss,” he said. “You shouldn’t hide the bounty nature has given you.” He held out his arm. “Are you ready?”
“Yes,” she said with a calm that wasn’t even skin deep.
They were out of the south wing and nearly to the dining room when Bremerton spoke again. “I’m sure you recall our conversation from last week. What is the only thing you need to do before I give you the world, Caroline?”
“Ask,” she said.
“Correct. Ask.” She could feel him looking down at her. She kept her gaze forward and her face serene. “But I’m sure even you are sophisticated enough to realize that you cannot ask for a lover until you’ve given me an heir.”
SIXTEEN
“I still don’t understand why Lord Bremerton failed to propose last night,” Mama said to Caroline as their carriage neared the Newport polo grounds. “Let’s hope he’s feeling more inclined today.”
“He’ll be playing polo,” Caroline said. “I don’t think he’s going to pop out a proposal on horseback.”
“Don’t use that tone with me, young lady,” Mama said. “And improve your posture. I’ve had no more sleep than you, yet I’m managing to look rested and content.”
“Yes, Mama,” Caroline said, though to her, Mama looked more driven than content. She sat ramrod straight with her dark green parasol held rigidly above her head like a fireworks rocket ready to launch. Since Caroline couldn’t work up the energy to hide her exhaustion, she brought her parasol down to better shield her face.
“I wish you’d have worn pink,” Mama said. “Your yellow is making you look sallow.”
Small wonder. The whole family had been awake until seven this morning, when the last of the guests had departed Rosemeade after a dawn breakfast. Caroline had been allowed a three-hour nap before Mama had started drilling her about the night’s events. According to Mama, the lack of a marriage proposal had marred what would have been a perfect evening. From Caroline’s perspective, that had been the night’s saving grace.
“Are you certain Bremerton didn’t broach the subject of marriage in your conversations?” Caroline’s mother asked yet again.
“I’m sure.”
Mama shook her head. “I simply don’t understand this.”
Caroline had no intention of illuminating her mother, when she’d worked so hard to keep her in the dark. From dinner on, Caroline had stuck by Bremerton out of self-defense. They had appeared to be the perfect courting couple. Only Jack, who’d left just after dinner, had reason to know differently.
“It was right of me to insist that we arrive early,” her mother said as they pulled onto the polo grounds. “We’re going to be in the front row, and Lord Bremerton will be sure to see you.”
It was a Newport tradition for lady spectators to stay in their carriages while they watched a match. The view was better, and they stood less chance of injury if the play left the field.
“Keep an eye out for him and see if you can draw his attention before the match begins,” Mama instructed after she’d made sure the coachman had negotiated their way into a prime viewing spot.
“Yes, Mama,” Caroline said while willing herself to be inconspicuous.
The polo club was fielding two teams this afternoon, one led by Mr. Carstairs and the other by Eddie. Mama, naturally, had chosen Carstairs’ side of the enormous field, since Bremerton played for him. Directly opposite them, Harriet Vandermeulen sat in a barouche with Alice Hayes. Harriet happily waved. Caroline figured she must have been dropped from Harriet’s adversaries list after Harriet had seen her with Bremerton last night.
Eddie and five other men stood on Harriet’s side of the field, with their grooms and ponies behind them. Eddie’s string of ponies were his pride. He’d had them shipped in from England. Caroline spotted his two favorite mounts—tall, matching bays who were proof that polo ponies were not ponies at all. Both horses were saddled and ready to play.
Caroline smiled as she watched her brother talk to his teammates, who all wore bright blue-and-white striped jerseys. Only three of the men would play with him, and two would stand as reserves. She easily picked out Charles Vandermeulen from the group. Two were the Arnott brothers, and another looked to be Robert Conable. She wasn’t positive who the broad-shouldered player with his back to her was, though he looked markedly like Jack. But Jack wasn’t a polo regular, so that was unlikely. Caroline willed the man to turn or at least move so no one else stood in her line of vision.
Bremerton was riding up. He wore the black-and-navy striped jersey of Mr. Carstairs’ club team, along with the obligatory white polo jodhpurs and brown riding boots.
“Good afternoon, Mrs. Maxwell … Miss Maxwell,” he said with nods to both of them.
“Good afternoon, Lord Bremerton. Caroline and I are looking forward to seeing you play,” Mama said with a bob of her parasol that made Bremerton’s mount shy.
The Englishman easily reined the horse in. “It should be an interesting match. Field conditions are rough after the showers that passed though this morning.”
“I am sure it will be no challenge to you, and that your team will win,” Mama said.
Caroline bit back a sigh. Mama had fully switched her allegiance.
“Thank you,” the Englishman said. “While I’ve gotten to know my teammates better in the few days I’ve been here, both the greatest challenge and greatest reward lies in playing as a unit.”
“That’s so true,” Mama said, nodding approvingly.
Caroline kept her eyes downcast so she wouldn’t roll them.
“I regret today will be my last time to play here,” Bremerton said. “It’s a gray day in more than just the weather. I received some unfortunate news this morning. My father, who has been in ill health for some time, is doing poorly. I’ll be leaving Newport tonight and sailing Saturday on the Lucania, from New York.”
Caroline kept a composed face, but inside she danced a jig. “I’m sorry to hear about your father.”
“That is a shame,” Mama said. “But if you don’t sail until Saturday, surely you can stay in Newport at least another day?” She hadn’t even bothered to hide her panic.
Bremerton shook his head. “I’m afraid I also have business I must see to in New York.” He paused. “Is there any possibility your family will be in London soon? We had little time to get to know each other, and I’d like to extend our acquaintance.”
Caroline’s happy music stopped.
“What a wonderful coincidence!” Mama said. “Mr. Maxwell and I were talking just this morning about making a visit to our London residence.”
Her mother was lying, and even Bremerton knew it. He had no other reason to look so self-satisfied.
“But Mama, Helen and Amelia have commitments well though August,” Caroline said. “It doesn’t seem fair to make them leave Newport when nothing is as special as a summer by the sea.”
“They’re very excited at the prospect of travel,” her mother replied without looking Caroline’s way. “I take it, then, that you will be in London, Lord Bremerton?”
“Yes. I will be staying at my father’s home until I can assure myself that he is on the mend.”
“Perfect!”
If Caroline hadn’t already heard about Viscount Bellingham’s poor health, she would have been certain that Bremerton had manufactured it to force her away from Jack. And she had her suspicions, just the same.
“Would you mind, Mrs. Maxwell, if your daughter and I spoke a moment in private?” Bremerton asked.
Mama rose as though ready to spring from the carriage. “Of course not.”
“I don’t want to disturb you, ma’am,” he said.
The Englishman grasped his pony’s reins in one hand and gave a flick of the other in the direction of a groom in Carstairs’ team colors. The boy hurried over. Bremerton dismounted and turned the pony over to him. At the same time, Mama had prodded the coachman to help Caroline down and then to go fetch Eddie.
“Perhaps over this way,” Bremerton said to Caroline when she’d reached the soggy ground.
He held out his arm. She took it, feeling as though she were on a leash, like Mama’s little Pomeroy. Taking a leisurely pace, Bremerton led her in the direction of the polo club’s rustic clubhouse.
“This morning it occurred to me that you might think I plan to tell your father what I witnessed in the conservatory last night,” Bremerton said.
“And I’m sure that also occurred to you last night when I stayed pinned to your side.”
He laughed. “I hope you retain your sharp wit once we are married.”
She glared at him, no longer willing to hide her emotions. “Is your father actually ill?”
He stopped walking, but did not let her go. “Caroline, you wound me. Of course he is. And because I wish to be considerate of your feelings and not leave you in doubt, I want you to know that the scene in the conservatory didn’t dissuade me. I still plan to pursue our eventual marriage.”
“How could you? You know I have feelings for someone else.”
“That is unfortunate for you,” he said crisply. “But in the history of marriage, you are hardly unique. I am sure you’ll find someone to take the Irishman’s place in your affections once you’re settled in England. It might even be me.”
She couldn’t quite decide if he’d meant that to be humorous. “Why should it matter to you, when you have no feelings for me?”
“I’d say that no feelings is overstating the case. I do have some. And after what I saw last night, I even have a certain amount of optimism that our marriage won’t be a complete bore.”
Caroline could feel heat rising on her face, but she refused to give him the satisfaction of witnessing her embarrassment.
“Are you planning to tell my father what you saw?” she asked.
Bremerton, who’d been looking across the field, returned his attention to her. “Why should I, when everything is going in my favor? Your Irishman seems to be forever on the losing team.”
* * *
JACK TURNED away from Caroline and Bremerton and focused on his borrowed pony’s tack. Watching the supposed couple would only make him want to go over there and knock His Lordship free of a few teeth for upsetting Caroline. And while the Englishman and he were bound to tangle sooner or later, this wasn’t the place.
Eddie approached. He looked as sour as Jack felt.
“Sisters are a damned bother,” he said. “You should be relieved you don’t have any.”
“What’s the matter?”
“Because Caroline didn’t close the wedding deal with the Englishman, I’ve been conscripted to go with Mother and the girls to England, immediately. She won’t even ask Father … says he was difficult enough about coming to Newport.” He made a low sound of disgust. “That means I’ll have at least seven days at sea on the Conqueror. Seven days of pitching and rolling and heaving and…” He swallowed hard, and Jack laughed.
“It’s not funny, damn it,” Eddie said.
“Yes, it is. You’re making yourself seasick on dry land. You know, I’ve seen you hanging upside down off a galloping pony to make a shot. If that doesn’t make you sick, why does a ship?”
“Because I’m in charge of the pony and not the ship.”
“Then have your father give you a captain’s hat.”
“That’s not funny,” Eddie said, though Jack was sure he’d caught a smile. But now Eddie was looking at him in a highly speculative way. “I’ve got an idea. You said you’re out of capital for acquisitions, right?”
“Temporarily,” Jack admitted.
“Then now is the ideal time for a beer tour of England. Pack your bags and come with me! When I’m not busy acting as the male of the Maxwell family, we’ll drink our way through every pub and brewery we can find.”
If Caroline was going to be around Bremerton, Jack didn’t want to be an ocean away. The beer was just a damn nice bonus. “Sign me on.”
“Done!” Eddie said.
“Are you two ready?” Charles Vandermeulen called to them. “Mount up and get moving!”
* * *
“MAMA, THE match is starting,” Caroline said. Now that she knew Jack was playing, she wanted no distractions, which meant her mother had to stop fussing.
“I don’t have time to watch,” Mama said as she dug through her small bag. “Do you have anything I might take notes on?”
“No,” Caroline replied. “You barely gave me time to grab a parasol before we left, let alone pack an office.”
“Save me your snippiness and watch the match, then,” her mother said. “I’ll compose my packing list in my head.”
Caroline nodded absently, already focused on the action. She had always wanted to learn to play polo, but even Eddie, who’d taught her how to shoot and spit when she’d been little, had drawn the line at this sport.
Bremerton was driving the play to the opposing goal, as Jack tried to defend. The Englishman scored easily, and the spectators on his side applauded. Jack hit the ball back in play for his team. The game moved more toward the center of the field, where Caroline could see the players’ faces and catch an occasional word.
Bremerton said something short and apparently unfriendly to Jack as he leaned in and drove Jack and his pony off the line he’d been taking toward the ball. Jack recovered and positioned himself to take a pass from Charles Vandermeulen. Then Jack quickly took the ball to the other end of the field. Once again Caroline’s view was of behinds and backs. But when it was Jack’s back—and behind, for that matter—her vantage point had its compensations.
As play continued, the field went from soggy to sodden, with mud flying from beneath the horses’ hooves. The ball was no longer white, and the same was becoming true of the players’ jodhpurs. When the action returned to the middle of the field, and close against her sideline, Caroline leaned out of the carriage as far as she could, trying to make the experience more immediate.
“No closer!” Mama ordered. “You’ll get dirty!”
Caroline looked away. “I’m too far off for that.”
When she turned back, both Eddie and his pony were on the ground in a tangle of legs and leather.
Without realizing she’d moved, Caroline was on her feet. “Eddie!”
“What happened?” Mama cried.
“I don’t know!”
The pony was up, but Eddie still lay there. The other players had moved away, so she could see her brother’s face. He was conscious, but his grimace spoke of pain.
“Gamble, get me down!” Mama cried to their coachman.
Caroline stayed her with one hand. A gentleman was already running across the field, black leather bag in hand. “Wait, Mama. Let the doctor get there.” She couldn’t imagine Eddie being very pleased to have Mama hovering over him.
Jack had dismounted and was kneeling on the ground next to Eddie. Whatever Eddie’d said had Jack smiling. Caroline could nearly breathe again. If Jack could smile, Eddie would be fine.
* * *
HIS LORDSHIP was a lying bastard. Jack knew this to be true, but there wasn’t a thing he could do about it. Not only had the Englishman intentionally cut Eddie off, he’d done it while trying to bring Jack down.
“Not much of a cowboy, are you?” Bremerton had taunted after scoring. Jack suspected then that Bremerton had been in the conservatory last night. And today His Lordship was looking for some on-field revenge. But what really capped it was that instead of checking on Eddie’s welfare or even expressing a word of regret, Bremerton was busy debating with the umpire exactly what penalty should be called for this “accidental” injury.
Jack focused on Eddie. The club’s doctor was asking him the usual questions to be sure he hadn’t lost his senses. Eddie knew who he was, where he was, and he was also damn sure his leg was broken.
“Don’t let them cut off my boot,” he said to Jack. “These are brand new … first wearing.”
First Eddie had been making sure Gertrude, his favorite pony, hadn’t been harmed. That, Jack appreciated. The boots, however, could go.
“You’re a millionaire. Buy another pair,” Jack said as he helped settle Eddie onto the stretcher that others had brought over.
“Bring him to the edge of the field until the ambulance arrives,” the doctor directed.
Jack looked up. They were right next to the Maxwell carriage. Caroline’s face was tight with worry, so he flashed her a reassuring smile.
“It’s his leg, but he’s more worried about his boot,” he called to her.
She nodded and looked more relaxed, but Agnes Maxwell continued to wring her hands. No one could ever claim she wasn’t a devoted mother.
“Well, damn. I’ve thought of one bad thing,” Eddie said to Jack as they brought the stretcher back to the ground.
“Besides the fact that your leg is probably broken?” Jack asked above the commotion as the carriage next to the Maxwells’ moved out to make room for the arrival of a horse and ambulance.
Eddie sucked a pained breath between his teeth as the stretcher was jostled. “A broken leg gets me off the Conqueror.”
“How’s that bad?” Jack asked.
Eddie motioned Jack closer. Jack asked the doctor and others to step back for moment.
“Bremerton did this on purpose,” Eddie said in a low voice. “He might not have meant to hurt me, but he meant to hurt you, and I’ve got no idea why. There’s something wrong with him.”
Jack nodded. “I know.”
“Here’s the problem. My mother’s not going to delay that trip to England unless I turn up dead from this, and I don’t plan to.”
“Good news, there.”
“I need your help, Jack,” Eddie said. “My father won’t be ready to sail when Mother wants to go, and I don’t want just Mother and Caroline up against Bremerton for even a week. My mother wouldn’t know Satan if he showed his horns and tail, and Caroline is too inclined to go it on her own. You need to travel to England for me.”
Jack had already figured this out. He’d planned to be there with or without Eddie’s blessing. But now, at least, he wouldn’t have to explain to Eddie why he’d decided to go even when the beer tour was dead.
“Of course I’ll go,” Jack said.
Eddie’s tension eased. “Good. You need to be in London exactly when Caroline is. I’ll act pathetic about letting you down, and square it away with Mother for you to sail over on the Conqueror. But I’m not so sure I can push her sympathy far enough to get you into the Grosvenor Square house.”
“That’s not a problem,” Jack said. “I happen to know a nice widowed lady with a home in London.”
Eddie nearly smiled. “Of course you do. You know all the nice ladies. And right now, I want a nice doctor with a big bottle of laudanum and some gin to wash it down. Then I’ll let them cut off the damn boot.”
Jack laughed. “Hang on. And Eddie?”
“What?”
“I’ll keep Caroline safe.”
His friend nodded, then gave a pained but real smile. “Tell her not to forget her six-shooter.”
Jack glanced up at Caroline, who was occupied by sending a furious stare in Bremerton’s direction.
“She’ll be well armed, I’m sure.”
* * *
THREE HOURS later, Jack had been home and gotten O’Toole busy with the details of packing up Jack’s life and readying to board a ship. Then Jack had stopped to confirm that Eddie had been properly seen to. While his leg was a clean break and would heal well, the boot had been a total loss.
Eddie had been right about his mother, too. The Conqueror would be sailing on Saturday morning, with or without Jack, and definitely without Bernard and Eddie. The only reason Agnes wasn’t leaving sooner was that the balance of the ladies’ wardrobes had to be brought from New York to Newport. And Agnes had her tail in a knot because the much larger and faster Lucania would beat them to England.
All Jack had left to do was persuade Flora to allow him to use her London town house. He bounded up The Reefs’ steps, intent on getting these last details wrapped up and pleased to have some time to himself with Flora. He needed some of her female perspective when it came to Caroline.
The Reefs’ butler greeted Jack and led him to the back terrace, where he found both Flora and Da in white wicker chairs, very close together. So close, in fact, that Jack was pretty sure that he’d seen Da pull his hand away from where it had been resting over Flora’s, on the arm of her chair. Jack started to say something teasing, but set aside the comment. He could hardly tell Da to mind his own business when he was minding Da’s.
Flora rose. “So you’re back.”
“I actually returned yesterday but had a ball to attend.”
She smiled. “Yes, I saw the throngs at the Maxwells’ gate and the glow from their cottage.”
“It almost looked as though someone had set a torch to the place,” Da said.
“It must have, if you could see it all the way from Touro Square,” Jack said drily. He’d wondered where Da was when he’d left for the ball last night. And he was glad he hadn’t looked for him when he’d arrived home just past one in the morning. Some things a son did not need to know.
“Please sit,” Flora said, gesturing at a wicker settee that was placed at a right angle from where she and Da sat.
“Thank you,” Jack said. “I’ve come to ask a favor of you.”
“You know if it’s within my power … such as it is … it’s yours,” Flora replied.
“You mentioned not too long ago that you have a home in London. I was wondering if you’d let me stay there?”
“Of course. Are you planning a vacation?”
“I wouldn’t quite call it that. I promised Edward Maxwell I’d accompany his mother and sisters to London.”
“When are you going?”
“Saturday morning,” he replied. “I’ve been told that the Maxwells’ yacht makes the crossing in seven or so days, so a week from Saturday, I should be in London.”
“I knew this had to be about that Maxwell girl,” Da said. “Are you not through collecting her yet? I’d think you’d have her all wrapped up by now.”
Flora gave Da a curious look but ignored his question. Jack did, too.
“Why is Edward not going?” Flora asked.
“Bremerton broke Edward’s leg in a polo match today,” Jack said. “It was intentional, even if he got the wrong target.”
“Were you the target?” Da asked.
“Yes,” Jack said. “Bremerton is going back to England. He has managed to fool Agnes Maxwell well enough about his nature that she’s packing up Caroline, Helen, and Amelia so that she can continue to push a marriage between Caroline and Bremerton.”
“This is not good,” Flora said, frowning.
Jack nodded. “It isn’t. I’m genuinely worried for Caroline at this point.” He didn’t add that he was falling in love with her. Flora had already guessed that, and Da didn’t need to know.
“You know,” Flora said, “I believe I have had enough of Newport. It’s time for another sea change. I’m going to book passage to England.”
Jack appreciated her concern for Caroline, which he knew was behind this announcement. However, it presented a problem for him. “If you can then recommend a place for me to stay—”
“Don’t start with that,” Flora said, cutting him off. “London is not Newport. Clem and I spent half our time there. I have my friends, and they know who I am and what they may expect. Believe it or not, they like my unconventionality.”
“Oh, I’m believing it,” Da said.
“I was speaking to your son,” Flora said firmly.
“But I’m wondering whether these friends so like your unconventionality that they will embrace you even with two Culhanes under your roof?” Da asked.
“Are you saying you want to go to London?” Jack asked before Flora could answer. Because of some happenings in his village when he’d been a child, Da had no fondness for all things English.
“I am,” Da said.
“But you hate the English.”
“Not all of them,” his father replied with a wave of his hand. “Though it is sounding like I wouldn’t mind seeing this Bremerton put in his place.”
Jack couldn’t argue with the sentiment, but he did have other questions. “How will you work from there? You’ve already set business aside for more days in Newport than I thought you were capable of.”
“Oh, I’m capable of slowing down … with the right person,” Da replied, looking over to Flora, who was doing her best to look stern. Her acting talents were slipping, though. Jack could see she was losing her heart to Da all over again.
“And I’ll work better than you on your best day,” Da said to Jack. “London isn’t my favorite place, but it’s not bogside, either. If I’ve managed to keep a fortune afloat from a village the size of a flea’s arse in Donegal … and I did for a month when my mam, God rest her, was on her last days. I’ll be set fine.”
“Patrick, I don’t recall saying whether you may stay at my home,” Flora said calmly.
“May I?” Da asked.
“No.”
Da looked completely shocked. “No?”
“You have made your intentions clear, Patrick Culhane,” Flora said. “You have told me that you’re courting me the way I should have been courted by you all those years ago. Suitors do not sleep under my roof.”
It was killing Jack, but he bit his tongue.
“Fine, then,” Da said. “I’ll get myself a suite of rooms at a hotel, but you can’t keep me from London.”
“I’d suggest the Savoy, on the Strand,” Flora said primly.
Jack couldn’t hide his grin.
Da glared at Jack. “Smile all you want, boyo. Because you’ll be staying there with me.”
SEVENTEEN
As far as Caroline was concerned, brothers were miraculous beings. Saturday morning had dawned better than she would have thought possible, all thanks to Eddie. Who but Eddie could have persuaded Mama to bring Jack on the Conqueror? And who but Eddie could have presented Caroline with a shiny new six-shooter and bullets to replace her beloved Colt that Mama had confiscated on Thursday?
If Caroline had to go to England, at least she was going with a man and a gun. Matters could be worse. So of all the females now gathered in Rosemeade’s Imperial Salon, only Mrs. Longhorne was in tears. And she was nearly inconsolable.
“I am leaving a great deal of wedding planning in your hands, Mildred,” Mama said to her friend. “I ask that you follow my list to the letter. There should be no deviations, no matter how small they might seem to you. I have a vision of how this ceremony should be.”
If Caroline had believed for an instant that there would be a ceremony, she would have been offended by her mother’s overstepping. But as it was, planning would keep Mama occupied while Caroline sniffed out Bremerton’s secrets. He could not hide in his own land. People there knew him, and from what Peek had said, they didn’t necessarily like him, either.
“I won’t deviate a bit, Agnes,” Mrs. Longhorne said as she dabbed her eyes with a violet-embroidered handkerchief. “And I am honored that you’re entrusting me with this.”
“I wish I could be here and we could work side by side. We are a most formidable team,” Mama replied, looking a little watery herself. “Even with the church arranged for, there’s so much to be done, but I can hardly send Caroline on her own.”
“Of course not,” Mildred agreed.
“Promise me that you’ll find the very best craftsman for the cherubs to be placed in the festoons on the end of each church pew.”
“Or course,” Mildred said.
According to Mama, Caroline was to have a February wedding at St. Thomas’s. Thus, the cherubs.
“Each figure must be detailed, lovely, and covered with enough gold leaf that it could be taken for solid gold. And I want the faces to look real,” Caroline’s mother added. “None of those blank-eyed pudding faces.”
“You could use Caroline’s and Bremerton’s likenesses from when they were children,” Helen suggested in a peppery tone.
Mama didn’t seem to pick up on Helen’s attitude, though. “That’s a very original idea. Well done! But I think we’re going to have difficulty getting a childhood portrait of Bremerton here on such short notice.”
Thank heaven for that, Caroline thought. If it were to be in the least accurate, any childhood portrait of Bremerton would have him pulling the wings off butterflies.
“Mama, Lord Bremerton hasn’t even proposed yet,” Amelia said. “What if he finds someone he loves more?”
“He will be proposing to Caroline, or he would not have invited us to London, Amelia. And who do you think would be more appealing than Caroline?”
“No one, Mama,” Amelia dutifully replied.
Mama might have missed it, but Caroline had caught the wistful look in Amelia’s eyes. Were Caroline an innocent sixteen and had not seen Bremerton’s true colors, she might have felt the same way. But she was older, wiser, and battle-hardened. She resolved to tell Amelia about the dangers lurking out there for an heiress. While Helen was aware, Amelia remained blind, and Mama would never arm her properly.
“Mildred, please start contacting florists today,” Caroline’s mother said. “We’re going to need tall, potted cherry trees just beginning to blossom. Since it will be February, they will have to be forced.”
That, at least, was a neat fit, Caroline thought. Both the bride and flowers would be forced.
“Yes, yes,” Mildred said, nodding. “I know exactly whom to contact.”
Berta entered the room. She was dressed in her gray traveling dress, complete with heavy cloak. Caroline, who had opted for her lightest travel dress in gabardine, wanted to perspire just looking at Berta.
“Ma’am, the carriages are ready,” she said to Mama.
“Is the staff at the harbor?”
“They are all aboard ship, ma’am.”
Mama nodded briskly. “Very well. Please gather up Pomeroy and place him in his travel basket, Berta.”
Mrs. Longhorne sniffled again.
“And Mildred, the lilies must be pure white,” Mama said. “No cream at all.” She smoothed her kid gloves and briefly touched the brim of her hat, as though to confirm that its tilt was perfect. “If you have any issues whatsoever, send me a telegram.”
“I will,” Mrs. Longhorne said.
Mama turned her attention to the girls. “Let’s be on our way. Caroline’s future awaits her on bended knee!”
And with luck, Caroline thought, Bremerton would never rise again.
* * *
“ONE MAN owns this?” O’Toole asked Jack as they stood at the Conqueror’s polished teak rail awaiting the Maxwells.
“Yes,” Jack said.
O’Toole snorted. “What does he do with it all? It’s a waste. Most of my village would fit in the servants’ quarters. Did you know there are over fifty workin’ for the Maxwells on this ship alone? And I’m not countin’ the maids and whatnot who paraded on after us.”
Jack had thought he was numb to great wealth, but he was wrong. He had never before been aboard the Conqueror. At almost three hundred feet long, the black, steel-hulled beauty was indeed a floating village. But she was also fast, built especially to beat a Vanderbilt yacht. And Jack, who generally wasn’t interested in that kind of fiscally insane competition, appreciated the results of Bernard Maxwell’s obsession. He planned to tour the engine room as soon as possible. Whatever Maxwell had going on with those twin steam engines would translate well to an efficient brewery. The more heat Jack could throw, the more beer he could make.
The rest of the ship kept pace with its engines, too. Earlier, Jack had been shown to Eddie’s private stateroom, which even Eddie hadn’t seen since the ship had been refitted. If he had, he would have been damn tempted to fight down the seasickness and cope with the bad leg. The room was a small-scale gentleman’s club, finished in dark woods and hunting tapestries. It even boasted a built-in humidor packed with cigars and a bar cabinet offering a selection of whiskeys Eddie would kill for.
And then there was the bed. If anything on this ship was—as O’Toole had said—a waste, it was a bed that big for just one. As tempted as Jack had been to imagine Caroline sharing the massive four-poster, he refused to let his mind travel in that direction. For the next seven days, he would be Saint Jack. Brotherly Jack. A Jack above reproach. He didn’t need to give Agnes Maxwell a valid reason to cut Caroline off from him. Agnes tended to do a good enough job with no reason at all, and Jack needed to stick close to Caroline.
“Damned if there’s not more of them comin’,” O’Toole said from his spot on the rail next to Jack. “Would you look at that?”
The Maxwell women had just exited one carriage, and the servants, another. Jack quickly spotted Caroline in a light blue dress with a small matching hat perched on her head. The breeze made the puffy arms of her dress ripple as she scanned the ship with one hand cupped over her eyes to shade them from the sun. Though he was amidships and at least one hundred feet away, he raised a hand in subtle greeting. Her wave was less restrained and resulted in her mother quickly shooing her up the gangway.
“So your attention has turned from the Goelet governess?” asked a dry English voice from behind Jack.
He knew it was Peek, so he didn’t turn. O’Toole did, and yelped. This must have been the boy’s first sighting of the governess.
“My attention is on the dockside, Miss Peek, and not on anyone in particular,” Jack said.
“There is no point in lying, Mr. Culhane. I am not a naïve miss,” Peek said as she came to stand next to him. “And I am fierce in defending my charge.”
“I am sure you are.”
“Which is why I find myself in the unusual diplomatic position of coming to you, from whom I am duty bound to protect Miss Maxwell, and seeking your help.”
“What sort of help?”
She looked O’Toole up and down. “I would prefer not to speak in front of your servant.”
“Then we won’t be speaking at all,” Jack said with a shrug.
“Very well,” she replied. “If you feel this youth is that inconsequential, I shall speak.”
O’Toole stiffened, and Jack briefly settled his hand on O’Toole’s tweed-covered shoulder. Like most young men, O’Toole hadn’t yet learned how to choose his battles.
“I told Mrs. Maxwell yesterday that I had recently made inquiries about Lord Bremerton with an acquaintance of mine,” the governess said. “And while she was not interested in the results, I am quite sure you will be.”
“Bremerton is no friend of mine,” Jack said.
“I fear he is no friend of Miss Maxwell’s, either.”
For the first time, Jack could hear actual concern in the governess’s voice. She was more than a woman fixed on keeping an unblemished work record intact.
“What did you learn, Miss Peek?”
“My friend, a fellow governess, says that Lord Bremerton’s estate in West Sussex is declining at a startling rate. Her employer recently hired the former Bremerton housekeeper. Lord Bremerton could not keep up on wages, and the house was daily growing barer of art and silver.”
“Which is why he’s so fixed on Miss Maxwell,” Jack said. “More men than His Lordship view marriage as a means to pay their way out of debt.”
“It seems neither you, nor Mrs. Maxwell, can understand. These are belongings that would have been in the family for generations, and not for Lord Bremerton to do with as he pleases. Bremerton’s grandfather is a man of great wealth and pride. His Grace must be unaware that this is happening, and it would behoove him to know.”
“I don’t travel in the same circles as dukes, Miss Peek.”
“But you travel closer than I. And you seem to have a great interest in Miss Maxwell. I hope that you will use this information. I fear her mother will not.”
“Thank you for sharing it,” Jack said. If nothing else, he would see what Flora might be able to find out through her friends.
“That does not mean I won’t be watching your behavior with Miss Maxwell,” the governess crisply added. She walked away toward the Conqueror.
Jack smiled. “I would expect no less.”
O’Toole gave a low whistle. “I don’t know how you rich find the time to make money, with all the time you spend sticking your noses in each other’s business.”
Jack laughed. “You don’t know the half of it.”
* * *
THE WEATHER was perfect, the ship a marvel, and by Wednesday dinnertime, Caroline was losing her mind. Not only had her mother not taken to her quarters as Caroline had eagerly anticipated, but she was at the head of the table.
“There must be more plum tartlets,” Mama said to the waiter, a tall and stoic Scandinavian. “Go back and check.”
The waiter inclined his head and retreated. Mama, who had eaten three already, frowned impatiently at the man’s back. “One would think he was in a funeral procession, the pace he’s walking.”
“You seem in good spirits this trip, Mama,” Caroline said, hoping to spare the waiter more criticism.
“I believe the sea air is agreeing with me,” her mother replied. “Peek suggested that I should spend time keeping my eyes on the horizon and putting fresh air in my lungs. It’s working wonderfully! And Pomeroy seems invigorated, too.”
Caroline glanced at the little mop who sat on a tapestry pillow by the dining room’s arched entry, and tried to discern whether the dog was invigorated or not.
“Did you know your father even designated an area for Pomeroy’s constitutionals?” Mama asked. “He has his own strip of sod from Rosemeade to use while we are at sea.”
“I’m not certain that’s proper dinner conversation, Mama,” Amelia said.
“Ah, but we are in a land of no laws,” Mama replied.
“Not to mention no land,” Helen muttered just under her breath. Caroline, who sat next to her, caught it. Jack must have heard from his seat opposite her, too, because he ducked his head to hide a smile.
“In this rugged environment, I have decided I’m free to speak as I wish,” Mama decreed.
Rugged? Caroline was the only one missing a comfort while aboard ship, and that was Jack. Meals were the only time she saw him. There were other opportunities, but he’d actively avoided them.
Mama cast a gimlet eye on Jack. “Did your father win a house in London on a hand of cards, too?”
Caroline wanted to sink beneath the linen-covered table, but Jack just laughed. “No, he did not, Mrs. Maxwell.”
“Then where are you staying?”
“At the Savoy,” he replied.
Mama sniffed. “Really? How unexpected.”
Jack started to say something but stopped. Caroline gave him credit for his self-restraint. Hers had reached its limit.
She pushed back her chair. “If you’ll excuse me, Mama, I am feeling the need for some of that fresh air.”
“Get your cape, first,” Mama said. “And take Pomeroy with you.”
Caroline scooped up the dog and headed down the thickly carpeted hallway, past the corridor that led to her room, and outside to breathe freely. Evening had come, but it was far from dark as she took the deck. She set Pomeroy on his feet and smiled when he chose the rail instead of his designated spot as the place to leave his mark.
“Let’s stay back from the edge,” she said to the little dog when he was done. “Mama would never forgive me if you went overboard.”
“But if I did, she’d breathe easier.”
Caroline turned. Jack was right behind her.
“Well, hello,” she said. “Does this mean you’re through avoiding me?”
Laughing, he held a hand to his broad chest. “A direct shot, Artemis.”
“Of course,” she replied and then began to follow Pomeroy, who was heading toward his piece of home sod. “And I note you’re not denying the charge.”
“I’m not,” he agreed as he pulled even with her. “But I have my reasons.”
Caroline didn’t comment. They walked in silence until they had reached the bow, where Pomeroy was rolling with great abandon on his grass, paws in the air and a tiny canine smile on his face. Caroline rubbed her arms. Mama had been right about the cape. It might be July, but there was a bite to the air this far out at sea. It seemed to Caroline that it was growing rougher, too.
“Here,” Jack said as he settled his black evening jacket coat over her shoulders. She wanted to draw it close to her face and see if it carried the tempting scent of male and sandalwood she recalled—and had dreamt of—since a week ago in Rosemeade’s conservatory. Instead she gave him a polite, but not too forgiving, thank you.
“Bremerton was trying to harm me when he broke Eddie’s leg,” Jack said in a strangely calm tone. “None of what happened was an accident.”
Caroline swung around to face him. “What? Do you have proof? If you do, you must tell Mama immediately.”
Jack touched his hand to her face. “Sweetheart, if I had hard proof, we wouldn’t be on this ship.”
Caroline had heard the bad news, but at that moment, she didn’t care. Her mind couldn’t seem to work past the fact that Jack had just called her sweetheart.
“Sweetheart?” she asked.
An expression close to regret passed across his face. “That’s what I said.”
“You don’t seem very happy about it.”
“What part of falling in love with a woman who’s being married off to an almost duke should make me happy?”
Caroline couldn’t stop her smile from growing until it nearly hurt her face. “The love part?” She moved closer to him. “Doesn’t that make you even a little bit happy?”
“If I could guarantee you’d smile like this every day for the rest of your life, it would make me damn happy.”
“I will,” she said. “I promise.” Her heart raced with excitement. “How could I not? When we get to England, I’ll send a telegram to Papa and tell him I need him there immediately, and then we’ll…”
Caroline trailed off. What would they do? If her mother had scoffed at the idea of Jack marrying Harriet Vandermeulen, she’d go apoplectic at the idea of him as a son-in-law. She would refuse, and Papa would let her have her way.
Jack nodded. “That’s exactly where I run dry of ideas.”
She reached out to settle her hand against Jack’s chest. She wanted to at least feel his heartbeat and let herself know this moment was real.
He stepped back.
“We can’t,” he said, tipping his head toward the port side of the ship. Peek stood there, far enough away that Caroline couldn’t complain that the governess was being obtrusive, yet close enough to stand guard.
“I don’t care about her,” Caroline said. “Not anymore.”
Jack moved away. “I don’t, either, but here is what I do care about.… I care to be close enough to you in London that I can help if Bremerton becomes dangerous. And if word gets to your mother that I am more than just Eddie’s friend, that won’t happen. I can’t risk that. Bremerton isn’t just some feckless lord, Caroline. He manipulates, and he believes he’s above all rules. If you cross him, he’ll strike back.”
“I know,” she said, thinking of the way the Englishman had dragged her into Mrs. Longhorne’s folly for simply asking a few questions. “Truly, I do.”
EIGHTEEN
Thursday evening, Jack made his way down the hallway to his room. It wasn’t easy going. Last night’s increasing wind had turned out to be the outer edge of stormy seas, and tonight the Conqueror was working its way out the other side.
Dinner had been a solitary affair with not a Maxwell in sight, and the soup course had been foregone. Now all Jack wanted was to read the book he’d borrowed from the ship’s library. He timed his reach for his door handle to the vessel’s roll and stepped inside.
“Papa didn’t build this ship for rough seas,” Caroline said from her perch on the center of his bed. “And you don’t have any food in here.”
Because he had no other option, Jack closed the door. “You’ll find the food in the dining room, though you’re underdressed for dinner.” She wore a ruffled, long-sleeved white cotton robe that covered her from chin to toes, and yet somehow she managed to look sensual.
“I have ball gowns with half this amount of fabric.” She gave a wiggle of her bare toes. “Did you know that in France it was once the style for women to receive their male admirers en déshabille, wearing their finest night clothing? Flora told me all about it.”
Jack set the book he carried on one of the room’s two armchairs. “I’ll bet she did. But you might have noticed that we’re not in France.”
“We’re someplace better. According to my mother, we’re in a land of no laws.”
Caroline’s dark hair had been plaited into a thick braid that lay over her right shoulder. Jack’s fingers twitched as he thought about slipping the braid from its thin bit of ribbon and seeing her hair fully down. “Much to my regret, there is no such place.”
“There is, right here,” she said as she patted the burgundy-colored coverlet stretched across the bed.
“What are you doing here, Caroline?” It was an obvious question, but he needed to hear her answer.
“I’ve been waiting for you. You promised me a bed. One with just the two of us, and the rest of the world be damned. And that’s what we have, even if it’s one that pitches and rolls.”
Jack shucked his evening jacket and threw it over the back of the armchair.
“You need to go back to your room,” he said while he undid his white necktie and sent it to join his jacket. “Someone is going to find you here.”
“No, they’re not. Mama’s love affair with the sea is over, and she has taken to her bed. Even Helen and Amelia aren’t leaving their rooms, and Annie tells me that Peek hasn’t been seen. And of course I spent all day playing shut-in so I could have some freedom.”
“Only you,” he said.
She smiled. “I know. But I realized last night after Pomeroy and I had left you on deck that I had forgotten to tell you something very important.”
“Which is?” he asked as he settled into the other armchair.
“I love you, Jack. And this time I’m not saying it out of frustration or anger, but only because it needs to be said.” Humor fled her eyes and was replaced by something more poignant. “I have loved you for as long as I can remember. I know it seems sudden, my being here like this, but you have no idea how long I’ve been waiting.”
And she had no idea the effect her words were having on him. “We need to keep waiting.”
“The night of the ball, Bremerton told me that after we are married and I give him an heir, I am to ask his permission to take a lover.”
Jack didn’t want to begin to sort through the levels of wrongness in that statement. “Bremerton is an idiot, and you’re not going to marry him.”
She hesitated. “But what if we can’t find a way to stop this? I can’t turn my back on my family and what they expect of me, and I can’t bear the thought of not knowing what it’s like to make love with you.”
His heart slammed at the thought, but someone had to remain in control. Unfortunately, that was him. “Unlike your almost duke, I’m discovering that I’m very traditional when it comes to you. Our first time making love will be after we’re married, and not before.” He stood and walked to the side of the tall bed and braced his palms on it to balance against the ship’s rocking. “And I give you permission to shoot me with that six-shooter of yours if I ever bring up the subject of taking lovers … not that either of us will have reason to want to.”
“So you have no intention of making love to me tonight?”
“None,” Jack said.
She smiled. “Fine. Then take off your vest and shirt.”
“What?”
“One should always have a fall-back position when negotiating, and that’s mine.”
Jack laughed. There was no woman on Earth he’d ever want more than Caroline.
“What do you have to offer in exchange?” he asked. “I don’t drop shirts and vests for nothing.”
“I’m on your bed. I’d consider that a more than adequate accommodation,” she replied.
“Ah, but you were there before the dealing began.”
“That was highly imprudent of me,” she said. “How about this?” She undid the top three buttons on her frilly robe, exposing more white cotton, pin-tucked, beneath.
“That’s no gain at all,” he said. “Your hair. I want your hair down.”
She played at deliberating for a moment. “In exchange, I will get both the vest and the shirt, correct?”
“Yes.”
“Fine.”
Jack watched as she untied the thin white ribbon that bound her braid. Ribbon gone, she drew her fingers through her hair, and the braid unraveled like bands of dark silk.
“There,” she said, once it was flowing over her shoulders. “Done.”
She waited expectantly while his fingers, suddenly clumsy, worked at his vest buttons. He shrugged free of the garment and dropped it onto the bed.
“Halfway there,” she said. “Let’s move it along.”
Jack smiled. “As you wish. I’d hate to deprive you of the upper hand.” After a short struggle with his stiff collar and cuffs, he was quickly rid of the shirt.
Caroline frowned at him. “I feel cheated,” she said as she took in his fine cotton undershirt. “I had expected much less beneath.”
“It’s never wise to bargain without all the required information,” he replied. “But to prove I’m a generous man…” He unbuttoned the undershirt, drew the fabric free of his trousers, and pulled it over his head.
Caroline’s mouth went dry. There were perfect marble contours of the male torso, created by a sculptor long dead, and then there was Jack. Warm, living, breathing Jack.
“Very generous,” she said.
She wanted to place her mouth against the pulse that was jumping in his throat. She wanted to touch the dusting of dark hair across the center of his chest. And she wanted to feel emotions she couldn’t even put words to.
“Have we reached the end of our negotiations?” he asked.
She shook her head no.
He smiled. “What, then?”
“Your shoes.”
He glanced down at his feet and then back to her. “Really? Then your robe goes.”
Caroline couldn’t hide her smile. “If it must.”
She worked her way up to the bed’s ornately carved headboard so that she had something to hold on to. Disrobing would have been awkward in calm seas. An unsteady bed was making it worse. By the time she’d unbuttoned the robe the rest of the way and freed herself from its yards of fabric, Jack’s shoes were long gone.
“And now?” he asked.
“What would it take to get you on the bed?” she asked.
“I’ll agree to that concession to move along the negotiations.”
Jack was there before Caroline could even thank him for his consideration. He settled on the open spot next to her, head on the pillow and smile on his face. Caroline, who was still kneeling with one hand gripping the headboard, looked down at him. He would have appeared relaxed and companionable if she hadn’t been able to see the tension just beneath his skin. And what skin it was. She took after her mother and had a creamy hue, unlike her paler sisters. But Jack was darker yet, as though he’d spent time with nothing but air between himself and the sun.
Caroline didn’t want to bargain anymore. She wanted to touch, and so she did. She let her fingers trail from his shoulder and across his collarbone. Jack drew in a deep breath, as though he was steeling himself for some trial.
She settled her palm flat against his chest so she could feel the heartbeat she’d craved last night. His was strong and steady, not racing as she knew hers was.
“You’re really quite amazing looking,” she said.
His mouth turned upward in a brief smile. “Thank you.”
She laughed. “No. Thank you.”
Feeling bolder, Caroline ran her hand over the muscled strength of each arm, then traced down his ribs and the flat muscles of his stomach. His breath was coming faster, and she could see that he worked to keep himself still under her touch. One unsteady hand still on the headboard, she bent closer. Her hair swung free of her body, and Jack lifted his hand to touch it.
“I knew it would be like silk,” he said.
She bent down to kiss him, and everything changed. Jack moved quickly, settling her on the mattress as he rose above her.
“I did better at holding still than I thought I would,” he said.
And he was clearly done with that. His mouth met hers in a kiss that wasn’t gentle or patient, but made of sheer demand. Caroline answered with a few demands of her own, and it was both heaven and torture the way he touched her. His hands were quick and sure—a touch here, a touch there, but no one place long enough to satisfy her.
“Jack,” she said between kisses. “Please.” And with him, asking wasn’t a form of debasement, as it felt with Bremerton. She was Jack’s equal. That made the asking a gift.
“Please, what?”
She shook her head. “Please … I don’t know. Please, everything.”
He moved a little away, leaning on one elbow while he stroked her hair. She kept one hand on his arm, not wanting to lose contact with him.
He looked down at her for a moment, then said, “It won’t be everything, sweetheart, but I’ll make it memorable.”
Really, despite her earlier bold words, what he offered was as far as her ability to flout convention would allow her to go. “Yes.”
He folded back the fabric and kissed her at the top of the valley between her breasts. He worked his way lower. She let her eyes slip closed so she could just feel. As the ship rolled and Jack worked his magic on her, time and the outside world went away. If she and Jack failed at losing Bremerton—if this was all she was to ever have with Jack—it would almost be enough.
Caroline drew Jack’s mouth to hers and kissed him. “I believe I want a small wedding, and I’d like it very soon.”
He framed her head with his hands and kissed her again before saying, “I don’t recall proposing, Miss Maxwell.”
“You will,” she said with complete certainty. “Because otherwise, how I am ever going to learn you by touch?”
* * *
TWENTY MINUTES later, Caroline left Jack’s room. Even if she felt completely different, she’d taken the time to be sure she looked the same as she had earlier in the night. The hallway was quiet and her gait only a little crooked as the ship pushed its way through the last of the rough weather. She stopped at her mother’s double doors and listened. All was still. Caroline moved on. Two more doors, and she would safe. Then Amelia’s door swung open. Caroline jumped and Amelia yelped.
“What are you doing?” Amelia asked, her eyes wide.
“I was checking on Mama,” Caroline replied.
“How is she?”
“I don’t know. I put my ear to the door, and it was silent inside. I decided not to bother her.”
Amelia gave her a very superior smile. “Maybe just like you, Mama’s out sneaking around in her nightclothes.”
“What do you mean?”
“I went to visit you earlier, and your room was empty.”
“I’ve been in the library.” It seemed a safe lie, since Amelia would never voluntarily enter that room.
“In your nightclothes?”
“No one saw me. They might, however, see both of us if we stand here chatting much longer.” Amelia was a smaller version of the white, ruffled confection Caroline knew she looked like.
“Then come in,” her sister said. “I’m lonely, and there’s no one to talk to around here.”
Caroline glanced longingly at her door. So close, yet so far.
“Just for a few minutes,” she said.
Amelia’s room was an homage to the color pink in its many riotous shades. Caroline found it unsettling, but it was her sister’s favorite hue.
“So what would you like to talk about?” Caroline asked as she seated herself in a pale pink armchair embroidered with bright pink daisies.
“It doesn’t matter what,” Amelia replied. She hopped up on the edge of her canopied bed. “I’m just tired of being the invisible Maxwell on this trip. Mama dotes on you, Helen is off in her own world, and you ignore me.”
Apparently, Amelia was in a mood.
“Why don’t you pick the topic?” Caroline suggested.
“Fine. Have you ever been in love?”
That was what she got for not driving the conversation, Caroline thought. “When I was five, I loved my first pony, Henry.”
“I’m not talking about ponies,” Amelia said. “We’re well past that age. I mean with a gentleman. Are you in love with Lord Bremerton?”
“No,” Caroline replied.
“Why not? He’s handsome and polite, and he dotes on you, too.”
“I’m not in love with him for countless reasons, but I’ll start with the most important. He and I don’t suit.”
Amelia looked at her suspiciously. “I saw you at the ball and at Harriet Vandermeulen’s picnic. It looked as though you got along very well.”
“What one sees of a couple in public isn’t necessarily what it’s like when they’re alone,” Caroline said. “When it’s just the two of us, the ease and politeness are gone. I’m a business transaction to him.”
“Maybe that’s because he knows you don’t love him.”
Caroline sought a diplomatic way to explain this to her sister. “Lord Bremerton and I are just different sorts of people, Amelia. It’s like the color pink. It’s perfect for you, but not for me.”
Amelia considered the matter for a moment and then said, “I think Jack Culhane is your color pink.” “He suits you. You two laugh at each other’s quips. You smile when he walks into a room, and you follow him with your eyes when he leaves. He is your pink.”
“If those are the standards for pink, I suppose you could say that,” Caroline said. She would have said Jack was her whole rainbow if it would have removed the cross look from Amelia’s face.
“That doesn’t seem fair to Lord Bremerton. You’re his color pink, and I think you’re Jack’s, too. I’m just tired of you hogging up all the pink. You can’t be two men’s pink. It’s not fair. Something should be done about this. Soon you’ll be every man’s pink and there will be none left for me. And it’s my favorite color!”
Caroline rose. “I’m going to bed. There’s nothing I can say to you tonight that will make you happy. Sleep, and we’ll talk later.”
Amelia glared at her.
One thing was certain—Caroline would not wear the color pink tomorrow.
* * *
FRIDAY’S BREAKFAST started out decently. The seas had calmed, and though Caroline was the only Maxwell eating, at least the others weren’t looking too green. Jack was working his way through his eggs and sausage.
“Captain says we are to make harbor just after noon,” Agnes Maxwell said. “The storm slowed us only a little. We’ll be in plenty of time to catch the afternoon train to the city.”
“Good. I can’t wait to get off this ship,” Amelia said while using her fork to chase a melon cube around her otherwise barren plate.
Agnes disregarded Amelia and focused on her eldest daughter. “Caroline, if Lord Bremerton’s father is in relatively good health, I expect there will be invitations awaiting you. You are to accept them all.”
“Of course,” Caroline said.
Jack willed her to look across the table. He wanted to send her some silent reassurance, but she kept her eyes downcast.
Amelia dropped her fork with a clatter.
“Amelia, that was unnecessary,” her mother said. “Where are your manners?”
“Where are Caroline’s manners, Mama?” Amelia replied.
Jack set down his fork—quietly. The best eggs in the world wouldn’t be worth witnessing sibling warfare. He placed his napkin on the table and readied to make his escape.
“See? She’s doing it right now,” Amelia cried.
“Doing what?” Agnes asked.
“How can you miss it, Mama? She follows every move Jack makes. She hangs on his every word. She has a perfectly nice man in love with her, but Jack is her pink.”
Jack froze. Either he was losing his mind or Amelia was speaking in tongues.
“Amelia, what are you talking about?” Agnes asked.
“Caroline is in love with Jack, Mama. She told me so last night.”
Caroline’s face turned white. “I said nothing of the sort!”
Amelia stood. “You did. You know you did. You said Jack was your color pink!”
Jack pushed back from the table. “If you’ll excuse me,” he said at the same time Helen was rising.
“Both of you, stay,” Mrs. Maxwell commanded. “Caroline, what is this nonsense Amelia is talking?”
“I visited with Amelia in her room last night,” Caroline said in a level voice. “She was feeling ill and a little cross. We talked. She asked me if I loved Lord Bremerton, and I said I did not. And then she lost her temper.”
“I did not lose my temper!”
Amelia would have been more credible if she weren’t shouting now, Jack thought. He kept his mouth shut, though.
“Mama, we were talking about love,” Amelia said. “I love the color pink, and Caroline loves Jack. That was the conversation, and I have no reason to lie,” she added with a glare in Caroline’s direction.
Agnes Maxwell gave Jack a baleful look. “You may leave the room now, Mr. Culhane.”
Jack rose. “Thank you.”
He had a feeling those were to be the last words he’d be permitted to say to a female Maxwell for some time to come.
NINETEEN
Jack knew there were far worse fates than being exiled to the Savoy Hotel. On Tuesday afternoon, though, he couldn’t think of a single one. While Caroline was no doubt fending off Bremerton at some luncheon or another, Da and he sat glumly at the hotel’s bar. They were among the few patrons there, since it was a freakishly sunny London day. Most everyone else was outside on the hotel terrace or walking in the gardens alongside the River Thames.
“I’ll bet you’ve never been outsmarted by a sixteen-year-old,” Jack said to his father.
“You’d be losing that bet. I raised you, and I’m guaranteeing that you got away with plenty that I don’t know about.”
“Point taken,” Jack said before taking another swallow of what was probably the worst lager he’d ever tasted in his life. Then again, that could have just been his poor attitude working its way to his taste buds.
“Care to tell me what happened?” Da asked. “You’ve been stewing for days.”
He’d actually done some brewery work, too, but mostly Da was right. And the days felt more like an eternity. “All I know is that I stood accused and was convicted of being Caroline’s color pink.”
“Pink? What does that mean?”
“Apparently that she loves me.”
“Then why did she just not say it?” Da asked but then gave a dismissive wave of his hand. “Never mind. I know the answer. The Maxwells are a mad lot. Mad as a pack of rabid dogs.”
Breakfast last Friday had not been the most sane thing Jack had ever seen.
“So does the girl love you?” Da asked.
“Yes, but that’s not relevant at the moment.”
Jack’s father looked at him as though he’d just said Ireland wasn’t the center of the solar system. “Not relevant? It damn well is relevant any time a woman will unbend enough to admit she loves you. Try saying it and then having your words handed back to you on a platter, along with your own head.”
“It wasn’t a good crossing, I take it,” Jack said. His father had been doing his share of silent stewing, too.
Da snorted. “Between Flora cutting me off cold the first night and me playing cards with a thieving English lord who wouldn’t honor his debts, there’s been none worse.”
Jack had a very uncomfortable thought. “Tell me it wasn’t Bremerton.”
Da nodded. “It was. Flora chose the Lucania because it was the only ship with a Saturday departure, and damned if the Englishman wasn’t in first class, too.”
“There had to be several hundred people in first class, and you befriended him?”
“Intentionally,” his father said. “I’m going to have my eye on any British git who’s after harming my son.” He made a low sound of anger as he pushed his empty whiskey glass toward the inner lip of the polished mahogany bar. “Damn British bastard!” Realizing the bartender was right there, he added, “Not you, of course.”
The bartender nodded and pulled out a bottle of Da’s favorite, Jameson. When he went to fill the glass, Da instructed him to leave the bottle.
“Did you tell Bremerton who you were?” Jack asked.
“Just my first name, but it wouldn’t have mattered if I did. To him, I was just another uncivilized Paddy. The name went in one ear and then out the other.” Da took a sip of his whiskey. “I set him up well, too. I let him win long enough that my money was in his pocket, but two days later, when I started winning, all he offered me was a marker for the debt. The man couldn’t hold his liquor, either. He was all puff and noise about the heiress he’s about to marry. That would be your Maxwell girl, wouldn’t it?”
“In theory, yes,” Jack said.
“You’d best be making sure it doesn’t happen in practice,” Da replied. “He said how this time, he was doing it right. No manipulation or back talk allowed.”
Jack knew Caroline would not manipulate unless cornered, but that was little solace, considering Bremerton got a thrill by trapping. And as for the back talk, that, unfortunately, was Caroline’s stock-in-trade on a good day. But the words this time sat worst of all. Jack was sure he’d never heard Caroline mention that Bremerton had been married before. And as concern jolted through him, he was equally sure that he was done feeling sorry for himself. The hell with being exiled by Agnes Maxwell and sitting in a great pool of self-pity with Da. He had things to do.
“I have to leave,” he said to his father. “Will you be okay here?”
“I’ve made it this far on my own,” he said. “I’m sure I’ll make it fine a few hours more.”
* * *
FOR CAROLINE, the very best thing about being in London wasn’t the fine architecture, the accents, or the sophistication of the city. It was knowing she would never be seated by Bremerton at a social function. As a lord and grandson of a duke, he was a distant face at the well-titled end of the table. Caroline sat with her kind—American heiresses and other such foreign riffraff.
Today’s large luncheon was hosted by Lady Reynolds, whom Caroline had never met before. Lady Reynolds’s silver hair stuck out from her head at all angles, and she had a fondness for white face powder. If Caroline hadn’t been feeling marginally charitable, she would have compared her hostess to a plaster death mask. She’d certainly given Caroline a cold, dead stare today. She’d announced that she had known Bremerton since he’d been a child and certainly hoped Caroline recognized the honor of being escorted by him. Luckily, life among the riffraff was proving far warmer.
“How was Newport?” asked Marjorie Smith, a fellow heiress whose mother had brought her from New York a year ago and refused to let her come home until she was wed. “I miss it so.”
“It was as lovely as ever,” Caroline said. “I hope to be back there soon.”
Marjorie looked at her speculatively. Or perhaps she was just squinting. Marjorie’s mother insisted she did not need spectacles. Marjorie’s unfortunate habit of striking up conversations with potted palms suggested otherwise. “But all the talk is about an impending engagement between you and Lord Bremerton.”
“The talk is very premature,” Caroline said. “We’re just getting to know each other. Had you met him before today? If you can share any stories, I’d be curious to hear them.”
“I’m afraid I don’t have anything to tell,” Marjorie said with a shake of her blond head. “He is quite handsome. I’m sure I’d recall meeting him, if I had.”
“And here I was certain that you knew everybody,” Caroline said. “I wonder how Bremerton never came onto the scene?”
“It is quite remarkable,” Marjorie replied as she took another look up the long table. “My mother and her friends make sure I have all the proper introductions. Maybe he’s considered improper? Wouldn’t that be dark and romantic?”
Caroline answered with a bland smile. If being bullied and subtly threatened was part and parcel of dark and romantic, she could do without it. Just then, Bremerton leaned forward and looked down the table at her. Caroline pretended interest in her overcooked squab.
“Excuse me, Miss Maxwell?”
Caroline looked over her shoulder to see a footman in the Reynolds’s forest green livery.
“Yes?”
“There is a messenger waiting for you in the front hall. It is of some urgency.”
“Thank you,” Caroline said. “I’ll be right there.”
She hoped it wasn’t Mama. This morning, Caroline had tried to talk to her calmly about Jack and what Amelia had said. Mama had taken to her bed complaining of chest pains, and Berta had sent for the doctor. After seeing Mama, the doctor had delivered a strong warning to Caroline to be sure that nobody overexcited her mother.
“If you’ll excuse me,” she said to her nearest fellow diners before following the servant. She could feel Bremerton’s gaze hard on her as she left the room, but she didn’t look his way.
Her shoes tapped a quick rhythm across the glossy oak of the hallway floor. She slowed, though, when she came to the black-and-white marble entryway. There stood Jack. He smiled. She smiled back. Enormously. Caroline thanked the footman, who retreated to the far end of the hall.
“How did you know I was here?” she asked Jack in a low voice.
“I had O’Toole slip over to your town house and get your weekly schedule from Annie.”
“Excellent job.”
“Thank you. I plan to work hard to live up to the honor of being your pink,” he replied with a teasing smile.
She winced. “I’m sorry. That was completely mortifying. You caught us at our worst.”
“That was nothing,” Jack said. “Wait until you catch my father when he’s in a mood.” He glanced toward the footman. “Can you make your excuses and leave? We need to talk.”
“I’ll be right back.”
Caroline returned to the dining room and apologized to Lady Reynolds, saying that she was needed at home. Bremerton offered to escort her, but Caroline quickly told him that her mother had sent a carriage. His response was cordial enough, but suspicion was obvious in his pale eyes. There would be repercussions for this escape, but she’d gladly pay the price.
In no time at all, she was outside with Jack. He ushered her into a waiting hansom cab, slid open the trap door in the cab’s roof, and gave their driver a Mayfair address. Jack and she sat close together on the cab’s single seat. No one on the street could see when Jack held her hand. His warmth worked its way up her arm and to her heart.
“Where are we going?” she asked as they pulled away from the curb and into the traffic.
“Not far. We’re going to have a visit with Flora,” Jack said.
“Flora is here?”
“Yes. She and my father both crossed on the Lucania. It seems we’re too interesting of a show not to follow.”
Caroline smiled. “I’m glad they’re here.”
“I’m glad Flora is, but the jury’s still out on Da,” Jack said. He flashed a quick smile that spoke of his love for his father. “I’ve been picking up some news on Bremerton and want to see if Flora might be able to help us.”
“I’m assuming the news isn’t all sunshine and joy,” Caroline said.
Jack gave her hand a reassuring squeeze. “It’s nothing we can’t handle.”
She decided that, in this case, she was fine with delaying the inevitable and didn’t press for more. Her time was better spent simply holding Jack’s hand and enjoying the sunny day.
Just a few minutes later, they pulled off the busy main thoroughfare and onto a quieter, elegant residential street. The cab stopped in front of a redbrick town house that wasn’t the largest but was immaculately kept. Jack handed their fare up to the driver, who then opened the cab’s doors. Jack exited, helped Caroline down, and then up the steps to the town house’s main entrance. A black-suited butler opened the door, and soon they were on their way to Flora.
She rose as they entered the room and approached them, arms extended, in a cloud of ivory taffeta and violet perfume. “Caroline, how wonderful to see you.”
Caroline embraced her friend. “And you.”
Flora turned her attention to Jack. “You’re looking well, Jack. How’s your father?”
“Holding up the bar at the Savoy right now, I believe.”
She smiled. “He’ll be done with that by sundown and over here to give me a piece of his mind.” She looked at Caroline. “Jack’s father proposed marriage while we were aboard ship. Some nonsense about having the captain perform a ceremony so we could get it over with. It was the most unromantic proposal I’ve ever received, and I have received my share.”
“I’m sure he’s seeing the error of his ways by now,” Caroline replied.
“He’s long overdue,” Flora said. “But enough about Patrick. Welcome to my home, and, please, have a seat.”
Once they were settled, Jack in a jewel blue armchair and Caroline and Flora in a pair of matching floral ones, Jack spoke.
“So was Da the only one to cross paths with Bremerton on the way here, or did you, too?” he asked Flora.
“I saw your father with a gentleman who I was told was Bremerton, but I kept my distance. I had no idea what Patrick was up to, and I preferred to keep it that way.”
“A wise choice,” Jack said to Flora. To Caroline he said, “During the crossing, my father took it upon himself to try to wring some money and information from Bremerton. He got a gambling note that Bremerton will never pay up on and one odd statement that we need to pay some attention to. Has Bremerton ever mentioned being married before?”
“No, never,” Caroline replied. “He’s not exactly generous with personal information. The one time I tried to ask him anything, he scared me off the conversation.”
“Scared you, how?” Jack asked.
“It doesn’t really matter,” she said. “Now that he’s broken Eddie’s leg, we know to take him seriously.” She considered how to find what they needed. “If he were married, it would have to be in Debrett’s. The copy I was working from in Newport was outdated, but he hadn’t been wed as of 1890. I don’t suppose you have a more current copy here, Flora?”
“I won’t allow that odious book through the door.”
Caroline laughed. “I’d call that a prudent policy.”
“Do I want to know what Debrett’s is?” Jack asked.
“No,” the women replied in unison.
“I’ll have my governess, Peek, follow up on this,” Caroline said to Flora. “I’m sure she has a fresh copy already.”
“Also, if he was married, someone in that part of society would have to know about it,” Flora said. “I’ll do some asking through my friends.”
“While you’re at it, see if you can find out anything about his life in West Sussex. Rumor has it that his house is being stripped of valuables,” Jack said.
Caroline looked his way. “Your father certainly didn’t get that from him.”
“No, Peek provided the local gossip,” Jack said. “We know Bremerton’s a gambler, since he bit on Da’s nightly card game, but that doesn’t mean that’s where his money is going. The more details we can gather, the better.”
“Well, for a man with an ill father, he’s very social,” Caroline said. “In the day he was here before me, he managed to make a two-inch-thick stack of invitations appear at my house. I’m sure I’ll learn more as I attend all these functions.”
Jack looked at Caroline. “I need you to be careful when you deal with him. His exact words to my father were that he planned to do marriage correctly this time. He wasn’t going to tolerate manipulation or back talk.”
Flora looked at Caroline and shook her head. “Oh, my, he has picked the wrong woman, hasn’t he?”
* * *
AN HOUR and a half later, after some real lunch and more talk with Jack and Flora, Caroline returned to the Grosvenor Square house. Amelia was lurking in the front hallway.
“Where have you been?” she asked.
Though it was evidence of a character flaw, Caroline hadn’t yet fully forgiven her sister for last Friday’s drama. “At last count, I didn’t have to report to you.”
Amelia stopped Caroline as she tried to walk past. “You have good reason to be upset with me, but you have to trust me when I tell you that you don’t want to go upstairs. Mama is beside herself.”
“What this time?” Caroline asked. She didn’t want to be insensitive about her mother’s health, but she suspected that the woman was going to outlive them all.
“Lord Bremerton is in the parlor. Helen is currently entertaining him. I ran out of things to say, and he’s saying as little as possible.”
Caroline blew out a sigh. She’d been expecting to pay for escaping Lady Reynolds’s, but not on the same day. She thanked her sister, stood taller, and went to face the Englishman.
“I’m relieved to see that you’re well,” Bremerton said as soon as she’d walked in the parlor door. “Your family has been alarmed.”
“I’m fine,” she said to him, and then told Helen she was free to leave.
“If you’re sure?” Helen asked.
Caroline nodded, and Helen departed, but not without a few looks over her shoulder. She also left the parlor door open. Caroline appreciated the thought.
She went to stand in front of the sofa upon which Bremerton sat. She’d noted that he hadn’t risen when she’d entered the room. That, she supposed, was to express his extreme vexation. He had forgotten that she did not particularly care whether he was vexed.
“I’m surprised to find you here, Lord Bremerton,” she said.
“Not half as surprised as I, to find that you were not.”
He’d delivered the words in a silkily smooth voice that made her pulse jump more than if he’d expressed anger.
“I had some personal matters that I needed to attend to,” she replied.
“Yes, I saw the Irishman with you outside Lady Reynolds’s. I’d say they were some very personal matters, indeed.”
Caroline worked to keep a calm demeanor. “We aren’t engaged. There’s no understanding between us at all. I am free to see my friends and conduct my relationships as I see fit.”
He rose. “Let’s not make a mistake regarding where we stand, Caroline. I have spoken to your father and obtained his consent to a marriage. All I have yet to do is propose to you.”
Before she could even draw a breath to respond, his hand snaked out and wrapped around her wrist. She refused to give weight to his behavior by fighting back, so she let her arm go limp.
“I would ask if he took you to his suite at the Savoy, except I know he did not,” Bremerton said in a perfectly calm voice. “You visited with a Mrs. Flora Willoughby, I’m told.”
“You’re having me followed?”
“I’m merely looking out for your safety as you visit your future homeland.”
“Your consideration is unnecessary,” she said.
“But it’s quite necessary.” He pulled her closer. She thought he was about to kiss her, but he did not. Instead, he brought his mouth to her ear and said in a low voice, “I would be most upset to find you were no longer a virgin.”
Her breath caught in her throat as he pushed her away. She’d just regained her balance when he said, “I look forward to seeing you at the museum gala tonight.” He tilted his head and assessed her from head to toes. “Wear diamonds, Caroline.”
* * *
“I COULD set my watch by you, Patrick Culhane,” Flora said to herself that evening as she waited for Soames, her butler, to show Patrick into the front parlor. It was not quite five, and Patrick had apparently simmered as long as he could.
He entered the room, hat in hand, but with anything but a contrite look on his face. “I know I went about things wrong on the ship, Flora, but refusing to talk to me at all is like sending a man to the gallows for trespassing.”
“Good evening to you, too, Mister Culhane. May I offer you any refreshments?”
He tossed his hat onto an oak side table and said, “No thank you, but you may offer me a second chance.”
Flora smiled in spite of herself.
Patrick grinned. “I take it that was polite enough for you?”
“It was better than telling me to get ready for a ceremony in front of the ship’s captain because we’re growing older and have no time to waste. You, I must point out, are growing older faster than I. The clock isn’t winding down on me.”
He laughed. “Cruel woman.”
“Only when it’s deserved,” she replied, but softened the words with a smile.
“I’ve come to ask you to accompany me to dinner on Saturday night at the Savoy’s River Restaurant,” Patrick said.
“You can’t possibly have a reservation for this Saturday,” Flora replied. “With Chef Escoffier’s fame, it takes months to obtain a table.”
He smiled. “Would I be lying about something that will prove itself come Saturday?”
“No,” she admitted grudgingly.
“So will you or won’t you?”
“I will,” Flora said. “After all, who could pass up … Escoffier?”
Patrick grinned. “I know my strengths, and cooking’s not among them. But there are things I do well, you might be remembering.” He walked to her, took her hand, and kissed it. “I’m sure if you do some thinking between now and Saturday, you’ll remember what one of them is.”
With that, he was gone.
Flora stood where he’d left her, remembering every single, last thing that Patrick Culhane did to perfection.
TWENTY
Caroline had worn diamonds on Tuesday night, rubies on Wednesday, pearls on Thursday, and sapphires on Friday. She had danced when told to dance, spoken only on command, and shared no opinion that differed from Bremerton’s. Yet according to the Englishman, she was still falling short of what he expected of his future wife. Peek had said that the men in Bremerton’s family outlived their women. Caroline was certain this was because they drowned them in demands. But she came from hardy American stock, and she fully intended to have a future that would not include being told what to wear every day of the week.
Saturday evening had arrived, and Annie was in Caroline’s bedroom helping her into a pale green Worth ball gown with iridescent beading that would compliment tonight’s demanded emeralds. While Annie worked, Caroline shared information to pass on to Jack through O’Toole, who had become their conduit.
“Also tell him that Bremerton’s late wife could have been French,” Caroline said. “He told someone last night that he’d been touring the French countryside when his brother passed away, and that word didn’t get to him in time for him to attend the funeral.” She looked over her shoulder at Annie. “The man has an excuse for everything.”
“Except for the way he treats you,” Annie said as she gave the dress one last tug. A few threads snapped somewhere in the layers of fabric Caroline wore, but the gown sat smoothly, when it had refused to cooperate before. Annie came around to face Caroline. The maid stood, hands on hips, and surveyed her.
“Perfect, of course,” she said. “I wish I did poor work. I hate having a hand in this, night after night dressing you up for that man. I feel like I’m fattening you for the kill.”
Caroline smiled. “That’s not the most flattering comparison, but it’s apt enough. I promise you, though, that I have matters under control.” And that was true, so long as she did exactly what Bremerton wished, and did not risk seeing Jack.
“Miss Caroline,” Berta said from the bedroom doorway, “Lord Bremerton awaits you downstairs.”
“Thank you, Berta,” she said. “I’ll be down in just a moment.”
Mama’s maid left. Annie hurried to the dressing table and retrieved the emeralds. “I don’t know how you can be so calm, Miss. You know he’s doing this on purpose. Yesterday he was fifteen minutes early, and today twenty.”
“He’s doing it to get me to react. Therefore, I won’t,” Caroline said as she looked in the standing mirror and used two jeweled hairpins to place the dress’s small, matching feather aigrette into her hair.
“Oh, you’ll react one day. You’re just storing it up.” Annie smiled. “You’re not the sort who’s destined for sainthood.”
Caroline laughed. “Definitely not. I’m planning on developing a headache just around midnight, so expect me home not long after.”
“I’ll be here, waiting to hear how another night with the devil went.”
The devil was in the parlor, dressed to perfection in his cutaway tail coat. “You are timely.”
“I try to oblige,” she replied.
“I would like a moment to speak with you before we leave,” Bremerton said. He gestured at a small chair Mama had had upholstered in a Chinese tapestry. “Sit.”
Caroline’s dress, with its voluminous skirts, was not made for comfortable sitting. Once she had herself adequately perched, Bremerton moved in front of her. He stood less than a foot away, which forced her to crane her neck in order not to be staring at parts of him with which she’d prefer to remain unacquainted.
“Is there something in particular you wish to speak to me about, Lord Bremerton?”
“I want you to call me Marcus.”
“If you wish.” Caroline clasped her hands together in her lap. She’d begun to shake. She knew what was coming next.
“You’ve had a week now to meet those whom you would be seeing in my social milieu,” he said. “You have performed adequately.”
He seemed to be waiting for her to say something. She gave him a cheery smile. “Thank you. Maybe you should give me a treat, as my mother does her lap dog.”
He disregarded her comment. “At this point, I see no reason in delaying my request for your hand in marriage.”
Again he stood silent. Caroline watched him.
“Well? What is your answer?” he finally asked.
“I don’t recall being asked a question,” she said as she sorted through the possible ways she might be able to escape or delay him.
His expression went from disaffected to annoyed. “If it soothes you to be asked in the form of a question … Miss Caroline Maxwell, will you do me the honor of marrying me?”
She wanted to give him a blunt and irrevocable no. That, however, would only serve to inflame warfare among her parents and herself. Even her father, who was an indulgent man, would not tolerate outright rebellion. She drew in a breath and stepped onto the narrowest tightrope she had ever tried to tread.
“I recognize the great honor you’ve bestowed upon me, but I would hope you understand that I can’t give my consent at this moment. The marriage of a daughter is a joyous thing, and yet my father is an ocean away. I’d like to have him here.”
“Your father has already consented.”
“True,” she replied, wishing the Englishman would move far enough away that she could stand. Her neck was beginning to seize up. “However, that was all business. I’m speaking of the emotional aspects. I want to see my father’s eyes when he knows I am to wed.” And if it was to Bremerton, she wanted Papa to grasp the level of sacrifice she was making. “I would also point out that I haven’t yet seen where you live, Lord Bremerton—”
“Marcus,” he said in an icy tone.
“Yes, well … I would think that if a woman is to marry, she should have some sense of what her lifetime surroundings are to be, and what she can do to create a place of comfort for her husband. You’ve said that all I need to do is ask, and you’ll give me the world. I don’t ask for the world, but I do request these two small things.”
He stared down at her for what must have been at least a minute. His hands clenched and unclenched a few times. Caroline knew he wouldn’t dare to strike her in her own home, but she stiffened just the same.
“I expect your father to be here in under a fortnight,” he said. “And if you wish to see Chesley House, you shall see it.”
She exhaled a breath she hadn’t even known she’d been holding. “Thank you.”
He looked down at her for a moment longer, a muscle at the side of his jaw working. “I will make your excuses to the Felker-Hugheses this evening. I am quite sure you must be overwrought.”
If he thought missing a ball was punishment, he knew nothing about her. Caroline nodded, and Bremerton turned and walked from the room. Once he was gone, she remained in the little Chinese chair and considered her options. Like the verbal tightrope she’d just treaded, they were stretching thin.
Caroline looked up as someone entered the parlor. It was Mama, and she wore a dinner dress instead of her recent shut-in garb. Her mother started when she noticed her.
“What are you still doing here?” Mama asked, her hand to her chest.
“Lord Bremerton was worried about my health and told me to stay in tonight.”
Her mother came closer. “Are you ill?”
“No, I had just asked him to defer his marriage proposal. He believed that I had to be ill.”
“He offered and you declined?”
“No, Mama,” Caroline said in a calming tone. “As I just said, I deferred.”
“This is dreadful!”
“No, it’s reasonable. I want Papa here, and I want to have seen Bremerton’s house.” Caroline estimated those two events would buy her another three weeks. “That’s not so very much to ask.”
Her mother seemed to calm herself as she paced in front of the fireplace.
“Well, we’ll do what we can to speed this along. Your father should be here by Monday,” Mama said. “He’s crossing on the Vandermeulens’ yacht with them. I had asked him to leave the Conqueror at my disposal for a speedy return to New York to complete wedding plans … should you be a decent enough daughter to let that come to pass.” She began breathing quickly, but getting no air in. “You, however, have not! How could you do this?”
Her mother’s calm had been very short-lived. Caroline didn’t want to think how Mama would have taken it if she’d said no. She rose and reached out a hand in a conciliatory gesture. “Please relax. There’s no crisis.” Except Papa arriving early, she thought.
Her mother held a hand to her chest. “There is a crisis! Any well-bred young woman would have accepted. I’m sure he’s off looking at other potential wives tonight!”
Mama clearly underestimated the lure of the Maxwell millions, but pointing that out would do little to help.
“Please, you really do need to breathe, Mama.”
“I can’t!”
“Do you want me to call for your doctor?”
“No! I wish you to stay out of my sight unless you’re coming to tell me that you’ve accepted Lord Bremerton. Now, please leave me.”
“Yes, Mama,” Caroline said. She kept her head high all the way to her bedroom, where she cried. How could Mama not see Lord Bremerton for what he really was?
* * *
JACK SAT at the bar in a smoky pub some distance from the Savoy. Talk and laughter bounced off the building’s low, beamed ceiling. The air was thick, and the ale, the richest Jack had ever tasted.
Da was taking Flora out to some fancy dinner tonight, and had even gone so far as to have a new tuxedo made. Jack was good with his unremarkable clothes and a platter of roasted beef and boiled potatoes. At least, as good as he could get knowing that Caroline was with Bremerton yet again.
The Englishman had been efficient in ensuring that Jack couldn’t secure invitations to any of the events he’d been taking Caroline to. Jack had asked Flora to try through her friends, and he had reached out to some college acquaintances who now lived in London, but he’d come up dry. He had, however, caught some unsavory tales about Bremerton.
Rumor had it that His Lordship owed a great deal of money to a man one didn’t want to cross. The only reason he still lived was that he was a duke’s direct heir. The potential of eventual repayment beat the nuisance factor of killing him.
The noise level in the pub suddenly dropped. Jack looked toward the door. Bremerton had entered. His evening clothes made him as obvious as a peacock in a flock of sparrows. He slowly scanned the crowded tables. Jack turned back to his food. The Englishman could afford to work to find him.
Bremerton soon elbowed his way between Jack and the man seated to his right, who looked damned unhappy with the intrusion. Jack kept eating.
“This would be your sort of place,” Bremerton said.
“Best ale I’ve ever had,” Jack replied. “Want me to buy you one?”
“You’re not in the least curious why I’m here, are you?”
Jack speared another bite of potato and shrugged. “All we have in common is Caroline. And as to why I’m not surprised to see you, why should I be? I know you’re having me followed.” He inclined his head toward a scarecrow of a man with a pockmarked face and tweed cap. He’d been sitting by himself and nursing the same ale for some time. “Your man isn’t very subtle.”
“But he comes cheaply and he’s not averse to violence,” Bremerton said.
Jack heard the threat, he just didn’t care. “In his line of work, he’d better not be. So what do you want?”
“I want to make it clear what the consequences are if you do not leave England immediately.”
“And those would be?” Jack asked after making Bremerton wait while he ate a bite of beef.
“Fatal.”
Jack laughed. “Unlikely unless you hire better than that,” he said, hitching his thumb toward Bremerton’s puny hired muscle. “And we both know you’re flat out of money.”
“Are you drinking something or just taking up my space?” the bartender demanded of Bremerton, who ignored him.
“I don’t mean fatal for you,” Bremerton said to Jack.
He gave Bremerton a brawler’s grin. “We both know you’re not touching Caroline until you’re married.”
“But Flora Willoughby is expendable.”
Now Jack was angry. “I’m beginning to lose my patience with you.”
The bartender smacked his palm on the bar. “Oi! Order or get your overdressed arse onto the street.”
Jack wanted that arse to land another place. He stood and knotted his left hand into Bremerton’s cravat and sunk his right into his gut. The Englishman’s knees buckled. He staggered into Jack’s neighbor as Jack threw some money on the bar.
“He can finish mine,” Jack said and then left the pub.
* * *
FLORA LOVED formal restaurant dinners. She knew the order of cutlery for twelve courses and could handle escargot tongs without a slip. She reveled in epicurean delights and felt that fine French burgundies were nectar of the gods. Tonight, though, as she sat in the Savoy’s River Restaurant with Patrick, she might as well have been gnawing on squirrel and swilling grape juice. Flora was inexplicably nervous. And Patrick, who generally did not do well in places as opulent as this, remained completely calm.
She had never seen him looking more handsome, either. His tuxedo was so well cut that she wanted to remove the bow tie and loosen a few buttons on it. Just to relax him, of course, and not because she happened to be craving his closeness. She’d been over two weeks without even a kiss, and she was far hungrier for that than she was the filet de poule au trouffes sitting on her plate.
Patrick took a sip of his wine and looked at her evenly. “Is the food not pleasing you?”
“It is,” she said. “Very much.”
He smiled. “I’d be believing you more if you’d take a bite.”
“Oh … of course,” she said. Flora cut an infinitesimally small piece of the chicken and nibbled on it. “The sauce is heavenly,” she said once she finished.
He smiled. “There wasn’t enough on that fork for a hummingbird to taste.”
The waiter came to remove the course, and Patrick asked him to delay bringing the next one. Flora imagined the chef would be heaving a cleaver if they waited too long, but she was glad for the break. Too much was coming at her, too quickly, but from the determined look Patrick now wore, it wasn’t going to stop.
“When I last saw you, I told you to think about what I do well,” Patrick said once the waiter had left. “And instead of asking what you thought about, I’ll tell you what I know I do well.”
He leaned closer. “I‘m an incredible lover.” A playful smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “But you already know that, and I won’t bore you by pointing out the obvious.”
Flora said a silent word of thanks for all the years she’d been on stage. She kept her expression the same as if he’d been talking about the weather.
“And I’m a good provider,” he said. “I’m not afraid of hard work, and don’t plan to stop until I’m in my grave. I’ll be slowing a bit now, as it’s time to turn to other pleasures, but I’m guessing that your wealth outstrips mine, anyway … not that I want a penny of it.”
He paused and smiled. “And I know I’m a good da. You just have to look at Jack to know that. Should you want a child, I’d be honored to be his or her father.”
His words made her want to weep, but then she’d miss the rest.
“And now here’s what I’ve done poorly with you, Flora, and I swear I never will again.” He hesitated, and she knew how difficult he’d always found it to admit fault.
“My Maeve was a fine woman,” he said. “I loved her with all my heart. And when she died, I thought I could never love another. But then I met you, and though Maeve had been gone a long, long time, I felt guilty for loving you. And scared by how much I did, too. I pushed you away when I should have been holding you close. I was a fool.”
Flora gave up and used her napkin to dab at her eyes.
“And then, after that, I was a liar when I told you in Newport all I wanted was your friendship. I want it all. I want your cries when I’m loving you. I want your temper when I’ve crossed you. I want you now and tomorrow and every day of my life.” He nodded. “There, now. I’ve almost said it.”
She smiled over her tears. “I can’t believe there’s anything else to say.”
“There is. I was an eejit to try to rush you on the ship. Whatever wedding you want, we’ll have. In London, New York, or Newport, it’s yours. So will you marry me, Flora Willoughby?”
“Tully,” she said.
Patrick looked at her blankly. “What?” he asked.
“Tully. Isn’t that where you were born?”
“Aye.”
“I want to get married in Tully. No fuss and no frippery.”
A slow smile worked its way across his handsome face. “You’re meaning this? Tully, County Donegal?”
“Yes, I am.”
He tipped back his head and laughed. “You’re going to keep me guessing, aren’t you, my love?”
Flora smiled. “For as long as we both shall live.”
* * *
WELL PAST midnight, Jack sat in his father’s suite waiting for Da to arrive. A fire burned in the small grate, cutting though the dampness rising off the River Thames. Jack knew he should be feeling more tired than he was, but anger sustained him.
Da came in, untying his white bow tie as he walked. He smiled when he saw Jack. “Congratulate me, son. I’m going to be a husband again.”
Jack rose and shook his father’s hand. Da pulled him into a hug and patted his back as though Jack was the one who’d done something monumental. His father stepped away. His nose was red at the tip and his eyes looked suspiciously watery. He cleared his throat twice before speaking.
“It’s a grand night,” he said. “And that was the most important bargaining I’ve done in years.” He paused and laughed. “Hell, bargaining? I gave it all away, and I’m glad I did.”
Jack smiled, though he had a tough time making it reach his eyes. “So is the bride Flora?”
“Of course it’s Flora,” Da blustered. “Who else might I be after marrying?”
Jack went to the cut crystal carafe that waited on the room’s sideboard. He poured Da a glass of what had to be Jameson’s finest. He poured a splash for himself into a tumbler, too.
“I know,” he said, handing his father a glass. “After all, who else would have you?”
They toasted each other.
“Who else, indeed,” Da said. His father had a swallow of whiskey and watched him keenly. “Do you want to tell me what happened or am I to guess?”
Jack resettled onto the red-and-gold striped settee. “Bremerton paid me a visit tonight while I was having my dinner and ale at the Boar’s Head Pub.”
“I can understand how a man like that might put you off your beer, but if he was with you, at least he wasn’t squiring about Caroline.”
“True,” Jack said. “But he was making threats.”
Da sat next to Jack. “Well, I know they weren’t against you, because you wouldn’t be caring. What did he say?”
“He threatened Flora.”
Da’s jaw twitched as he digested what Jack had said. “He knows how to hurt you then, doesn’t he?”
“He chose the best available target,” Jack agreed. “Could you get Flora away from England? I know that Culhanes stand and fight, and once you’re gone, I’ll do that for both of us.”
Da let out a long, weary sigh. “I’ll have us gone as soon as I can persuade Flora to pack.” He gave a tick of a smile. “It seems we’re getting married in Tully. Clearly, she hasn’t seen the village church. I’d wanted you there, and Flora will be expecting it.”
Jack nodded. “Get her off this island, then tell her we’ll celebrate together in New York.”
Da nodded. “I’ll book passage Monday morning.”
“Thank you.”
“So,” Da said after they’d both stared awhile into the meager flames, their minds clearly elsewhere, “what are you going to do about the Englishman?”
“First, I’m going to Bernard Maxwell and asking to marry Caroline. I found out tonight through O’Toole that Maxwell is to be here by Monday,” Jack said. “Maybe he’ll shock the hell out of me and say yes.”
“If he had the sense of a donkey, he would,” Da said. “But I’m thinking the Maxwells and sense parted ways a long time ago. Excepting Caroline, of course,” he added.
“Of course.”
Da shook his head. “Who’d have thought I’d marry again?”
Jack smiled. “Me, now that you and your sense have joined up again. I’m happy for you, Da.”
He nodded. “And soon I’ll be for you.”
Jack would make it so.
TWENTY-ONE
Caroline’s father arrived at the Grosvenor Square house on a very rainy Monday afternoon. Jack, who sat out front in a hired cab, decided it would improve his chances if he at least let Mr. Maxwell dry off before he made his call. He impatiently lingered another fifteen minutes or so and then rang the bell. The butler, as stoic as O’Brien back in New York, disregarded the fact that Jack was damn wet as he ushered him to the parlor. Bernard soon joined him.
“Good afternoon, sir,” Jack said to Caroline’s father as they shook hands. “Thank you for seeing me so soon after your arrival.” The older man looked weary, likely worn down from travel with the Vandermeulens. The family never stopped talking.
“I was wondering how long you planned to lurk outside,” Bernard said. “I saw you when I was coming in. You do know that Edward didn’t make the crossing with me?”
“Yes, sir,” Jack said. “I’m here to speak to you.”
“Well, speak, then,” he said genially.
There was no point in delay. “I’m here to ask for your daughter’s hand in marriage, sir.”
Mr. Maxwell stared at him as though he’d just announced his intention to sink the Conqueror. “You wish to marry my daughter?”
“Yes. Caroline,” Jack added to be perfectly clear.
“But I just spent days listening to talk about how you’re about to propose to Harriet Vandermeulen.”
“It was just that, sir … talk. It will be cleared up now that the Vandermeulens have arrived. I love your daughter.”
“You always struck me as the sensible type,” Bernard said. “You accompanied Caroline over here, son. You know the trip was made to settle marriage matters with Lord Bremerton.”
“I know that was your wife’s intent, and possibly yours. I came to keep her safe from Bremerton.”
“What do you mean, safe?”
“He isn’t who he pretends to be,” Jack said. “I’ve heard talk that concerns me.”
Caroline’s father shook his head. “You can’t be about to hand me the same tale as Edward did about Bremerton trying to injure someone on the polo field? I checked with the match umpire and a dozen other witnesses. The field was wet. Accidents happen.”
“They do, but that wasn’t one. He was trying to hurt me.”
“You? Why would he even notice you?”
“He had reason,” Jack said. Admitting to Bernard Maxwell that he’d been kissing his daughter wasn’t going to win Jack a bride.
Mr. Maxwell’s congeniality was wearing thin, and his bushy brows were coming close to meeting above his nose. “Whatever issue you have with the Englishman has nothing to do with Caroline. She’s at no risk.”
“I believe she is. I’m asking you to wait before you send her to visit Bremerton. Please listen to what I’ve heard and see if you can prove or disprove it. I’ve been working to get to the people who can help me do the same, but it’s been difficult. They’re not interested in opening their doors to an American they’ve never heard of before.”
“You can save yourself the effort. Caroline and her mother already left for West Sussex on the morning train,” Mr. Maxwell said.
Which had to be why O’Toole hadn’t been able to get to Annie last night or early this morning, Jack thought. “That makes it all the more urgent to find out the truth about Bremerton,” he said aloud.
“You’re at best a friend of my family. Caroline’s marriage arrangements are none of your business.”
“They couldn’t be more my business, sir. Your daughter loves me, too. We could marry without your consent, but she also loves you and your wife and wants to please you. I respect that. Caroline told me about the husband list Mrs. Maxwell wrote. I’m asking you to put it aside and consider Caroline’s future. Give us your blessing, and don’t put your daughter in a position where to make you happy, she has to sacrifice her own happiness.”
“I’m going to be blunt about this because I don’t want you harboring hope. Look at Caroline’s family, and then look at yours. We’ve been at the pinnacle of American society longer than your family has been in America. You’re a fine friend for my son, but you’re not of the stature to marry a Maxwell. Do you hear what I’m saying?”
“Yes, sir, though with great respect, you’re dead wrong,” Jack replied. “But let’s address that later. First, I want Caroline safe. I’d like you to listen to everything I’ve heard about Lord Bremerton.”
Jack stood his ground as the older man deliberated Jack’s request.
“You accept defeat well,” Caroline’s father finally said. “I suppose I can listen. Sit.” He sat in a brown leather wing chair, and Jack took the one opposite him.
And as he told Caroline’s father all that he knew, Jack didn’t share one essential truth about himself: He didn’t believe in defeat at all.
* * *
CAROLINE SNIFFLED. The carriage Bremerton had sent to the train station smelled of mildew and had been bothering her nose. At least her discomfort suited the wet day and served as a counterbalance to her mother’s relentless cheerfulness. As they approached Chesley House, it was safe to say that Mama’s heart problem had miraculously cured itself.
“Well, it certainly is a large enough place to keep you busy,” Caroline’s mother said as the country house grew from a distant dot on the landscape to a looming presence. The long, three-story building was a drab sight. Its gray stone blended into an equally gray sky, and the reflecting pond in front of the structure only amplified the effect.
“Lord Bremerton has done well for himself,” Mama said, continuing the same one-sided conversation she’d had going since she, Annie, Berta, and Caroline had boarded the train this morning.
Caroline shook her head. “The house, as well as the title, are on loan from his grandfather. He owns neither.”
“Please at least try to be cheerful,” Mama instructed as they bounced along on a gravel road in need of attention.
“This is my new cheerful,” Caroline replied. “You didn’t let me wait long enough to see Papa, and you didn’t bring Peek. So, all things considered, I’m quite sunny.”
“I can hardly help it if the Vandermeulens’ yacht is slow, and you know that Peek was needed to watch over the girls in the city. We could hardly ask them to leave, when it’s not even August and anyone of import remains there.”
Caroline wouldn’t have wished her sisters here. Especially not Amelia, who had finally realized that not only was Bremerton not the romantic figure she had made him out to be, he wasn’t even particularly nice to her. It was better that both girls stayed in the city and perhaps even ran a little wild while Mama was elsewhere. The July timing was convenient for Bremerton, too. There would be little to do but sit on this moldering property and look at each other.
“I had no idea you had become so close to Peek that a mere week without her would put you in this mood,” Mama said. “She is quite devoted. I will keep her on for Helen and Amelia.”
Fondness hadn’t driven Caroline’s desire to have Peek along with them, necessity had. Peek knew people locally and could have been instrumental in finding out about Bremerton’s supposed French wife. Now Caroline was on her own, and time as well as the Englishman had become her enemy.
“All I ask is that you not hover now that we’re here, Mama,” Caroline said. If she had only Annie for help, she needed room to maneuver. “You’ve gotten what you wanted, now please give me the freedom to adjust to my new life.”
“Of course,” her mother said, and then pointed out the window. “Oh! Look at that lovely little folly of a ruined thatched cottage! Isn’t this the most romantic landscape?”
Caroline sighed. The cottage her mother was admiring was no landscape accent, but the real thing. And still occupied, too. Mama was so in love with the notion of England that she painted everything in rosy hues.
The carriage jolted to a stop and a young man who’d been standing at the front of the house came forward to help Caroline and her mother. At least the rain had stopped pelting down. Caroline shook out her blue travel cloak and skirts once she reached the gritty limestone gravel drive.
The boy led them up the house’s three broad steps, which were in need of a good sweeping, and held the door open for them. Neither Bremerton nor a servant waited in the cavernous entry hall, a space dominated by a large, curving stairway that must have been quite impressive in its day. Now it looked suspect, as did the hall. Its plaster walls were discolored, and while a few small oil paintings still hung, more notable were the dust outlines where larger pieces had once been.
“You’ll have such fun decorating this place,” Mama enthused.
If Caroline were the sort of person Mama was, and took actual joy out of gathering up as many of the world’s treasures as she could to use as props, that might have been true. Caroline preferred to see things in their natural surroundings, where context made them all the more understandable. And these surroundings certainly confirmed her beliefs about Bremerton.
He appeared on the upper hallway. Caroline suppressed a shiver that came from both the house’s chill and her own nerves. It was as though thinking his name had summoned the devil.
“Welcome,” he said as he started down the stairs. “I wish we would have had a better day. Chesley House shows poorly in the rain.” His deep voice echoed against the bare walls.
“It’s a lovely property, with great potential,” Mama said.
Caroline kept her silence as Bremerton made the ground floor. He wore country tweeds that, although the fit was perfect, didn’t suit him at all. He was playing yet another role, and this one less convincingly than his city persona.
“That’s kind of you to say, Mrs. Maxwell. There’s much that requires attention here,” he replied. As he did, he watched Caroline in a way that made her immediately decide that Annie would be sleeping in her room with her.
“Your maids and trunks should be along shortly,” he said. “In the meantime, my housekeeper should be here to show you to your rooms. We’ll be having dinner with two of my neighbors and with Lady Carew, my great-aunt on my mother’s side, who acts as hostess here at Chesley House, since I am yet unmarried.”
“I look forward to meeting your great-aunt,” Caroline said. “I’m sure we’ll have a lot to talk about, since she’s known you from childhood.”
“I’m sure you will,” Bremerton replied smoothly. And even if Mama had been paying closer attention, she probably wouldn’t have caught the flash of cold warning in the Englishman’s eyes. She was already convinced that he represented perfection.
The housekeeper, a harried-looking woman somewhere in her middle years, arrived.
“Mrs. Parker, if you would please show our guests to their rooms?” Bremerton said. To Caroline and her mother he added, “I’ll give you time to settle in. We’ll meet in the dining room at eight.”
“Right this way,” Mrs. Parker said, leading them to the stairway. “As you’ll see, we have neither gas nor electric on anything but the main floor. Lord Bremerton says the stone walls are much too thick to accommodate such conveniences. There are candles and oil lamps in your rooms to help you get about in the night.”
“It’s all so very romantic,” Mama said. She clearly had not thought through the stone situation far enough to understand this meant that in the winter, the upstairs rooms were heated only by fireplaces. Caroline would hold out hope for plumbing.
Mrs. Parker stopped at a door and swung it open. “Miss Maxwell, this will be your room.”
Caroline stepped inside. Mama and the housekeeper followed. The room was large and had clearly once been very elegant. Now it possessed that same aura of slow decay as the rest of the house. The rosewood dresser was new, but had nothing in common with a four poster bed that was at least a hundred years older, or with the small sofa in front of the fireplace that looked as though it had been upholstered with a local cow. The green draperies hung listlessly, and the rug was worn down to its backing in spots. And this was likely the best of the guest rooms, which Caroline would have been accorded as Lord Bremerton’s future fiancée. At least, though, it had a chaise on which Annie could sleep, and it was clean.
“Thank you,” she said to the housekeeper. “It will do quite nicely.” She turned to Mama, who had picked up a chipped china shepherdess figurine and turned it upside down to look for its maker. “No need to linger, Mama. I’ll see you at dinner.”
As soon as the two other women had departed, Caroline closed the door and began pacing the room. There was work to be done to get her into Jack’s arms, and she was ready to begin.
* * *
JACK USUALLY loved Mondays. They were the start of a new work week, and rich with potential. This Monday, however, had been rich with something else entirely. He’d taken enough of a hit from Bernard Maxwell that he figured he might as well just keep going and deal with the mess of politely explaining to Harriet that there would be no marriage proposal. It was his fault for not having done it sooner, but he hadn’t wrapped his mind around the girl’s unbelievable tenacity. She’d crossed the ocean with not even a shred of the encouragement that had sent Agnes Maxwell into a frenzy of packing.
Jack had learned from Mr. Maxwell that the Vandermeulens had also taken suites at the Savoy. If nothing else, that made Jack’s wrap-up of the worst Monday on record efficient. He’d had a note delivered to Harriet’s rooms, asking her to join him on the terrace at six. She approached now, dressed in a lavender gown with more fluff and lace than Jack had ever seen. Her hat was no shirker when it came to ornamentation, either. He spotted three small, stuffed birds among the silk leaves and would bet that a couple more were hiding in there somewhere.
“Hello, Jack,” she said. “How wonderful that you’re in London. I had no idea you’d be here.” Harriet was an unskilled fibber. Her voice wavered and her eyes darted.
“I thought we could take a walk in the embankment gardens now that the rain has stopped,” Jack said. “But it’s still wet. How about if we have a seat at one of these tables?”
“Do you like to walk?” Harriet asked.
“It gets me from place to place,” he said with a smile.
“If you like it, then we shall walk,” she replied. “It’s most healthful.” She gripped her skirts and raised them until he could see the pointy toes of her white kid boots. “Shall we?”
They walked down the outer stairway, toward the garden. Harriet stopped at the puddle stretching across the expanse of the ground at the stairs’ base, stubbornly set her jaw, and marched over it.
Jack would have offered once again to turn back, but he got the sense that once Harriet was set on a course of action, she was going to see it through to the end.
“As you know, your father approached me some weeks ago and suggested that marriage to you was an option I should consider,” Jack said as they passed beneath an oak tree.
Harriet stopped. “Yes, I am aware of that.”
“I was honored,” Jack said, stopping too. “You’re a beautiful young woman from a fine family.”
Harriet looked up at him. He’d expected to see some sort of feminine softness in her eyes. Instead he saw the fierce spark that came with the thought of impending victory. He was damn sure he looked the same way every time he bought another brewery.
“Thank you,” she replied in a sweet voice.
“And as much as I was honored, I determined not to follow through on your father’s suggestion.”
“Well, that’s not true. We’ve danced together and had meals together,” she said.
A breeze pushed through the oak tree, sending the droplets of rain that had clung to its leaves down in a miniature shower. Harriet glared up at the tree.
“Shall we move on to stand by the river?” Jack asked.
“No,” she replied angrily. “We’ll stay here. Are you denying that we danced together?”
“No, but you danced with a great many men, and spoke with them at your picnic, too. I was just part of your legion of admirers.”
“Yes, well, you’re the admirer I’ve chosen,” she said.
“The choice has to be mutual, Harriet,” he said in a firm but kind voice. “And I’ve fallen in love with someone else.”
“Love? What does love have to do with marriage for people such as us?”
He smiled. “You sound exactly like I did, and not all that long ago. I looked at marriage as I did any other business transaction.”
“Well, naturally,” she said.
“Someone has proven to me that I was wrong, and I’m betting that when you least expect it, some man is going to come along and do the same for you.”
Harriet made an annoyed little sound. “That’s nonsense. And you’ve put quite a knot in my plans. I have every intention of being married this winter.”
She walked to the water’s edge, and Jack followed. A small sailboat slowly worked its way toward them, its sails just catching the scant breeze. Harriet glared at the boat, too, though Jack got the feeling it was really intended for him.
“If marriage is your intention, I’m sure you’ll succeed,” he said.
She looked at him. “You’re here in London, and you came with the Maxwells, which means you’re in love with Caroline.”
He nodded. “I am.”
“But you can’t be in love with her. She’s supposed to marry Lord Bremerton. You’re supposed to love me. Think how much more convenient that would be.”
“I’m new to this love thing, but even I can guarantee it has nothing to do with convenience.”
“And yet you’re in love.” She shook her head. “You’re not who I thought you’d be.”
Jack smiled. “I’m not who I thought I’d be, either.”
But he liked this new man a whole lot more.
* * *
CAROLINE AND Mama weren’t overdressed for dinner so much as they were too newly dressed. As the small party sat gathered around the dining table, which had an unfortunate slope toward Caroline, she assessed the state of their wardrobes. Lady Carew wore a gray silk gown with an enormous bustle that had been the height of fashion twenty years ago, but no longer. The two women from the neighboring family—Miss Daisy Ridley and her widowed mother, Mrs. Olive Ridley—were dressed in more recent clothing, but Caroline still felt too glittery and new by comparison. Even Bremerton’s evening clothes were more subdued than his city wear.
Mama, of course, didn’t seem to notice. She and Bremerton talked on about ways in which the house could be improved and who their favored architects were. From time to time, Bremerton would glance Caroline’s way, but it seemed that since he believed victory—and her funds—were his, there was no need to feign interest in her in front of others. Caroline was fine with that.
“This is all highly irregular,” Lady Carew announced in a loud, quivering voice from her seat at Bremerton’s right. His great-aunt was quite elderly and, Caroline feared, no longer fully in possession of her faculties.
“What, Auntie?” Bremerton stopped to ask.
“I do not understand why we have these foreigners at my table. They are from America, you say?”
“Yes,” Bremerton replied.
“It’s a land of heathens and savages. They all live in mud huts.”
Caroline looked downward to hide a smile, but Mama was puffing up like an adder. Bremerton motioned to the waiter, who was the same boy who’d opened the front door for them earlier. “My aunt would like some more wine.”
“It sounds as though you and Lord Bremerton are to marry,” Miss Daisy Ridley said to Caroline. Daisy was close to Caroline’s age and possessed of a ruddy glow that Caroline saw most often on her centaur female friends—those who would sooner die than be parted from their horses.
“There are no plans at this point,” Caroline replied.
“You are not the first American girl to come to the county,” Daisy said. “I simply don’t understand it, though. Why would you possibly want to move so far away from both your mother and your home? And why would your mother want you to?”
Since Caroline was plagued by precisely the same questions, it was difficult to come up with an answer that wouldn’t make her mother look like an ogre or she like the family member that must be shed at all costs.
“It’s complicated,” Caroline said.
“Nothing in this world is so complicated that it can’t be broken down just like my horse’s tack,” Daisy replied. “And you seem to have your wits about you more than the other Americans I’ve met. Break it down for me.”
Caroline drew in a breath and was ready to give it a try, but Lady Carew interrupted.
“You!” she cried, pointing a finger at Caroline. “You in the yellow with all the jewels.”
“Yes, ma’am?”
“Why are you here?” she asked, her rheumy eyes narrow.
“Your nephew invited me,” Caroline replied.
“Miss Maxwell has come to Chesley House to decide if the house and I suit her,” Bremerton said to his aunt.
“Whatever for?”
“The general intention is that we should wed.”
“Wed?” his great-aunt asked. “What did you do with the last one?”
“What last one, Auntie?”
“Why, your wife, of course. I saw her scurrying around here from room to room.” She pointed at the waiter. “Go find her now. We cannot be served until she is at the table, too. And who seated me in the wrong place? I am to be to your left, Marcus. Your wife is to be at your right.”
Daisy moved closer. “Disregard her,” she said in a low voice. “She has declined greatly since Lord Bremerton and she arrived. It’s quite sad.”
Caroline nodded. “I understand.” But she also understood that Lady Carew, while old, wasn’t necessarily mad.
“Are you going to reseat me?” Lady Carew demanded. She pointed at Mama. “Make her move.”
Mama’s jaw had gone slack. Caroline couldn’t recall ever seeing her this shocked.
“Perhaps dinner in your room would suit you, Auntie?” Bremerton suggested.
“Yes, and tell me when you’re rid of the foreigners.” She glared at Mama. “This is all most irregular, bringing around this odd lot.”
Bremerton rose and motioned to the waiter. “We shall escort you to your room,” he said to his great-aunt.
Caroline couldn’t wait until she was back to hers, either.
* * *
TWO HOURS later, the jewels were off, the dress rehung, and Caroline sat in her dressing gown on the edge of her bed, running a brush through her hair. Annie was in her nightclothes, having snuck away from her room next to Berta’s to keep watch for Bremerton.
“I will never complain about my lodgings in any of your houses again,” Annie said.
Caroline had never actually seen the servants’ quarters in either house. “Why? Are your rooms back home not satisfactory?”
Annie laughed. “Well, I have my own room, even if it fits no more than a cot and an old wardrobe. That’s better than what I had with my family. But here?” She shuddered. “I opened my door and a rat ran out. I would have sent someone after it, but the thing looked like it was ready to starve to death on its own. I’m telling you, there are parts of this house no one has touched in years. And as for the rest, the devil can have it.”
Caroline slipped off the bed and put her brush next to her mirror on the nightstand. The candle there flickered with the breeze she’d made. “I’ve noticed they’re running even thinner on servants than the situation Peek described.”
Annie nodded. “There’s Mrs. Parker, the housekeeper, Charlie, the waiter and footman and I think gardener, too. Then there’s Cora, the only maid, and her husband, who’s both coachman and groom, and a cook. Small wonder no one can keep up.”
“Who has been here the longest?”
“Only Cora and her husband were here when the last Lord Bremerton was alive. Charlie’s new, and not nearly so fun to tease as Jack’s O’Toole.” Annie sighed. “A week here is punishment.”
A knock sounded at the bedroom door. Caroline held her finger to her lips.
“Is that you, Mama?” Caroline called.
No one answered for a moment, but then Bremerton identified himself and asked if he might step in. Caroline walked to the door and put her hand against it.
“That would be very improper,” she said through its hard surface.
“Culhane has seen you in less.”
Caroline winced at the reference. From behind her, she heard a hiss. Annie had risen and was ready to spring. Caroline shook her head and mouthed the word no.
“I am asking if you would please stay on your side of the door,” Caroline recited like a schoolgirl saying her verses.
“For now, I will allow that,” Bremerton replied. “Tomorrow, I am hunting in the morning. You and your mother may occupy yourselves here. Don’t disturb my aunt. As you’ve now seen, she’s not well.”
“We will do as you wish.”
“And, Caroline?”
“Yes?”
“Tell your maid to go back to her room. We sleep with neither Irishmen nor servants.”
TWENTY-TWO
Caroline made certain that Bremerton was off slaying birds before she went to breakfast the next day. Wearing her simplest morning dress, she walked to the dining room. Though it wasn’t even eight, the table had been cleared of all settings. She stood there feeling lost until Cora, the sole maid, came in, dusting rag in hand. The tall and slender woman, who looked to be a handful of years older than Caroline, quickly cleaned but showed no apparent interest in finishing any one task.
“I was wondering if it would be possible to get breakfast?” Caroline asked.
The maid jumped like a nervous cat. “I’m sorry, but that would be up to Mrs. Parker.”
“Is Mrs. Parker available?”
“She stepped out of the house.”
The information had been given hesitantly. Caroline decided to put the maid at ease. “My name is Caroline Maxwell. And I believe you’re Cora?”
“Yes, miss.”
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Cora.”
“Thank you, miss.”
“So I am to wait until Mrs. Parker returns?”
“Yes, if you care to try to have breakfast,” Cora said as she picked up one dented candlestick from the buffet and wiped beneath it, but then cleaned around its mate. “But the master’s rule is that once the master has eaten, the meal is over.”
“I see,” Caroline replied over her grumbling stomach. “Thank you, Cora.”
“Yes, miss. Is there anything else I may do for you?”
“Nothing at all, thank you.” Caroline made her way from the dining room to the stairs and was about to go up when Mama came rushing down. She was dressed in her dark blue travel garb, and to Caroline’s knowledge, no travel was planned.
“Where were you for breakfast?” Mama asked.
“I was still in my room.”
“You’d better hurry tomorrow. The meal was over and done with before my tea could steep.” Her mother kept looking up the stairway as she spoke, and she seemed as skittish as Cora had, too.
“Where are you going?” Caroline asked.
“How did you know I was going someplace?”
“Your clothing.”
“Oh, yes. Of course. London.”
Caroline’s relief was infinite. “Thank heaven! Give us ten minutes, and Annie will have us packed.”
“No need. You’re staying here.” Mama pulled a telegram from her small purse. “Your father has instructed me to return to London at once.” She handed Caroline the paper. “As you see, it’s addressed to me, alone, and it says only ‘Return London Now.’ There’s no mention of bringing you.”
Caroline handed the telegram back.
“You know he meant me, too, even if he didn’t spell it out,” she said. Papa was always ridiculously frugal when writing a telegram. It was as though he guarded the family fortune one word at a time.
Mama returned the message to her purse and then gave Caroline a sharp look. “Have you accepted Bremerton’s proposal?”
Now she understood her mother’s game. “No.”
“Then it’s not time for you to leave. I hope to persuade your father to return here with me tomorrow so he can witness your engagement. Lord Bremerton thought it was a fine idea.”
Of course he did, because that meant Caroline would be alone tonight. “Mama, you can’t just leave me here without a chaperone.”
“You have Annie,” her mother said.
Caroline was speechless for an instant. “You wouldn’t even trust her to go to Harriet’s picnic with me, and yet you’d leave us here, alone?”
“You’ll be fine,” Mama replied. “Even you can’t find much trouble, here in the middle of nothing. And if you’re looking for a titular chaperone, there’s Lady Carew. Your reputation is safe.”
Berta teetered down the stairs, carrying Mama’s smallest travel trunk.
“To the carriage, Berta,” Mama commanded before coming to Caroline and taking her hands. “You’re twenty-one years old. I was married and had you at that age. Surely you’re independent enough to spend less than two days on your own.”
If Caroline had been anyplace but there, she’d have been popping champagne corks and celebrating her freedom. But tonight, she’d be turning the lock on her bedroom door.
“Travel safely, Mama.”
* * *
FOUR HOURS later, Bremerton was still harassing birds. No lunch was to be served until he was done. Annie had even gone to the kitchen to ask for bread and cheese, but with no success. Now she was off trying to sweet-talk Charlie into asking for her. Caroline was in her bedroom contemplating the healthful aspects of fasting when Cora appeared in the doorway and asked permission to clean.
Caroline put thoughts of hunger away. She sat at the dressing table and pretended to sort through her jewelry. Really, she watched Cora through the mirror. At first, Cora darted glances in her direction, but eventually she began to clean, and with more thoroughness than she’d shown downstairs, too.
Caroline decided it was time to speak. “Would you mind if I asked you a question?”
“No, miss,” Cora replied without looking her way.
“Last night, Lady Carew said something at dinner about Lord Bremerton having a wife.”
“Lady Carew is often confused.”
“Yes, but I don’t think she’s confused about this. And I do wish that you’d sit and talk to me.”
“I can’t sit, miss.”
“Would you at least take a moment from your work? I’m alone here except for Annie, and both of us see that things aren’t normal in this house.”
“You’ve got the right of that,” the maid said under her breath.
“I promise this isn’t just a visitor’s curiosity. Lord Bremerton has proposed marriage. I feel I have a right to know about him and his past, even if he refuses to tell me.” Caroline stood and walked to Cora. “You’re married, aren’t you?”
“Yes.”
“And you love each other.”
She nodded. “Very much, miss. My Jamie and I ran off, even though we knew I’d lose my job for having done so. Maids cannot be married. But the last Lord Bremerton’s wife, she told the housekeeper not to let me go. Lady Beth was a kind woman. We all hated seeing her leave Chesley House after Lord Percival died.” Her mouth worked for a moment as though she was trying to hold something in. “And I don’t like following the orders Lord Bremerton gave about you. It’s not right, not feeding you. I could hardly work while telling you that.”
“Thank you,” Caroline replied. “I’d guess that not feeding me isn’t the only strange thing you’ve seen around here.”
Cora’s expression grew darker for a moment. “I’ve seen plenty.”
“A friend of mine heard whispers that Lord Bremerton might have had a wife,” Caroline said. “Having loved and lost someone isn’t usually the stuff of rumors. I’m sure you can see why I’m worried.”
“I want to help you,” Cora said in a rush. “I do, but this is the only job I’ll be getting unless Jamie and I part.” She shook her head. “I can’t do it, miss.”
If Caroline had had a house of her own, she would have offered the couple employment. But she didn’t, and wouldn’t before they starved. But she did have something.
Caroline returned to the dressing table. Papa had said that a woman’s jewels were insurance against many things in life. Hers might be insurance against marriage. She selected a heavy gold brooch set with diamonds and rubies, and brought it to Cora.
“I want you to have this,” she said. “It’s your assurance that if you choose to leave here, you and Jamie can start a new life.”
The maid shook her head. “I can’t be taking that. I’d be accused of theft.”
“I’ll write a letter of gift,” Caroline said. “Please. All I want is to have the same freedom given to you. I want to marry for love.”
She held out the pin again. This time, Cora hesitantly took it. She held it cupped in her hand and looked at it for a moment, then sighed as she handed it back. “I can’t do it, miss. But I’ll tell you what I know about Lord Bremerton’s late wife, and that will be my gift to you.”
Caroline felt nearly weak with relief. “Thank you.”
Cora knotted her hands together and began speaking. “When Lord Bremerton took over the house, he came straight from France and brought with him a wife. She was French and spoke not more than a few words of English, but she was very beautiful and full of smiles for the first days she was here. Then something happened. I don’t know what, but her smiles were gone and she spent most of her time avoiding the master. I don’t suppose that’s surprising, considering his nature.”
“No, it’s not,” Caroline agreed.
“Not more than a week later, Lord Bremerton told Jamie to saddle a horse for his wife. They were going to explore the countryside. Jamie chose a mare he knew was safe, but Lord Bremerton said his wife needed a mount with a spirit to match hers. He insisted on a filly that was hardly saddle-broken.” Cora gave an angry shake of her head. “The master said the horse bolted and his wife died. He called it ‘a most tragic accident.’ I call it near close to murder. I always think about how horrible it must have been for her, in a land where she couldn’t speak the language, had no friends, and then died not a fortnight later.”
“What was her name?”
“Adele.”
“Is Adele buried in the village churchyard?” Caroline sought proof of events that even her doubting mother would accept, but more than that, she wanted to feel as though Adele had found peace.
“No,” Cora replied. “His lordship said he wished her returned to her family. I’d like to believe he did that, but I can’t. He’s not a kind man.”
Caroline had nothing to say for that, now knowing she’d received only a negligible dose of his unkindness. “Did his wife meet any of the neighbors?”
“No,” the maid said. “His lordship was in mourning for his brother, so they didn’t socialize.”
“Lady Carew had to be here, at least.”
“She wasn’t here, either. She didn’t come until after Lord Bremerton was alone.”
“So she couldn’t have known Adele, then,” Caroline said to herself.
“I think Lady Carew sees things the rest of us don’t, miss. And I think those things are real.”
If that were the case, Caroline wished she could see Bremerton’s wife, too. She wanted to know what truly happened. “Where did Adele spend her time?”
“Mostly, she’d be in the east wing’s library or out walking the grounds. It was all so very sad.”
“Thank you for telling me about this,” Caroline said.
“You’ve a right to know,” Cora replied. “And Jamie and I are the last here who can tell the tale.”
Caroline held out the brooch again. “Please, take it.”
Cora deliberated for a moment, then accepted it. “Thank you. You’ve changed our lives.”
Caroline smiled. “And you might just have saved mine.”
* * *
JACK WASN’T sure what he was doing in the Maxwell parlor at three on Tuesday afternoon, and he hadn’t been impressed by Bernard Maxwell’s terse summons, but he was there, just the same.
“I owe you an apology,” Caroline’s father said as he walked in the parlor door. This was the first time Jack had seen Maxwell looking worn down. Jack didn’t like it.
“You were right about Bremerton,” the older man said. He pointed to the wing chairs where they’d sat yesterday. “Have a seat.”
“I’ll stand, thank you,” Jack replied. “What have you heard?”
“Enough that I immediately sent word to Agnes to get back here. I expect them soon.” Maxwell shook his head. “I can’t believe how damned hard it was to get in to see Endsleigh. At home, people come to me.” He tapped his chest. “Presidents come to me. The old man’s staff made me sit in a long hallway for over an hour before I was allowed an audience. All that time, the dead dukes of Endsleigh were staring down at me. Even the damn paintings had a superior attitude.”
“It’s not such a rare thing,” Jack said, deciding to take that seat after all.
“We’re not like these people, Jack.”
He smiled. “And yesterday you were telling me that I wasn’t like you.”
Whatever Maxwell had planned to say in return was lost in the commotion of Agnes Maxwell rushing into the room. She pulled up short when she spotted Jack.
“What is he doing here?” she asked her husband while she unbuttoned her blue cape, shrugged it off, and handed it to a waiting footman.
“He’s my guest,” Bernard replied. “Where’s Caroline?”
“Still at Chesley House.”
Bernard shot from his seat. “What?”
“But only for a very short time,” she added. Her voice quavered in the face of her husband’s anger. “I am hoping you’ll return with me on the morning train. Caroline won’t accept the proposal without you there.”
“She won’t be accepting the proposal at all,” Bernard replied.
Agnes stiffened. “How can you say that, after all of my work?”
“Not another word,” her husband said.
She closed her mouth.
Bernard looked at Jack. “Endsleigh told me a few tales from Bremerton’s early youth that make me believe he not only harmed Edward, but has done worse. And since Bremerton stepped in line to inherit, his grandfather has learned more. Not only does Bremerton gamble money he doesn’t have, but he’s being blackmailed. The duke has no proof, but he suspects the blackmail has to do with the death of his grandson, Percy, as well as the death of Bremerton’s first wife, Adele. The duke would rather see the title extinguish than eventually go to Bremerton, but he can’t control that.”
“I should never have left Caroline there, not even for a short while,” Agnes said. “I don’t know what I was thinking.”
Maxwell turned back to his wife. “Neither do I. There will be much more discussion about who and how my daughters may marry from now on.”
She nodded.
“Where, exactly, is Caroline?” Jack asked her.
“At Chesley House, outside the village of Arundel, southwest of here.”
“We need Caroline out of there tonight,” Agnes’s husband said.
“But there’s no train service past Petworth until morning. I checked at the station before coming home,” Agnes replied.
Jack rose. “If you’ll excuse me,” he said to the Maxwells.
“Where are you going, son?” Bernard asked.
“To Chesley House.”
TWENTY-THREE
What would a woman who spoke only French want in an English library? Caroline closed the door behind herself, pulled open the dusty gold curtains to let in the afternoon summer sun, and began trying to answer that question.
She sat behind the mahogany desk and started pulling open drawers. Other than a few worn pen nibs and the odd scrap of paper, the desk had been cleaned out. She moved on to the bookshelves. Someone many years ago had loved botany. A third of one wall was filled with old texts. If Adele had read Latin, she would have been in heaven. However, in Caroline’s circles, Latin-reading women were fairly scarce. And given Bremerton’s need to control, she doubted he would have wed a woman more intelligent than he. She laughed to herself when she realized what she’d just thought. Of course he would marry a bookish heiress. She was proof of that.
Caroline pulled a volume at random. It had been shelved for so long that its top was thick with dust. Holding in a sneeze, she replaced it and tipped out a few others to see if they, too, were long unread.
Satisfied that botany and Latin hadn’t been Adele’s lures, Caroline moved on. She’d nearly decided that the Frenchwoman had merely chosen the library for its out-of-the-way location when she came upon a small foreign language section.
“Yes,” she murmured to herself as she ran her fingers along the works of the philosopher Descartes, translated from their original Latin to French. Whatever the language, they remained heavy reading. Smiling Adele would have fancied something lighter. Caroline smiled, too, when she saw a copy of Les Trois Mousquetaires. Trying to think like Adele, she pulled the book from the shelf, dragged the desk chair into the sunlight, and began to read. She’d just gotten to d’Artagnan’s first skirmish with the Comte de Rochefort when Annie shot into the room.
“Here you are! You’d better hurry, or dinner is going to pass you by, too. Bremerton is gobbling his food just to be sure you go hungry.”
Caroline closed the book. Hesitant to leave a good story behind, she brought it along to the dining room. Bremerton looked up from his plate as she entered. All she could think was, So this is what a murderer might look like. One would never know. She decided to be as she always had been with him—somewhat south of polite. If she started fawning now, he would suspect something was awry.
“I didn’t know we were to dine early,” she said to the Englishman as she slipped into her seat and set her book on the table. “Then again, you didn’t tell me.”
“What is that you’re reading?” Bremerton asked.
“Alexandre Dumas,” she said. “The Three Musketeers.”
“In French?”
“Well, yes,” she replied.
“You speak French?”
“Yes, and German. And I read Latin and some Greek, besides.”
He made a disinterested sound. Caroline nipped into her chicken while she could. Nerves had only increased her appetite. This was plain food, but after a day of going without, it tasted like ambrosia.
“We’ll be taking a ride tomorrow,” Bremerton said. “I thought you might like to see the countryside and perhaps visit with the Bentons before your mother and father arrive.”
“I don’t think so.”
“What?”
“Let me put that in British terms. I wish to never ride with you.”
His look of surprise quickly faded. “Your choice. Stay here, then.”
“I will,” she said before eating five green beans in quick succession.
Bremerton set down his fork. Charlie stepped forward and cleared the plate. He looked Caroline’s way before turning and walking at a snail’s pace toward a tray he’d placed on the buffet. Caroline was grateful for the brief reprieve. She bolted as much food as she could before Charlie returned and pulled her plate.
Bremerton, who had been watching her, said, “After that show, I’m sure you don’t wish for dessert.”
“I couldn’t eat another bite,” she lied cheerfully. “In fact, if you’ll excuse me, I believe I’ll retire to my room and read for the evening.”
“Of course. I’ll be by to check on your welfare later.”
“That’s quite unnecessary,” Caroline said as she rose and reclaimed her book from the table.
“But it will happen all the same,” Bremerton said.
Caroline left the dining room and found Annie waiting for her in the hallway.
“Did you get any food in?” Annie asked.
Caroline smiled. “An impressive amount. Thank you for the warning.”
They climbed the stairs, and once they were back in the bedroom, Caroline took a look at the cowhide couch and decided to forego sitting on that in favor of reading in bed. Annie settled onto the chaise with a piece of lace she was tatting. She said it was going to be for her wedding dress one day, if she was ever mad enough to marry. If all marriages turned out like poor, dead Adele’s, it would be madness. But Caroline still held out hope for Jack and true love.
The light in the room was growing dimmer. Caroline set aside her book to turn up the flame on the oil lamp she’d moved bedside. When she picked up the thick book, a folded piece of ivory-colored paper slipped out of the back pages.
“What have we here?” she said.
Annie looked up from her lace. “It looks like a piece of paper to me.”
Caroline unfolded the paper. She drew in an excited breath as she realized that the slightly crooked writing on the stationery was in French. Adele had been writing a friend named Dominique.
“Oh, no,” she said as she read Adele’s confession that she had lied to Bremerton about being an heiress.
“What is it?” Annie asked.
Caroline scanned the rest of the letter, which had never been completed. “This was written by Bremerton’s late wife. She’d lied to him about her wealth. When they arrived at Chesley House, she realized he was in financial straits and had likely married her for her money. She had just confessed to Bremerton when she’d written this. He had become enraged. She was hoping he’d come to love her and forgive her. She felt terrible about her deceit.”
“He killed her, didn’t he?” Annie asked after a stretch of silence.
Caroline hadn’t had time to share with Annie what she’d learned from Cora, so she quickly updated her.
“Money and pride are the two most important things in Bremerton’s life. Adele struck at both of those,” Caroline added. “And if he didn’t kill her, why would he be trying to hide both her life and her death?”
Caroline could feel Adele’s lingering presence so vividly that she understood how Lady Carew might see her. And Caroline felt danger, too. She set aside the letter and rose from the bed. “Is the Colt that Eddie gave me still hidden in the trunk below my corsets?”
“I didn’t move it,” Annie said. “That thing scares me.”
Caroline went to her trunk and carefully uncovered the revolver. It was nearly identical to the Colt Single Action Army her mother had confiscated, only this time Eddie had bought her one with a shorter barrel that he teased her by saying made for a more ladylike weapon. So long as it still shot bullets, it could be as ladylike as it wished. Caroline took those, too, from the trunk. She carefully loaded each chamber and set the hammer in the safety notch. Then she went to her dressing table and dumped all the jewelry from its case, placed the gun inside, and closed the top.
“Is that this season’s new accessory?” Annie asked.
“The most useful yet.” Caroline sorted through the jumble of jewels on the tabletop and selected a sapphire necklace. “This can serve a few purposes, too.”
She held it up for Annie to take. “We’re leaving tonight. I want you to go to the nearest house and bargain for the use of a horse and any type of cart. It doesn’t matter what, so long as it can get us to Arundel. We can’t trust that we’ll be able to get a horse from here.”
Annie shook her head. “I don’t want to leave you here.”
“And I don’t want both of us to be trapped here,” Caroline said. She waggled the necklace. “Take this and get moving.”
Annie did, but not without a worried backward glance.
“Don’t worry,” Caroline said. “I’ll do this as safely as I can.”
* * *
IT HAD all sounded so simple, Jack thought. Take a train to Petworth, find a horse, and ride like the wind to Chesley House. Except the train to Petworth had stopped in every village along its tracks, plus once for sheep across them. He had willed himself to be calm. From Bremerton’s perspective, everything was going just as he’d planned. He had his heiress and he was training her to be biddable. So long as those two facts did not change, Caroline was safe.
Even after Jack had made Petworth, the only horse he’d found was more about passing wind than letting him ride like it. It had been ten and more miles of hard, slow road, but he’d reached Arundel’s outskirts before sundown.
“Excuse me,” he said to a cluster of men lingering outside a pub. “I’m looking for Chesley House. Can you tell me where to find it?”
“Chesley House?” said one. “Never heard of it.”
“Yeah, you have, you fool,” said another. “It’s one of the Duke of Endsleigh’s places.” Except he’d said duke as though it was pronounced like book, which snagged up Jack’s attention.
“Oi,” said a third man, waving a hand Jack’s way. “Did ye not hear my question? Are you a gennleman like the duke?”
Jack grinned. “Not on my very worst day.”
“That being the case, we’ll tell you. You need to stay on this road, south near all the way to Littlehampton,” the second man said. “You won’t miss the place. It’s a big pile o’ stone.”
Jack reached into his pocket and pulled out some coins. “Thank you,” he said as he tossed them to the men. “The next one’s on me.”
And on he rode, near south to Littlehampton, wherever the hell that was.
* * *
THE SUN had been down long enough for the stars to begin to show when Bremerton’s knock sounded at the bedroom door.
“Come in,” Caroline called from her seat at the dressing table. She turned and watched as Bremerton stepped inside.
“Where’s your maid?” he asked.
“You told me to have her sleep in her room, so that’s where she is,” Caroline replied before facing the mirror.
She picked up a diamond earring and held it as though deciding how it would look on her. As she returned it to the dressing table’s surface, she watched the Englishman walk a circle of the bedroom. When he was done, he stopped behind her and put both hands on her shoulders. For the first time, she managed not to shiver at his touch.
“It seems my stableman and maid have come up missing. Might you know anything about that?” he asked.
“No.”
“Interesting. I was certain you would. Mrs. Parker told me it happened just before dinner. You’d been around the house all day, and you have a way of stirring things up.” He paused. “Now Mrs. Parker and the waiter seem to have disappeared, too. Good help is so hard to find.”
Caroline looked away from the mean curve to his smile. “I am sorry to hear that.”
He let his hands slip from her shoulders and bent forward to give a negligent flick at one of the rings that sat in the jewelry she’d been sorting. “So many riches and not enough days in a life to show it off.”
She let her gaze meet his in the mirror. “Should I interpret that as a threat?”
“No, I was merely making a comment on your wealth.” He turned and walked away. Caroline relaxed marginally.
“So you speak French and interpret threats,” Bremerton said. “And I would guess by my missing servants that you now know I once had an interest in things French.”
“If you’re referring to your late wife, yes.”
“I’m sure you have questions,” he said as he settled onto the cowhide couch. “Do ask.”
“I’ve learned that you prefer it when I don’t.”
“As you wish. Then I’ll ask again, where’s your maid? I know she’s not in her room.”
“Then maybe she’s in the kitchen,” she replied, praying that Annie was now outside with their transportation.
He rose. “I am not fond of liars.”
“And I’m not fond of having you in my room,” she said in a calm voice. “You’ve been here, you’ve checked on my welfare, and now I’m asking you to leave.”
“And if I choose to stay? I think at the very least I deserve to see you as the Irishman has.”
Caroline reached into the jewel case as though looking for another piece, but pulled out her gun. She pushed away from the dressing table, turned, and raised it at him.
“My brother Eddie taught me how to shoot and spit,” she said. “Of the two skills, I prefer shooting.”
“Then put it down. There’s no need for drama,” Bremerton said in a smooth voice that Caroline was sure had swayed others, but not her.
“You can loom and threaten, but if I pull this little gun, you call me dramatic. That’s hardly sporting of you,” she said. She paused a moment, trying to decide if that was really the sound of hooves on stone she was hearing outside. She thought it might be.
Caroline stood and advanced a step on Bremerton, who held his ground in the middle of the room. “Eddie taught me to always leave the chamber at the firing pin empty so there wouldn’t be any nasty accidents if I dropped the gun. But I was feeling a little distracted when I loaded this tonight, and do you know what silly thing I did? No?” she asked in the face of Bremerton’s continuing silence. “I loaded all six chambers. Let’s hope I don’t drop the gun. But just in case, I’m going to suggest that you stay well back. We both know about those tragic accidents, don’t we, my lord?”
“You have lost your mind.”
“Maybe,” she said cheerfully. “And since I have, I’m going to make some demands. Until Annie arrives with our horse, you are to stay where I can see you, and with your hands in the air.”
“What?”
“As they say in the Wild West of my country, reach for the sky.” She narrowed her gaze. “And I do mean now.”
Bremerton raised his hands.
“Thank you.”
A commotion sounded from someplace downstairs. Annie had to be back. But then Caroline heard a male voice calling her name. She laughed with joy.
“We have a guest,” she said to Bremerton. “It’s the love of my life.”
He didn’t appear very impressed.
“Upstairs, Jack, and grab a candle,” she called. “You’re going to want some light.”
Jack bounded up the stairs two at a time, and the candle he’d just lit smoked and flickered as the air pushed past it.
“Which room are you in?” he called.
“Keep coming this way!”
He was close enough that he could see light spilling from a room on his right. Jack stepped in and froze.
“Hello, Jack,” Caroline said, both her eyes and a gun trained on His Lordship.
“It doesn’t look as though you needed a rescuer,” he said conversationally.
“Appearances can be deceiving. I was actually a little vague on this part of the plan. I’d been expecting Annie, but as you can see, she isn’t here. And sooner or later, I was going to have to either shoot this man or run.”
Jack grinned. “I vote for shoot him.”
“My decision was leaning in that direction,” she replied.
“For what it’s worth, your plan would have worked … more or less. I passed Annie on the lane a way back.” He paused. “Did you know that goats can pull a cart?”
She laughed. “She bartered sapphires for goats?”
“And a very small cart.” He circled Bremerton. “How do you feel about violence?” Jack asked Caroline.
“I seldom condone it.”
“Ah. Too bad.” He moved directly in front of Bremerton and was amused to see Caroline reposition herself so there was nothing between her and her potential target. “Then we’ll do it like this…”
“I’m giving you one shot at me,” he said to Bremerton. “Totally free.”
“Jack…” Caroline said in a hesitant voice.
Jack grinned at the Englishman. “Take it, you git.”
Bremerton swung, but Jack ducked.
“Missed,” he said, right before he broke the bastard’s nose. Jack and Caroline watched as the Englishman crumpled.
“Do you have anything I can tie him up with?” Jack asked.
She stopped aiming at Bremerton long enough to gather a fistful of fat strings from a trunk.
“Corset lacings,” she said. While Jack trussed up the Englishman, Caroline aimed her gun.
“I don’t think he’s getting up,” Jack pointed out.
“I’m just being careful,” she said. “And about the violence, I said I seldom condone it. For him, I would have made an exception. You didn’t need to let him swing first.”
Satisfied with his knotwork, Jack stood. “I knew he couldn’t hit me. Now, how about if you put down that gun so I can propose?”
Her eyes grew wide. She carefully placed the gun on a curio shelf. Jack walked around Bremerton, who was beginning to stir, and took a knee in front of Caroline.
“Caroline, you are my love, my laughter, and the most frustrating woman I’ll ever meet. Would you please do me the honor of being my wife?”
Her eyes were misty, but her smile was bright when she said, “Jack Culhane, what took you so long?”
EPILOGUE
England was well behind them when the Maxwell women, Bernard, and Jack sat down to dinner on the Conqueror two days later.
“I have an announcement to make,” Caroline said to her parents once the champagne was poured. “My husband list is down to one name, and that is Jack’s. We plan to marry this winter, and there will be not a single cherub anywhere in the church. We very much want all of you there, though.”
Her father’s face had turned ruddy with emotion. “I’ve been waiting years to walk you down the aisle, Pumpkin.”
“Bernard,” Mama said before Papa started laughing.
“I know, I know. I can’t call her Pumpkin.”
Mama sighed. “I had so hoped for a duchess in the family, but Bremerton is well off the list.”
Before they had left, Papa had sent a packet to the Duke of Endsleigh with all the information that Caroline and Jack had uncovered on Bremerton. If he ever did inherit, he was likely to be a duke behind prison bars.
“But, you know,” Mama said, “there are so many nice English gentlemen, and Helen and Amelia have yet to marry.…”
“Oh, no,” Helen said. “Don’t even begin looking at me like that. I have no desire to live in England.”
“France, then. Or Italy,” Mama exclaimed. “You’ll make the most beautiful bride!”
Jack placed his hand over Caroline’s where it sat on the tabletop. They smiled at each other. Caroline had found the place she most wanted to be, and that was with Jack. They would have the perfect life and the perfect wedding, complete with chocolate cake.
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