
  
    [image: Have Cash, Will Marry]
  

  
    
      Have Cash, Will Marry

    

    
      
        Renee Yancy

      

    

  

  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

      

    

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          New York City

        

      

    

    
      
        
        April 28, 1899

      

      

      The Honorable Robert Alexander Radclyfe observed the promenade of young women as they sauntered up the stairs of the Metropolitan Opera House, gorgeously gowned in satin and silks like strutting peahens. Diamonds glittered from tiaras and feathered aigrettes in their hair, flashed from their waists and adorned the deep décolleté of their bodices.

      It reminded him of the summer cattle fairs in England, except the females were dressed in silk and glittering jewels instead of iron nose rings.

      “There, Rob, that’s the Goulet heiress.” His best friend, James George Eppington, Baron DeVille, who had joined Rob for the trip to America, casually tipped his head toward the shining creature swathed in clouds of pink tulle descending the staircase. “Her father made a fortune in silver mining in Colorado.”

      Rob shook his head, amazed. “How the deuce do you know all this? Especially since you’re a confirmed bachelor and have no need to marry for money anyway?”

      DeVille shrugged. “I can’t help it if my father bought stock in American oil and railroads after the Civil War. Pity your father didn’t.” He grinned, and poked Rob in the shoulder. “That’s why you’ve got me to look out for you.”

      Miss Goulet gave them a flirtatious smile as she passed, leaving a drift of jasmine scent in her wake.

      “Her dowry,” James whispered, “five hundred thousand.”

      “Hmmm.” Half a million dollars would buy a lot of stone, timber, plaster, and roof tiles to refurbish Donalee, his family’s crumbling ancestral seat in southeast England. Not to mention carpets, drapes, and mullioned glass panes for the hundreds of windows in the castle. Then he winced. What made him any different from the lynx-eyed American mothers at the ball who had diligently perused the pages of periodicals like The Titled American before they made their plans? It contained a register of available and eligible titled bachelors, with descriptions of their age, accomplishments and prospects. Page age ninety two held his entry:

      The Honorable Robert Alexander Radclyfe, eldest son and heir of the ninth Earl of Wentwater. Entailed estates amount to 15,000 acres but due to large mortgages, do not yield their nominal value of $200,000. Educated at Oxford.

      Not exactly complimentary.

      “You’re attracting attention, Rob,” murmured DeVille, gallantly stepping aside for a stunning blonde in white cut-velvet and flashing sapphires, led by her mama, who swept toward the staircase, corseted to the extreme and resembling the prow of a battleship at full speed ahead.

      “I think she likes you.” DeVille raised a discreet eyebrow toward the girl, who had slowed and cast an inviting glance over her bare shoulder at Rob.

      Rob shrugged, and forced a smile in the girl’s direction. His father had ordered him to New York for the sole purpose of finding an American heiress for a bride, with a dowry large enough to pay for the restoration so badly needed to bring the estate into the next century.

      But he hadn’t met the right American heiress yet, and this was the last ball of the New York social season. As his father’s heir, he had a responsibility to marry well, but most of the English aristocrats occupied the same precarious position as the Earl. Land rich and cash poor. The only heiresses with considerable dowries lived in America. So he had dutifully traveled to New York, with the understanding he wouldn’t return until he’d found the right girl. He’d already had several irate letters from his father, wondering why he wasn’t engaged yet.

      Soon the cream of New York society would be off to Newport to summer at their “cottages’ on the Atlantic ocean, or yachting to exotic foreign ports. If he could only leave as well. Summer was short in England, and Donalee was at its loveliest then.

      Several American debutantes had shown interest in him. But though he had to do his father’s bidding. Rob had one firm criterion unknown to his father.

      Rob was determined to find a woman he could marry for love first and money second. He’d been in love once in his life, five years ago at the tender age of nineteen. And then scarlet fever had struck England, and Lady Alice Mary DeVere survived its initial onslaught only to perish days later from a weakened heart. He sighed. Even now the memory pained him.

      “The supper rooms are upstairs,” DeVille said. “Is it too early to have a bite?”

      The ball would begin in earnest afterward, on the main floor of the Met. The crush of people upstairs was worse and Rob resisted the urge to disappear. The blonde debutante with the sapphires headed directly toward him, and he ducked through a slim door behind a velvet portiere. Immediately the roar of the ballroom crowd diminished and he sighed, enjoying the moment of peace.

      A row of mirrored tables lined the wall, with hooks opposite for capes and cloaks. A dressing room for the singers of the opera house.

      Then he blinked. At the back of the narrow room, a gorgeous red-haired girl in a gown of apple-green silk intently read a book and hadn’t noticed his entrance. Curious, he crept closer, hoping to catch a glimpse of what it was that held her rapt attention. Her red hair was a mass of curls tied up most becomingly at the back of her head. Rather than the multiple diamonds and precious stones the other women wore, only a jeweled dragonfly fairy pendant on a gold chain adorned her creamy décolleté.

      Then the title of the book loomed into view. The Picture of Dorian Gray. He snorted at the idea of a young lady secretly reading a controversial novel, and like a shot, the girl sprang out of her seat, with hands clenched on her hips and her glorious eyes blazing at him like green fire.

      “How dare you! What do you mean, sneaking up on me?”

      Rob stepped back and held up his hands. “I didn’t mean to startle you. Please accept my apologies.”

      “Why should I? Of all the nerve.” She turned away, opened the table drawer, and slipped the book into it.

      Rob cleared his throat. “I wanted to see what you were reading. You seemed so captivated by it. You must admit it’s a rather curious choice for a young lady.”

      Her brows slanted downward in a fierce frown. “I’ll admit no such thing. Do you always go around spying on women?”

      Rob blinked at her withering tone. “Of course not.” He smiled, trying to turn on the charm. “I stepped in here for a moment of peace. You know, ‘far from the madding crowd’ ”?

      She almost smiled then. He was sure the hint of a dimple lurked near that pretty mouth.

      He held out his hand. “I say, we’ve rather gotten off on the wrong foot, as you Americans put it. I’m Robert Radclyfe.”

      She ignored his outstretched hand. “Please allow me to pass. An unmarried woman must never be alone with a man.”

      He slapped his forehead. Of course. If he hadn’t been so bewitched by her, he’d have understood at once the precarious position he had placed her in.

      “Forgive me, Miss—?”

      She didn’t answer but flounced past him in a flurry of silken skirts and mimosa perfume, opened the door, and slammed it hard behind her.

      Rob took a deep breath, and smiled. The evening had just become far more intriguing.
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      Anna MacDougall walked toward the supper rooms as fast as her corset would allow. Thank goodness they planned to leave New York for the country next week. Her father insisted on attending every ball and party of the season trying to find her a husband. But after Stuart…

      Her heart clenched painfully. She knew that she should have listened to her father when he raised objections about her engagement to Stuart Maxwell Gordon two years ago. But she had been in love. And too blind to see he cared more for her dowry than for her.

      She pushed the thought of her former fiancé firmly out of her mind and reached the foyer to the supper room in time to see her father searching for her, elegant in his black tailcoat and the vest of MacDougall tartan plaid which he insisted on wearing in public. His full head of silver hair matched the clan brooch bearing the MacDougall motto: Buaidh No Bas—Victory or Death— and she smiled at the attractive picture he made.

      “There ye be, lassie.” His wide smile replaced the frown. He pulled her gloved hand through his arm and patted it. “I am more than ready to sit,” he said, as he loosened his cravat. “Rather warm in here tonight.”

      His face looked drawn, or was it the shadows cast by the candlelight? “You’re not feeling well, Papa?” A sudden stab pierced her chest. Her father had never been ill a day that she could remember.

      “A wee bit tired. Don’t worry, lassie. I’ve been workin’ too hard—that’s all.”

      Anna stepped out of the line queuing for supper and led her father to a small table near the windows. “Sit and rest, Papa. I’ll get your supper.”

      He nodded. “Thank you, lass.”

      She turned to check on him as she filled a plate with roast squab and Beef Wellington. He was gazing out the window toward the New York City skyline, lit up like chains of diamonds. As she fumbled with the dishes, a large hand intervened and deftly retrieved a plate before the squab tumbled to the floor.

      “Allow me to help you, miss.”

      The dark-haired stranger from the dressing room beamed down at her and offered his other arm. She bit her lip, and then accepted his help with a gracious nod. “Our table is near the windows, sir.”

      He did cut a fine figure in his evening dress and evidently other ladies thought so, too, as their heads turned like hunters following the scent of prey when he passed.

      As they neared the dining area, he raised an eyebrow. She moved ahead of him and walked to the table where her father sat, still staring out the window into the night.

      “There you go, sir.” He placed the plate before her father. He pulled out a chair for Anna and nodded at her. What did he think he was doing? They hadn’t been properly introduced.

      Anna sat in the chair, murmured her thanks, and faced her father. But the young man didn’t leave as any other gentleman would do, but stood with a ridiculous smile on his face.

      “May I introduce myself, sir?” He bowed deeply. “Robert Alexander Radclyfe, son and heir of the ninth Earl of Wentwater, at your service.”

      Her father stood and bowed. “Philip Henry MacDougall. I see ye’ve met my daughter, Anna.”

      “I haven’t had that honor yet.” He turned to Anna and bowed again. “Delighted to meet you.” He paused. “Miss MacDougall.”

      He had almost said “again.” She could tell it had been on the tip of his tongue. And that enigmatic smile—as if they shared a secret. Such impudence couldn’t be tolerated. Anna pasted a frosty smile on her face and inclined her head, ignoring the twinkle in his eye.

      “Would ye like to fetch your supper and join us, laddie?” her father asked.

      “That would be lovely, Mr. MacDougall. Thank you so much.”

      The Englishman left, and Anna scowled at her father. “Really, Papa.”

      Her father shrugged. “He’s a verra nice chap. That’s why we’re here, aye? To find ye a husband.”

      Anna wrinkled her nose. “You are much more anxious that I, in that department.”

      “I’d like to see ye settled before I go the way of all flesh.”

      Anna sighed. “Papa, you always say that.”

      “Because it’s true.” He hesitated, then reached across the table and took her hand. “Anna…sometimes I dinna think I will see seventy—”

      “Please, Papa, I don’t want to think about—”

      “Here we are.” Mr. Radclyfe seated himself and shook out his napkin. “I shall be quite interested to see whether the Beef Wellington on this side of the ocean is as delicious as that served in London.”

      Her father released her hand and smiled at him. “Is this your first trip to New York then, laddie?”

      “It is.”

      “And how do ye find your neighbors across the pond then?”

      Mr. Radclyfe studied Anna. “Enchanting.”

      Anna resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Her father glanced in her direction and ever so slightly raised an eyebrow. Certainly he was wondering why she didn’t enter the conversation, but she had nothing to say to this particular young man, no matter how devastatingly handsome. She smiled prettily instead, kept her mouth shut and stood. “Please excuse me.”

      Both men got to their feet as she swept away. A peek over her shoulder revealed Mr. Radclyfe gazing after with a puzzled smile on his face. Then he winked.

      Anna whipped her head around. Winking was considered insufferably rude. A gentleman should never wink in the presence of a lady, nor cross his legs, shrug, or laugh immoderately. But then, said a voice in her head that sounded suspiciously like her maid, Winifred, a lady should never turn to look back after a man either, whether in the ballroom or on the street.

      A swarm of excited voices swirled over her as she opened the door to the ladies refreshing room.

      “…the most divine smile!”

      “…and his accent…I almost swooned….”

      “…my mother will settle for nothing less than an earl…”

      Anna sighed and pushed her way to the mirror. She didn’t enjoy this social scene. Then she grimaced. Be honest. You did enjoy it. Until Stuart.

      She shook her head irritably as a maid approached with a tray of scent bottles. There was already enough fragrance in the air to perfume all of Central Park. She turned to leave when she saw an old friend enter the lounge, in diamonds and ice-blue satin.

      Anna hastened to meet her with an embrace. “Nora! What a wonderful surprise. I didn’t know you were in New York.”

      “My husband said he needed a change of scenery. It was a last minute thing. But it’s good to be back in New York. Living in England has been a nightmare.”

      A pinched look about her lips alarmed Anna, and Nora’s usually rosy complexion had paled. “What is it, Nora?”

      Nora shook her head. “Everything.” Her lips trembled. “But I can’t speak here,” she whispered, glancing at the giggling young women around them.

      “Come with me. We’ll find a place.”

      Anna took Nora’s arm and found a quiet corner screened by huge potted orange trees. Sitting close to her friend, she took her hands and gave them a gentle squeeze. “Now tell me. Are you ill?”

      Nora hunched her shoulders. “I might as well be. I’m so miserable.”

      “Are you having…marriage troubles?”

      “I suppose you could call it that.” She gave a languid toss of her head, the corners of her lips turning down into an unattractive scowl.

      “What’s wrong? Can you tell me?”

      Nora twisted her handkerchief into knots. “I’ve made a terrible mistake.” Nora dabbed at her eyes with the limp hankie. “I never should have married Peter.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      Nora bit her lip. “I believed my parents—that love would come after the marriage. But it didn’t happen. Peter despises me.”

      Anna gasped. “That can’t be true. You are the sweetest girl I’ve ever known.”

      “He cares nothing for me. It was all about the money.”

      “Your dowry?”

      Nora nodded, and tears cascaded down her wan cheeks. “As soon as he got his hands on it, he didn’t bother with me at all, except for the business of getting an heir. And when I didn’t become pregnant after a year of trying, he began living at one of the other family estates in London. I’m out in that drafty old house on the moors, alone with a skeleton staff that treat me with their stiff English manners and laugh at me behind my back.”

      Anna blinked, unable to believe her friend could be in this position. “How awful for you. Can’t your father speak with him?”

      “How can I tell my father?” Nora’s red-rimmed eyes stared piteously at Anna. “He’d tell me to do my duty and be a good wife. But I tried, Anna, I tried.” She broke down sobbing.

      Anna rubbed her friend’s shaking shoulders, at a loss to know how to comfort her. Nora had become engaged two years ago, and married Peter Marlborough, the Count of Dorset, in a spectacular wedding a few months later. Anna contrasted the beaming bride of that day to the weeping woman in her lap. How had it gone so wrong?

      “Where is Peter now?”

      Nora sat up, and wiped her eyes. “He went down to Newport. Some sailing party.” She lifted her chin. “I haven’t told you the worst of it.” Her lips trembled. “I think he’s…I think he’s meeting another woman. On the yacht.”

      “Oh, Nora.” Anna shook her head, “how terrible.” She thought a moment. “Then I’m surprised he brought you to New York.”

      Nora laughed bitterly. “Appearances, darling. It’s all a show.”

      “What are your plans then?”

      “Probably visit my parents, although I’d rather eat nails. Father’s here with me tonight.”

      “We’re going to Longmeadow Monday. Why don’t you come with us?”

      The glimmer of a sparkle returned to Nora’s eyes. “That would be marvelous. Like old times. But enough about me.” She tilted her head to one side and scrutinized Anna. “Is there…anyone special in your life?”

      Anna shook her head. “No. Papa is still looking for the right one. But I don’t think it’s possible for a woman in my situation to marry for love.” She had tried it once. Even now the memory of her engagement to Stuart Maxwell Gordon sent a shiver of pain and regret through her chest. She would never make that mistake again.

      “You mean because of Stuart?” said Nora.

      “I can’t talk about it.” Anna swallowed hard and shook her head. “It’s still too distressing. Soon we’ll be off to Longmeadow, away from all the gossiping harpies.”

      Nora sighed. “It’s not fun to be the target of gossip, is it? I’m sure the same thing will happen to me, once word gets around that Peter most likely has a mistress.”

      “Then say you’ll come to Longmeadow. You know my father adores you. And we can go to all our old haunts and search for fossils in the riverbed.”

      Nora face brightened. “I think we’re too old for that, dear. But I would like to come.”

      “Do you want to travel with us in the morning?”

      “No, I’ll come on the late train Monday, in time for dinner. I’ll need to cable Peter first.” She smiled grimly. “I wonder how he’ll enjoy that.” She got to her feet and smoothed the flounces of her ball gown. “Father will be wondering where I am. I need to go.”

      She kissed Anna’s cheek and left as the notes of a waltz wafted through the air. The Englishman remained at the table when she returned, deep in animated discussion with her father. She didn’t know whether to be irritated or pleased.

      “Split cane?” Robert Radclyfe stared intently at her father.

      “Cane, definitely.” Papa nodded. “Ye canna beat the lightness, nor the strength.”

      “Dry? Or wet?”

      Papa chuckled. “I’m progressive in my politics and my business, Mr. Radclyfe, but I’m old-fashioned where fishing is concerned. None of those newfangled “dry” lures for me.”

      “Perhaps I could persuade you otherwise. Do you know a good fishing spot?”

      “Not here, but my country estate in Hyde Park has some excellent ones.”

      Oh, no. In the next instant Papa would be inviting the Englishman down for a fortnight visit.

      She hastened to the table, and both men rose. “You two look to be in agreeable conversation.” She patted her father’s hand. “But the dancing is beginning, Papa.”

      Mr. Radclyfe’s gaze fastened on the silver booklet that hung from a green silk ribbon at her waist. “Might I have the honor of a dance, Miss MacDougall? If your dance card hasn’t already been filled, that is.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry, Mr. Radclyfe,” she said, managing to sound as if she wasn’t sorry at all, “but I haven’t any openings.”

      Alex Vanderbilt, dapper in his evening dress, with his blond hair slicked off his forehead, popped up behind Mr. Radclyfe. “My dance, I believe, Miss MacDougall?”

      “Yes, indeed.” She took Mr. Vanderbilt’s arm and flitted away.

      Alex was an excellent dancer, although most of his other attributes left something to be desired. He’d obviously eaten some pickled onions earlier, and she turned her face away to escape his halitosis when someone tapped Alex’s shoulder.

      “May I cut in, old chap?”

      Alex’s mouth opened in a round circle of surprise and in the next moment Robert Radclyfe had smoothly taken Alex’s place, gazing down at her with an impertinent gleam in his eye.

      “You’re quite persistent, aren’t you, Mr. Radclyfe?”

      “In some things, yes.” He smiled, and a funny shiver went through her. He was definitely handsome in a roguish way, with that head of dark hair and olive skin. One stray lock curled over his forehead, begging to be smoothed back. She gave herself a mental shake and straightened her back, creating more room between them.

      She had thought Alex Vanderbilt a good dancer but he wasn’t in Mr. Radclyfe’s class. They were attracting attention as he expertly whirled her through the swooping turns of the waltz, one with the music, and light as down on her feet. And the way he looked into her face made her feel so faint she had to look away, her pulse hammering like hummingbird wings.

      She was out of breath as the waltz finished, and he didn’t release her as quickly as he should have, but stood for a brief moment with his hand at her waist. She took as deep a breath as her corset would allow and the essence of bergamot from his linen filled her nose.

      “Thank you, Miss MacDougall. I hope to have the honor of dancing with you again this evening.” He removed his hand from her waist and offered her his arm. “May I escort you to your father?”

      She nodded, and took his offered arm, thinking she might find an opening on her dance card after all, when the Hungarian orchestra went into the strains of a schottische and she stopped. “This is my favorite,” she blurted out before she could stop herself.

      “Then we must dance it, Miss MacDougall.” Mr. Radclyfe led her back to the dance floor where he partnered her in the steps, turns and hops of the old German folk dance. “I had the distinct impression earlier that you didn’t care to dance with me, Miss MacDougall.” His hand met hers before the gliding turn.

      “You are correct, sir.” She turned the opposite direction before he captured her hand again.

      “Why did you change your mind?”

      “Do you know Robert Burns?”

      “The Scottish poet? Yes.”

      “Aye, then,” she said, “‘women’s minds, like winter winds, may shift and turn an’ a’ that.’”

      “Very good, Miss MacDougall. I did perceive the brogue in your father’s speech.”

      “He grew up in Scotland, and emigrated here as a boy.”

      “So you were born here in New York?”

      “Yes.”

      Mr. Radclyfe gave her a sly wink. “And what a pretty lassie ye, are then.”

      “Don’t play with me, Mr. Radclyfe. You and I have nothing in common.”

      “I wouldn’t be too sure. I love to read as well as you do.”

      Anna stiffened. “I trust that you will not bring that up again, sir.”

      “Why not? I find it fascinating that you secreted yourself away in a dressing room to read a novel in the middle of a ball.”

      “I wasn’t—” She broke off. She didn’t like the fact that she had been found doing something so unladylike.  “I do not wish to discuss it.”

      “But you agree it’s a rather mutinous act.”

      “I agree to no such thing. I find this conversation outrageous. You know nothing about me yet you presume to pass judgment. As I said before, we have nothing in common and I think this dance must end. I generally find these affairs distasteful.”

      “Then we do have something in common, as I also usually avoid balls.”

      “Then why are you here?” She sniffed. “Wait. Don’t tell me. You’re looking for a wealthy American wife.”

      He gulped. “I…”

      “I’ve called you out, sir.” She stopped dead in the middle of the ballroom floor, while the dancers surged around them. “I wish to return to my father.”

      He sighed, and offered his arm. Several times he started to say something, then stopped.

      It didn’t matter how handsome or charming he was. A year ago she had been down that path and nothing would compel her to tread it again. She mentally practiced the stinging words with which she would bid him an icy adieu. But she forgot them in a flash as they arrived at the table and she noticed her father’s face. Cold tentacles of fear gripped her throat.

      “Papa, what’s wrong?” He had developed a dreadful pallor and a bluish shadow edged his lips.

      “I dinna ken,” he said hoarsely, “a terrible weakness crept over me.”

      She took the chair next to him and laid her hand on his forearm. “Are you in pain?”

      “No, lassie. Just dreadfully tired.”

      She let out the breath she’d been holding, feeling weak herself. “We’re going home at once.”

      She turned to ask Mr. Radclyfe to send for their carriage but he had disappeared, just when he might have proved useful. But a moment later, he pushed through the crowd with a silver-haired gentleman who looked vaguely familiar.

      “Miss MacDougall, this is Dr. DeVries.”

      Anna threw a look of gratitude toward Mr. Radclyfe and stepped aside for the physician, who quickly assessed her father.

      Mr. Radclyfe gently touched her shoulder. “I’ll see that your carriage is brought round at once and return to assist you.” He disappeared into the throng.

      “Papa, can you walk?”

      Dr. DeVries shook his head. “Let him rest.”

      A fine sheen of perspiration broke out on her father’s forehead. He groped for his handkerchief and mopped his face.

      Anna loosened his cravat and fanned him. His face had lost some of the greenish gray pallor by the time Mr. Radclyfe returned. With his strong arm around her father’s waist, they negotiated the halls and steps of the opera house to the waiting carriage.

      Her father took a deep breath of the cool spring air. “Better already. I think it was too close in there. Sorry I spoiled your fun, lassie.”

      “Please, Papa…”

      Mr. Radclyfe helped him into the carriage, closed the door, and then turned to her, his breath misty. “Miss MacDougall, please forgive—”

      “There’s nothing to forgive. As it’s likely I will never see you again, good night.”

      The footman opened the carriage door and assisted her in. Then her father rolled down the window. “Don’t forget my invitation, Robert. Next week. Hyde Park. I have a few things I can show ye about fly fishing. Bring a friend if you like.”

      Anna’s heart sank. What a kerfuffle. Now she’d have to face him for two weeks or more.

      Mr. Radclyfe smiled, and looked past her father to her. “It will be my pleasure. Looking forward to it.”
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      Baron DeVille pounced on Rob when he returned to the ballroom. “Where the deuce have you been, Rob? I’ve been hunting for you all evening.”

      “I’ve met an interesting girl.”

      “It’s about time.” DeVille grinned. “What’s her fortune?”

      Rob shrugged. “I’ve no idea.”

      “What?” DeVille choked. “Who is she?”

      “Anna MacDougall.”

      DeVille’s eyes widened. “MacDougall? As in Philip MacDougall?”

      Rob nodded.

      DeVille put his hand over his heart. “You’ve hit the mother lode, my dear man. Anna MacDougall—she’s worth a millions.”

      Rob gasped. “Huzzah!”

      “He’s the MacDougall in the MacDougall Sewing Machine Company. Singlehandedly revolutionized the industry and cornered the market for over twenty five years. Very shrewd man, that MacDougall. Bought out every smaller company until he was the main manufacturer.”

      “My word.” He’d had no idea, and the thought of his need to marry for money had vanished when he had seen Miss MacDougall’s face.

      DeVille blinked. “You truly didn’t know who she was?”

      Rob shook his head and smiled.

      “Who introduced you?”

      “No one.”

      DeVille groaned. “Don’t keep me in suspense, my good man—how did you meet her?”

      “I slipped into a dressing room to avoid that blonde in the white velvet. And tucked away at the back, I found a striking redhead in green silk reading a book.”

      DeVille rolled his eyes. “Please tell me you didn’t approach her.”

      “Unfortunately, I did.”

      “You know better.” DeVille frowned. “So what happened?”

      “I spoke to her.” Rob shook his head. “She wouldn’t accept my apology or give me her name. So I watched for her and offered my assistance at the supper table, and managed to worm my way into an invitation to visit their country estate.”

      DeVille clapped his hands. “Well done.”

      Rob shrugged. “Not really. She can’t abide me.”

      DeVille pursed his lips, thinking. “I’m trying to remember…I think she was engaged at one time. But then it was called off.”

      “Do you know why?”

      “I think the chap was after her money.”

      Rob groaned. “That doesn’t bode well for me then.”

      DeVille grinned. “Unless you can make her fall in love with you.”

      They re-entered the ballroom, and though Rob dutifully danced with a bevy of young ladies eager for his attention, his mind was elsewhere with the girl in the apple-green silk.

      The ball ended at one am. Before he and Deville left for their hotel, Rob slipped into the dressing room and retrieved the copy of Dorian Gray from its hiding place.
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      Anna sent an urgent message to her father’s physician upon their return home at midnight. Fortunately their mansion on Fifth Avenue lay a few blocks from the opera house. Two of the burlier footmen assisted her father up the curving flight of marble steps and on to the east wing, which contained his suite of rooms.

      Her father asked for privacy while the doctor examined him, so Anna paced the hallway outside his bedroom door until the pattern of ribbons and scrolls in the Aubusson rug had been burned into her brain. Winnie hovered nearby, along with Mrs. Ludley, the housekeeper, and their butler, Mortimer, and some of the other maids and footmen.

      Mortimer approached. “May I get anything for you, Miss Anna?”

      “No, thank you, Mortimer.”

      She’d clenched her teeth for so long that her jaw ached. The grandfather clock downstairs chimed one a.m. when the door opened, and Dr. Buchanan exited the room, frowning as he rolled down his shirtsleeves and pocketed his stethoscope.

      “Is he well?” Anna clasped her hands and waited for the doctor’s pronouncement. “Spare me nothing.”

      Dr. Buchanan drew her to a sofa in the hall, and carefully chose his words. “He is stable, for the moment, Miss MacDougall.” He hesitated, fumbling for words. “But…he isn’t a spring lamb anymore.”

      “He has always been hale and hearty.”

      Dr. Buchanan nodded sympathetically. “My dear, sometimes our bodies tell us it’s time to rest.”

      “What’s wrong with him?”

      The doctor avoided her gaze and stood. “He prefers to tell you himself, Miss MacDougall.”

      Dread rose into the back of her throat.“Then may I see him?

      “Briefly. I left some medications for him, and administered a mild sedative. I’ll be back to check on him tomorrow. Good night, my dear.” He stroked his gray mustache and gave her an appraising look. “You need some sleep as well. I’ll see myself out.”

      “Thank you, doctor.”

      Anna opened the bedroom door and quietly slipped inside. Her father lay propped up on pillows, and he opened his eyes when she entered the room and pulled a chair to his bedside. His face had regained his usual ruddiness and the blue shadow around his lips had disappeared. Two corked brown glass bottles stood on the nightstand, labeled ‘Digitalis Leaves’ and ‘Nitroglycerin’.

      “You’re feeling better, Papa?””

      “Aye.” He sighed. “But it’s to be expected, lass.”

      “What is?”

      “That my life is nearly over.”

      “Don’t say that. I can’t bear it.”

      “But I must say it.” He took her hand and held it tightly. “It’s my heart, Anna. It’s failing. I’m nearing seventy, ye know. I willna be here forever. We must talk—”

      “Don’t, Papa!” She jerked her hand out of his and stood up. “I can’t.” Her throat swelled, and she pressed her hand over her mouth, shaking her head to hold back the tears.

      He gazed at her, his eyes deep and soft in the lamplight, and nodded. “Another day then, lass. Kiss me goodnight and then off with ye. Let an auld man sleep.”

      She rested her face against his, and then kissed his cheek. Instead of going down the hall to her own bedroom, she stopped at the door to the bedroom that adjoined her father’s. Her mother’s bedroom hadn’t been touched since her death seven years ago on a snowy December night. Crystal perfume bottles waited on the sterling silver tray, and all her mother’s gowns hung in the huge mahogany wardrobe.  Every eight days a maid dusted the room and wound the little French ormolu clock on the mantelpiece. The faint fragrance of Guerlains’s Jicky still lingered in the elegant room. Her mother had adored its classic sweet hay and lavender scent.

      Anna sank to her knees beside the bed, stretched her arms out and grasped the silken counterpane. She laid her cheek against the silk and uttered a great sobbing breath. Losing her mother at the age of twelve had been the most difficult event of her life, compounded by witnessing her father’s deep pain and sorrow at losing his beloved wife. Now she had to face the fact that her father was growing older and it was only a matter of time before she lost him, too. Why did it have to be this way?

      Her mother had been fond of quoting Ecclesiastes, and one of her favorite verses came to Anna’s mind. “To every thing there is a season, and a time to every purpose under heaven: a time to be born and a time to die… a time to weep, and a time to laugh; a time to mourn, and a time to dance…” Oh, how her mother had loved to dance!

      “I wish you were here, Mama,” she whispered into the darkness. She closed her eyes and thought of her mother’s beautiful face and cornflower blue eyes, and most of all the way she would laugh, not politely, but throwing her head back with a deep belly laugh when something amused her.

      Anna swallowed the lump that had risen in her throat. Elizabeth Mary DuPont MacDougall had firmly believed in her Lord Jesus Christ and the eternal life He had given her. Anna knew her mother was alive somewhere with Him, and that one day they would be reunited.

      Anna turned her attention to the Lord. “Father, thank you for getting Papa home safely. Thank you for what a wonderful parent he has been.” She swallowed hard. “Please let me have him a little while longer.”
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      She woke at dawn after a restless night, and came down to breakfast early. Her morning tea arrived as her father entered the room, fully dressed but walking slowly and holding on the chair backs as he slipped into his seat across from her. “Good mornin’ to ye, lassie.”

      “Papa!” She dropped her spoon and it clattered against her teacup. “I didn’t expect you downstairs.”

      He rang the silver bell beside his plate. “Can’t stay in bed…all day.”

      Here in the sunny light of the breakfast room, the same gray pallor of his face she had noted last night was even more evident. That stubborn blue shadow ringed his lips again.

      “Have you taken the medicine Dr. Buchanan left you?”

      “Not yet.” He placed two tiny pills on the table.

      The butler entered the breakfast room.

      “Coffee, Mortimer,” her father instructed.

      “Very good, sir.” Mortimer nodded and left the room.

      “Take your medication, Papa.”

      He nodded and slipped one of the pills under his tongue, and the other when Mortimer returned with the coffee.

      Mild spring air filtered in through the floor-to-ceiling windows, and with it came the sounds of traffic on 5th Avenue below, the clip-clop of horse’s hooves, an occasional shout, and the clattering of wagon wheels on the cobblestones.

      Her father mopped his forehead, where a faint sheen of perspiration had broken out. “Have ye ever heard such a clishmaclaver? I’m ready to get out of the city, Anna. I’m pinin’ for Longmeadow. Let’s away tomorrow, earlier than we planned.”

      The thought of their country estate in Hyde Park immediately brightened her spirits. “I forgot to tell you that Nora’s in town. I invited her to come and stay with us at Longmeadow.”

      “Wonderful. We’ll have a full house then, won’t we?”

      Anna bit her lip. “Shouldn’t you rescind your invitation to that Englishman?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Why? He’s a canny lad. I like him. Ye might, too, if ye give him a wee chance.”

      “Papa.” How could she make him understand? “I don’t want to marry. Ever. I can’t…Stuart…” She floundered, helpless to push away the waves of panic that threatened to engulf her at the thought of trying again.

      Her father laid his hand over her trembling fingers. “I know, lassie. But you’ll have to humor me. I haven’t given up hope, even if you have.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          Longmeadow, Hyde Park, NY

        

      

    

    
      
        
        May 1, 1889

      

      

      The MacDougall carriage entered the towering stone and iron gates of Longmeadow, as the purple shadows of late afternoon lengthened across the wooded lawns. Flowering white dogwoods and redbuds bloomed among the stands of maple and oak. The mansion stood at the end of a long green park like a perfect jewel, simple yet magnificent with its colonnaded front portico and walls clad in creamy limestone.

      Before her father could exit the carriage, Anna ran up the stone staircase, burst through the heavy front door past the waiting staff, through the octagonal solarium and on through the French doors to the colonnaded south portico that overlooked the Hudson River. From her vantage point she had a grand view of the Catskill Mountains, the sloping green lawns, and the river below. The crabapples that edged the bluff mingled rosy blossoms with the pale spring green of newly-leafed trees. She took a deep breath and sighed luxuriously as her father came onto the veranda and put an arm around her shoulders.

      “I agree,” he said, breathing hard. “It’s a bonnie place.”

      “It never changes.”

      Her father laughed. “It’s seen its share of change, lassie. At one time the river was as high as the bluff there.” He pointed to the edge of lawn. “And don’t forget all the arrowheads ye gathered as a child. We aren’t the first to live here and we won’t be the last.” He gave her waist a squeeze. “Let’s have tea in the garden?”

      “Of course, Papa. I’ll go and change.”

      Her maid, Winifred, a petite brunette with her hair wound in a braided coronet, was already hard at work in the bedroom, unpacking, when Anna came in.

      “Help me change, Winnie, and then take the rest of the afternoon off. This can all wait until tomorrow.”

      Winnie turned her mistress around, undid the tiny buttons on the back of the bodice, and helped her out of the skirt. “One of your tea gowns?”

      Anna nodded. As far as dress changes went, this was her favorite time of the day, when she could leave her corset off and wear loose dresses with no train. “Take my hair down, too, Winnie. It’s only Papa and me for dinner tonight.”

      Feeling light and refreshed, she skipped downstairs like a little girl as the French revolving clock chimed four pm. Her father was waiting for her, and together they passed through the french doors of the breakfast room and down the tidy graveled paths, to the huge flowering crabapple in the center garden, so loaded with pink blossoms barely a bit of green could be seen. Underneath its spreading branches stood an old cedar bench, weathered to a silvery gray. The tea table had been set up among the gauzy carpet of pink petals and covered with a snowy damask cloth.

      Birdsong floated on the warm breezes of the balmy afternoon. Honeybees buzzed among the roses and hummingbirds darted in and out of the trumpet flowers, the drumming of their tiny wings adding to the musical notes of water falling in the fountain. Her father sank onto a bench and exhaled a long deep breath as the perfumed peace of the garden washed over them.

      “Anna,” he said, and took her hand, looking deep into her eyes. “My darlin’ girl. We must speak of it. My heart is failing. It’s gotten auld, along wi’ the rest of me.”

      “Oh, Papa,” she said. Tears brimmed in her eyes.

      Her father put an arm around her shoulders and drew her close. “Weel, then…” he said. “I’ll be fair sorry to leave ye, lassie.”

      “How long?”

      “Dr. Buchanan didna say. But I’ve a wee feelin’ it won’t be long.”

      Anna swallowed hard. “What shall I do without you?” She searched the pockets of her tea gown for a hankie to no avail.

      “As usual, lassie.” He shook his finger at her and pulled a starched handkerchief from his vest pocket. She blew her nose, and then put her arms around him.
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      The guests arrived at Longmeadow late the next afternoon on the train. Nora arrived first, and Anna and her father greeted them in the octagonal solarium, along with Mortimer, the head housekeeper Mrs. Ludley, and most of the servants.

      “Och, lassie,” said Philip MacDougall as he welcomed Nora with open arms. “Ye’re a sight to see. Bonnie as ever.” He embraced Nora and gave her a hearty kiss on the cheek.

      “Darling,” Nora said, “I’m reinvigorated already. This country air.” She wore a royal blue traveling suit, with a pert hat trimmed in ostrich and a tiny bluebird, the breast of which matched the rose of her blouse.

      “You’re looking very chic,” Anna said, returning the hug. “We’ll speak later.”

      Nora nodded, and followed Mrs. Ludley up the grand staircase to her guest bedroom on the second floor, followed by a parade of footmen bearing trunks, hatboxes, and even a tiny yellow canary in a round brass cage.

      When the gateman notified the house an hour later that their remaining guests had arrived, Anna put on a gracious smile as she joined her father in the solarium.

      “It would have been wonderful to have you to myself this visit,” Anna murmured under her breath as they stood side by side in front of the staff.

      “Too boring with just your old Da for company.” He smiled sideways as the great front door opened to admit their guests. “Dinna fash yerself, lassie—it will be fine.”

      Anna smiled. “If you say so, Papa.”

      Mr. Radclyfe entered first, followed by his friend. Anna choked when the man pulled off his hat and stepped forward. A tall, tawny blond, with a neat mustache and a rakish expression, he looked so much like Stuart Maxwell Gordon it took her breath away.

      Mr. Radclyfe shot her a concerned look, and she smiled quickly to cover her gaffe. Her father held out his hand to Robert. “Mr. Radclyfe, welcome to Longmeadow.”

      Mr. Radclyfe doffed his top hat and bowed. “May I introduce my good friend, James George Epperson, the Baron DeVille.”

      The men shook hands with her father, and then turned to her.

      “Gentlemen,” she said smoothly, having recovered her composure, “I echo my father’s gracious sentiments. Welcome to Longmeadow.”

      The men bowed in return. She had forgotten how tall Mr. Radclyfe was. He topped her father by a good three inches and his broad shoulders agreeably filled in his traveling suit.

      “Mrs. Ludley will show you to your rooms,” she said. “Aperitifs in the library at seven?”

      They nodded and she hurriedly took her leave. The Baron’s close resemblance to her former fiancé had shocked her badly. It was difficult enough to be worrying about her father’s health while entertaining guests—and now to be reminded of her failed engagement every time she looked at the Baron. How would she bear it?

      But she couldn’t think about it now. She still had to choose the china and silverware, write the place cards on thick vellum edged with gilt, and do the flowers.

      In the lower level flower room, Anna considered the pink roses and delicate white lilies heaped on the marble table. From the glass-lined cases against the wall she chose a silver epergne and assembled the roses and lilies asymmetrically, allowing a spike of the lilies to be the main focal point, with delicate ferns at the back and ivy trailing over the sides.

      “Lovely, Miss Anna,” said Mortimer, entering the room from the kitchens. “The table is finished. Would you care to see if all is arranged to your liking?”

      “Certainly, Mortimer. But if I know you, everything is perfect.”

      Mortimer inclined his head at the compliment. “Thank you, Miss.”

      The dining room lay at the opposite end of the mansion from the guest bedrooms. The immense walnut table which could seat seventy six guests when fully opened had had most of its leaves removed for the small dinner party of five. She had chosen an Old Crown Staffordshire pattern with green chinoiserie landscapes and twiggy handles, fitting for a country dinner on the estate.

      Anna clapped her hands as the French revolving clock in the solarium chimed six-thirty. “As I said, Mortimer, it’s perfect. Thank you. And now I need to get upstairs.”

      “Yes, Miss.”

      She ran up to her room, and paused on the threshold, out of breath.

      Winnie turned away from the wardrobe and tsked. “Now you know better than to run in the house, Miss Anna.”

      “I do, Winnie,” she gasped, holding her side, “but I’m going to be late if we don’t begin soon. But I absolutely must take my corset off.”

      “We don’t have time for that.”

      Anna made a face. “It’s pinching me like the dickens.”

      Mumbling under her breath about the lateness of the hour, Winnie obligingly came and undid the bodice of the day dress, helped her out of the skirt and petticoats, and then unlaced the corset.

      “Ohhh, that’s heavenly,” said Anna, as the restrictive garment fell away and she could take a deep restorative breath.

      “Don’t you be getting too happy, Miss Anna, you know you’re going to have to put it right back on.”

      Anna scowled at Winnie. “Don’t remind me.”

      “Come here. I’ll take your hair down and brush it good.”

      “Anything to delay putting that horrible thing back on.”

      Anna relaxed against it the padded bench as Winnie took the pins out of her hair, and let the long coils and braids down.

      Anna closed her eyes and let the hypnotic rhythm of the brush take over. “Mmm. Oh, Winnie, that’s wonderful. One of those pins stuck into my head all day and I was so busy, I never had the time to fix it.”

      “I guess I know you pretty well after all these years, Miss Anna. And I ‘spose you’re going to take me along with you when you get married, too.”

      “Humph.” Anna sniffed. “I don’t think that’s going to happen.”

      “They why are two handsome men in the house?” Winnie held her arms akimbo and glared at Anna in the mirror. “Surely they aren’t merely decorative?”

      Anna shook a finger at her maid. “Winnie, have you been spying?”

      Winnie smiled slyly. “I did stand upstairs and watch as the gentlemen came in.”

      “And what did you think of them?”

      “I liked the dark haired mannie.”

      “Why?”

      Winnie snorted and flapped her apron at Anna. “A blind man could see he only has eyes for you.”

      “Indeed.” Anna frowned. “Heavens,” she said, getting to her feet. “Look at the time.”
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      White tie and tails. Rob checked his appearance in the mirror.

      “You’re looking well, sir. Fits you like a glove.” His valet, Jackson, stood back to admire him, and then flicked one microscopic piece of dust off his lapel.  “Top notch, sir.”

      “Thank you, Jackson.” Rob hoped Miss MacDougall would think so. Could he persuade her to not to look at him like a fortune hunter? He had to try. None of the other American women he had met and considered held half the attraction for him than Miss MacDougall did.

      He left the bedroom and made his way down the Grand Staircase, admiring the marble busts in the wall niches and pausing to examine a tapestry over the hall table. The Medici coat of arms. Probably priceless. It would be wonderful to see Donalee restored to its previous grandeur like this amazing house.

      Off the solarium lay the library, filled with thousands of leather-bound books in glass-fronted bookcases. Carved wooden ribs ran along the vaulted ceiling and met at the center brass medallion in an elaborate crystal chandelier.

      Philip MacDougal stood near the fireplace in the necessary white tie and tails, but Miss MacDougall was nowhere to be seen. “She’ll be down in a wee moment,” he said.

      Was it that obvious? Rob cleared his throat. “Is that an elk over the fireplace, sir?”

      “Caribou.”

      Self-conscious, he examined collection of guns on the wall opposite the fireplace.

      “Antique Swiss wheel locks,” said Philip. “Do ye hunt?”

      “Of course. But I prefer fishing. Don’t tell anyone.” It wasn’t considered manly not to love hunting.

      “Aye.” A gleam sparkled in Philip’s eye. “I havena forgotten, lad. Ye brought your rods?”

      “Of course—” he started to say when Miss MacDougal swept into the room.

      “I’m sorry I’m late, Papa.” Then she caught sight of him and the initial look of pleased surprise transformed to a cool and watchful demeanor.

      “Good evening, Miss MacDougall,” he managed to say, surprised at the coolness of his own voice, and bowed.

      She was breathtaking in deep purple silk velvet, her neck and shoulders bare, the gown fashionably décolleté. Slim diamond straps adorned the bodice, and the fiery mass of her hair had been swept up in a heavy chignon. Amethysts and diamonds sparkled in the lamplight, in her hair, and at her wrists and throat.

      “Good evening, Mr. Radclyfe,” she said, and extended her arm, encased in long silk gloves.

      He kissed the back of her gloved hand, and then they stood there for an awkward moment.

      “Let’s have a sherry,” said Philip. He went to the silver tray near the fireplace and poured three small glasses. In the next moment, James and the other guest, a striking blonde, arrived and Philip MacDougall made the introductions.

      “Good evening, all.” Leonora Singer Marlborough, Countess of Dorset, radiated warmth in an evening dress of garnet-red satin, with rubies and diamonds as her jewels and an enormous feathered aigrette in her hair that threatened to take the eye out of anyone who stood too close.

      With the entrance of the countess and DeVille, conversation flowed and before long Mortimer appeared to announce dinner was served. Philip escorted the countess, DeVille escorted Miss MacDougall, and Robert followed.

      The dining room was a grand space in a Renaissance style, with full-length casement windows. A huge antique Oriental rug covered the floor, and Flemish tapestries hung on the walls between walnut panels, and the ceiling…he tilted his head back to take in the enormous painting of cherubim.

      “From Venice,” said MacDougall, noting his interest. “Seventeenth century.”

      “Amazing” Rob gestured to the chandelier overhead. “And you have electric lights throughout the house.”

      “Yes. I constructed a hydroelectric plant on the property before we built anythin’ else.”

      “I’d like to see it.”

      “Of course. Tomorrow? And then ye must plan a day to fish with me.”

      “Whenever you say, sir,” Rob said. MacDougall was affable, and easy to talk to. How could he convince Miss MacDougall’s father that he was a worthy suitor, despite his lack of money?

      At dinner, Rob couldn’t keep his gaze off Miss MacDougall, by far the loveliest ornament in the glittering room. The butler gave a nod to the footmen to serve the first course, which turned out to be a delightful lobster bisque.

      Mr. MacDougall cleared his throat. “Now, gentlemen,” he said, picking up his soup spoon, “I know ye’re accustomed to dinner conversation being restricted to polite observations of the weather, but at my table, ye have leave to discuss anythin’ of interest, as long as it’s not offensive to the ladies. Here at Longmeadow, it’s a much greater offense to be boring.”

      “Capital, Mr. MacDougall,” DeVille said.

      After the soup dishes had been removed, footmen brought in the salad course of celery and chestnuts and DeVille spoke up. “Mr. Radclyfe and I went to see ‘The Importance of Being Earnest’ at the Lyceum last week in the city.”

      Rob narrowed his eyes and shook his head slightly at DeVille, who ignored him.

      “Do tell us, Baron,” said the Countess, with a languid wave of her jeweled hand. “Do you recommend it?”

      “It depends,” said DeVille.

      “On what, sir?”

      “Your thoughts on marriage.” DeVille grinned mischievously. “Whether marriage is a pleasant or an unpleasant undertaking is debated throughout the play.”

      “It makes a mockery of marriage,” Rob retorted.

      “Indeed,” said DeVille, with a wicked grin. “Inform us of your thoughts on marriage, dear boy. Pleasant? Or Unpleasant?”

      Rob glared at his friend. And then the lights in the dining room flickered and went out, plunging the room into darkness.
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      “Oh!” exclaimed the countess.

      Only two candlesticks lighted the massive room now, revealing surprised faces in the tiny circle of light.

      Mr. MacDougall rose. “Dinna fash, it’s the hydro plant. I’ll go and see what’s wrong.”

      DeVille plucked a chestnut from his plate with a tiny silver fork. “Don’t you have a man to do that, sir?”

      “Aye, a man during the day but most of the time, there’s no need, it runs itself.”

      Rob stood, too. “May I go with you, Mr. MacDougall? Perhaps I may be of assistance.”

      MacDougall nodded, and patted his daughter’s hand. “I’ll be fine, lassie, with such a strong braw lad to help me. Come along then, Mr. Radclyfe.”

      “I’ll stay here and protect the ladies,” piped up James.

      “Aye, ye do that,” said MacDougall. “I’m off to find a hand torch.”

      Mortimer met them at the door, with two flashlights. Footmen had kerosene lamps already lit in the solarium as Rob and Mr. MacDougall exited the mansion. The moon hadn’t risen yet, and it was dark as pitch as they hurried to the power house a quarter mile south—a fieldstone building with a slate roof, a deep porch, and leaded glass windows.

      “There’s a battery room and a pump room,” said MacDougall as he unlocked the door. He set the kerosene lantern down. “Wait a moment.” He pulled a small vial from his waistcoat. “Just a precaution. All this excitement, ye ken.” He put the pill under his tongue and motioned to Rob to follow him. “Bring your light in here.” He opened another door and the smell of dampness and wet wood enveloped them like a cloud. In the yellowish light of the kerosene lanterns, the water wheel loomed large in the semidarkness.

      “How big is it?” Rob held his lantern high to scrutinize the huge wheel.

      “Eleven feet, “said MacDougall, “on a twenty-five foot head.”

      “Over-shot or under-shot?”

      MacDougall threw him a keen glance. “Under.” He arched a silver eyebrow. “It’s surprised I am, laddie, that ye ken the difference.”

      “We’ve a water wheel on the estate at home.” Rob shrugged off his frockcoat, and removed his tie. Rolling up his shirtsleeves, he approached the massive wheel. “Looks like the buckets are worn.” He tapped the nearest one. “Need to be replaced soon.”

      “Ye’ve a sharp eye.”

      Rob knelt by the side of the pool, strained his arm as far as it could go, and scooped up some standing water. “Here you go.” He held out his hand. “Sediment.” He rolled up his trouser legs and pulled off his shoes. “No help for it. I’ve got to go under. Hold the lantern close.”

      MacDougall scrutinized him. “No need for this tonight, lad. I’ll send for my pump man in the morning.”

      “What? Deprive James and the ladies of their hot baths? I wouldn’t think of it.” He hesitated a moment. “If the truth be known, sir, I’m far more comfortable fixing something and getting my hands dirty than trying to make witty conversation.”

      He slipped off his shirt, sat at the edge of the sluice and took a deep breath before he dove underneath the wheel. The icy water hit him like a thousand needles and he exhaled a hard stream of bubbles to the surface. MacDougall’s lantern light barely pierced the murky water, forcing him to use his hands to check the buckets at the bottom of the wheel. He resurfaced with a gasp, and refilled his lungs with oxygen.

      “I have to clean out the buckets,” he said, “do you have a bag or another pail to empty it into?”

      MacDougall smiled and fetched a stout bucket. Rob went down again, holding on to the wheel rim with one hand and scooping the detritus out with the other. With repeated returns to the surface for air, he cleaned the buckets one by one until the wheel lurched, and then lumbered forward, slowly at first, and then more rapidly. The wire-covered lights on the ceiling flickered back to life. By then his fingers and toes were numb, and a glacial finger of ice had settled between his temples

      “B-b-back in b-b-business, s-sir,” he said, after he rose to the surface the last time. “Whew! That water’s c-colder than an iceberg in the A-artic.”

      MacDougall hauled him out of the freezing water and covered him with the frockcoat as Rob’s teeth chattered. “Ye’re a fine braw laddie, that’s certain,” he shouted over the roar of the wheel and the splashing water. Well done.”

      “T-thank you, s-sir.”

      “You see a problem and tackle it like a man.”

      “G-glad to be of service, sir.”

      “Let’s go back. Can’t have ye freeze now, can I?”

      MacDougall supported him as they loped back to the house where light glowed warmly from every window. By the time they arrived, Rob was shaking so hard he couldn’t speak.

      “Oh my goodness,” shrilled the Countess, “what happened?”

      “Get a hot bath started and bring some tea immediately,” ordered MacDougall, and Mortimer went to see to it. “He’s near frozen solid.”

      DeVille and MacDougall lugged him upstairs and into his bathroom, where the tub was filling at full blast. Together with the valet, Jackson, the men stripped Rob of his wet clothing and got him into the tub. It was pure bliss to sink into the hot water and relax his cramped muscles.

      The tea arrived and MacDougall pressed the mug of tea into his hand. “Drink this, laddie,” he said, “twill warm ye. I’ve added a wee dram of whiskey. Then come to the library when you’re ready.”

      Rob laid his head back as steam swirled through the room and misted the mirrors. Although he’d barely been able to speak when he arrived at the house, he did remember seeing Miss MacDougall’s admiring look as he stumbled past her.

      His fingers had wrinkled by the time he got out of the bath and dressed in a fresh outfit. He came down to the library to find everyone waiting up for him.

      “Quite the stunt, Radclyfe,” DeVille said, jumping to his feet and clapping his hands.

      The Countess stood and curtsied. “You’re the hero of the hour, dear boy. I certainly couldn’t do without hot water.”

      MacDougall got up from his chair. “Take mine—it’s closer to the fire.”

      Rob waved his hands in protest. “I’m perfectly fine, thank you.” But at MacDougall’s insistence, he took the seat MacDougall had vacated.

      “Are you quite recovered, Mr. Radclyfe?” Miss MacDougall drew closer, and the scent of mimosa drifted to him.” “Papa told us what you did. So I must add my thanks to his.” The firelight touched off glimmers of gold in her red hair, and when she leaned toward him it was all he could do not to touch her lovely face.

      “Quite fine, tip top.” With you near, he wanted to say. “I love a midnight swim, don’t you?”
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      Anna woke before dawn to the robins singing outside her window and opened the French doors to breathe the jasmine-scented air.

      She wrapped herself in her dressing gown, found her Bible, and sat on the balcony to think and pray. The Bible fell open at Jeremiah, where the familiar well-read page had detached itself from the binding.

      “For I know the thoughts I think toward you, saith the LORD, thoughts of peace, and not of evil, to give you hope in your latter end.”

      “To give me hope,” Anna said. She bowed her head. Thank you, Lord, that You know the thoughts you think toward me, thoughts like the sand of the sea and the stars of the sky. So many I cannot count them. Please direct my path as I put my trust in You.

      The pale mist over the river vanished as she meditated on the verse. When a soft knock sounded at her door, Anna turned to find Nora peeking in. She tiptoed through the bedroom in a dressing gown, her hair in a thick braid down her back. “So you’re awake, too?” She had dark smudges under her eyes and a worried line between her eyebrows.

      Anna smiled. “I usually wake at this time, sleepyhead. What are you doing up?”

      “I couldn’t sleep.” She sat down and gave Anna a searching look.  “I’m worried about you, dear.” She pulled her braid over her shoulder and fiddled with the end of it. “I don’t want you to make the same mistake I did. I can see you’re warming to Radclyfe.” Nora dropped the braid and grasped Anna’s forearm hard. “You can’t believe anything he says.” She clutched Anna’s arm as if she could physically prevent her from falling in love with Mr. Radclyfe.

      Gently, Anna disentangled her arm. “Nora, the memory of what happened with Stuart is enough to stop me.”

      “What did happen? You never said.”

      Anna hesitated. A sick pang gnawed her insides whenever she reflected on the hurt and humiliation she had suffered at his hands. “Papa overhead him at the club, boasting he’d made the deal of the century and couldn’t wait to get control of the dowry.” She stopped, and cleared her throat. “Papa confronted him, and Stuart turned pale when he realized Papa had heard everything. He tried to talk his way out of it. But Papa told Stuart the engagement was off, and he was lucky he didn’t get challenged to a duel.”

      “Oh, my.”

      Anna nodded. “When Papa first voiced objections about Stuart I wouldn’t listen. I was over the moon in love.” She sighed. “I know now Papa was correct. And it’s ruined me.” She patted Nora’s hand. “So you see, my dear, you don’t have to worry. “I’ve been fooled and betrayed once. Never again.”

      Anna shut the bedroom door after Nora left and returned to the balcony. A robin lighted on the rail and gave Anna an inquisitive look. Anna sighed. “It’s true, isn’t it?” she said to the bird. “I am warming to him.” She shook her head and the robin flew off. “Dear Lord, help me.”
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      Rob woke late the next morning, and breakfasted alone after Mortimer informed him the Baron and the young ladies awaited him outside on the bluff. Bacon, eggs, and coffee swept away the last vestiges of exhaustion from his impromptu swim the previous evening.

      Miss MacDougall and the Countess sat in wicker chairs, holding sun parasols, while James lounged at their feet on a plaid blanket. The whistle of a steamship on the Hudson River below faintly echoed through the air as a warm breeze brushed his face. A beautiful morning to be alive. And to pursue Miss MacDougall.

      Miss MacDougall and the Countess turned in their chairs to greet them, both attired in summery white lace dresses. Rob took a chair between the ladies.

      Was it his imagination or had Miss MacDougall’s eyes brightened as she turned to greet him. “Have you quite recovered, Mr. Radclyfe?”

      “Splendidly, thank you. But I interrupted your conversation with DeVille. You were saying?”

      DeVille sat up. “I wondered what we could do for fun when there’s no need for a hero to rescue the day.” He gazed into Miss MacDougall’s face and playfully flung daisy petals into her lap, and Rob noted her fingers clenched white on her parasol handle.

      Then she tossed her head. “You may do anything you please. Tennis, croquet, cards. You can ride any horse you like from the stable.

      “Fresh air and sunshine then.” James looked disappointed. “What other bucolic delights await us at Longmeadow?”

      “Witty conversation. Erudite speech.” Miss MacDougall arched an eyebrow. “You’re quite fond of the latter, aren’t you, Baron?”

      DeVille sprang up with a mock look of dismay. “Did you hear that, Rob? I’ve been insulted.”

      Rob shook his head. “Miss MacDougall is an astute observer of human nature.”

      DeVille took a seat next to Nora. “And what do you think, Countess.”

      When DeVille smiled at the Countess, Miss MacDougall turned away, an odd look on her face. Rob frowned. Something about DeVille bothered her.

      Nora’s eyes sparkled. “Perhaps you should challenge her to a duel.

      “Excellent idea! What do you propose? Walking shoes or riding crop?”

      Miss MacDougall laughed. “You’re on your own there, Baron. I don’t ride.”

      That surprised Rob. “Why?”

      “I had a bad spill as a child and never wanted to ride after that. But the horses would welcome some hard exercise. Why don’t you go down to the coach house and choose a mount?”

      DeVille bowed to Nora. “May I escort you, Countess?”

      Nora nodded. “You may. Coming, Mr. Radclyfe?”

      He shook his head. “I’ll remain here, thank you.” He glanced at Miss MacDougall’s maid, reading a book and sitting close enough to chaperone but not quite near enough to hear their conversation. The blue peaks of the Catskill Mountains shimmered against the northeast horizon. The wind sang through the ancient pines, accompanied by the warbled melodies of the robins. He laced his fingers behind his head, stretched out his legs, and let out a long slow breath. It was so peaceful. It reminded him of Donalee, and a spasm of homesickness went through his gut.

      “You enjoy the country, Mr. Radclyfe?”

      Rob sat up and brushed pine needles off his coat. Now here alone with her, he couldn’t think what to say next. The silence grew as he frantically searched his brain and tried to decide how to press his suit.

      She examined him with the hint of an amused smile on her lips. “Would you like to see the gardens?”

      Perhaps it would be easier to have a conversation if he didn’t have to face her. So he stood, and offered his arm while she raised her parasol. He was acutely aware of her mimosa perfume and the touch of her fingers as they walked the paths of crushed gray stone, followed at a respectful distance by the maid. On the lowest level, a reflecting pool led to a shady pergola where a marble statue of Orpheus, the Greek god who could charm wild animals with his sweet singing voice, stood guard. If only some of that charm could rub off on me, Rob thought.

      “Shall we sit awhile?” Miss MacDougall gestured to a stone bench built into the brick wall, underneath an arch covered with purple wisteria.

      “Of course.”

      Other stone benches had been built into the walls and under the trees, perfect for viewing the garden at all its levels. Miss MacDougall closed her parasol and looked at him expectantly. Her maid took a seat not far away and buried her nose in her book, which reminded him he’d been keeping the copy of Dorian Gray in his pocket for the last few days, trying to find the right time to give it back to her.

      He pulled it from his frock coat and laid it in her lap.

      Her face flushed pink. “I hope you don’t mean to needle me about this again.”

      “No. But I’d like to discuss it.” He glanced at her with a tiny smile.

      She gritted her teeth and Rob held up his hands. “May I try to explain?”

      She gave him a short tight nod.

      He leaned toward her. “Most English girls I’ve known would never be interested in such a novel, nor any of the American girls to whom I’ve been introduced.” He sat back. “It tells me you have curiosity, Miss MacDougall, and an interest in the world around you that extends beyond the confines of the ballroom and the boudoir.”

      She sniffed. “Indeed, you’re rather peculiar yourself, Mr. Radclyfe. Because no ordinary young man would dare to use the word ‘boudoir’ to a young lady.”

      His mouth fell open as his cheeks flushed bright red. “I…I didn’t mean—”

      She waved her hand. “Quite all right. It’s marvelous to know I can disconcert you as easily as you can me.”

      His shoulders relaxed, and he smiled tentatively. “Then may we continue our discussion?”

      She smiled for the first time during their exchange. “Yes.”

      He crossed his arms and glanced at her skirt, where the outline of a book clearly showed in a pocket. “What are you reading now?”

      She smiled faintly and pulled the book out.

      “Frankenstein.” He blinked, and then shook his head. “My word. You’re a Pandora’s Box of surprises. How do you like it?”

      “I’ve almost finished. One chapter to go.” She sighed. “I know how it’s going to end, though. Sadly.”

      “You feel for the monster?”

      “Didn’t you? He isn’t much different from a child rejected by his own father, and then society. And then after the creature experiences pain and suffering, he turns bitter and murderous.”

      “Do you think he was evil?”

      She considered his question. “His evil had a focus. Vengeance against Dr. Frankenstein.” She replaced the book in her pocket. “I blame his maker, the good doctor—who wasn’t so good after all. Creation of life belongs to God the Father.”

      “I agree. And not everyone who is rejected by his father turns evil.”

      Anna studied him. “Are you thinking of your own father?”

      Mr. Radclyfe grimaced. “You’re very perceptive, Miss MacDougall. I’ve had few conversations of significance with my father in my entire adult life. He’s rather a cold man.”

      “I’m sorry for that.” She smiled ruefully. “I’m fortunate to have such a loving father. Not everyone does.”

      Rob shook his head. “I’ve spent my life trying to please him. In hopes of gaining his approval.”

      “And that’s why you’re here in America.” She regarded him thoughtfully, her head tipped to the side.

      The spring sunshine had brought out tiny freckles on her nose and cheeks, and she was so lovely he could sit and gaze at her forever. He hoped she was developing a view of him as a dutiful son rather than a fortune hunter.

      “I find it odd, Mr. Radclyfe, that you haven’t been able to find the right woman the entire season.” She blushed then. “What I mean to say is…” She hesitated. “I know there are many willing young women who desire what you can offer: a title.”

      He might as well come right out and say it. “My search has been difficult because I have one firm stipulation my father knows nothing of.”

      Her eyes narrowed, and then curiosity got the best of her. “And what is that?”

      He smiled, leaned toward her, and gazed into her beautiful green eyes. “I must be deeply in love with the woman I marry, Miss Radclyfe. Above all else, that is most important to me.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      Robert rose at four, dressed quickly, and packed his waders and gaiters into the wicker gear box with his tray of flies. His rods were already downstairs. Normally the prospect of fishing in beautiful new country gave him a sense of great expectation but his gut clenched every time he thought of having a private discussion with Philip MacDougall.

      Rob left his bedroom to find MacDougall waiting in the darkened solarium. “Ready, lad?”

      “Yes, sir.” He picked up his rod case and followed MacDougall outside. A light one-horse gig waited on the drive, with no servants in sight.

      “Climb in, lad,” MacDougall said as he plucked the whip from its stand. “Just the two of us. We can dispense with all the folderol and get right down to it.”

      Rob blinked. Was MacDougall speaking about fishing or…other things? The older man remained silent as the gig exited the gates of the estate, traversed the sleeping village, and turned onto a dirt trail into the forest. Rob decided to say nothing, enjoy the drive, and take his cues from his host. As squirrels skittered in the trees overhead , Rob relaxed, and the peace of the dawn washed over him like a healing balm. This was the first time since his arrival in America he had been out in deep country.

      “I hope that’s a sigh of contentment.” MacDougall gave him a sideways glance.

      “Yes. Very much so. I forget how much I miss being in the forest until I’m there again.”

      MacDougall nodded and turned the gig off the dirt path down a trail wreathed by clinging vines. He let the mare walk slowly, urging her on with his voice until they arrived at a small clearing. MacDougall sprang out of the gig and tied the horse to a tree, leaving her a bag of oats.

      “It’s a wee bit from here.” He pointed to a faint trail that led off into the green darkness. Somewhere to their left, a stream rushed pell-mell downhill. But MacDougall led him away from the brook, their footsteps muted on an animal trail thick with leaf loam. Rob frowned, as MacDougall had to stop several times to rest and catch his breath.

      “Sir? Are you unwell?”

      MacDougall gasped and fumbled inside his pocket for a tiny vial. Quickly, he slipped the pill under his tongue and bent over, waiting. His agonized breathing eased a moment later, and he straightened. “Right as rain now, laddie.”

      “Perhaps we should go back.” If MacDougall had a heart attack out here, Rob wouldn’t be able to get help quickly.

      MacDougall snorted. “And miss our day to fish? Nay.”

      He gestured to Rob to follow him down the trail until it widened and a pool of water ringed by moss-covered rocks opened up before them. White violets poked their heads up among the stones and at the far end of the pool, a surging freshet emerged from a rock wall to tumble merrily into the pool. A fairy place, tucked away among the rocks.

      MacDougall put his hand on Rob’s arm, and pointed to a doe and two tiny fawns drinking at the water’s edge. The doe’s ears flicked, and with one bound the trio disappeared into the ancient oaks surrounding the dappled glen.

      “It looks shallow, lad,” MacDougall whispered, “but there’s many a deep place where the trout like to hide.”

      Rob nodded and readied his rod. Quiet water worked best to fly fish, so this was the perfect time to demonstrate the use of the “new-fangled” lure to MacDougall. But he didn’t announce his intention, having already surmised that words didn’t mean much to MacDougall. So he hooked his fly, threw his line forward, back, and forward again as the line spun out in an elegant arc and dropped onto the surface of the pool without a ripple. A moment later there was a splash as a fish took the fly with a mighty tug on the line, and before he could say ‘Jack Robinson’, a fine fat brook trout squirmed on the bank.

      MacDougall stared at the fish and then looked up at Rob, a wry grin on his rugged face. “And that would be the dry fly, laddie, I’m thinking, no?”

      Rob laughed, and attached a fly made with the striped under-feathers of a rooster. He cast again, a wide beautiful arc that allowed the line to settle delicately on the water. A moment later the second plump trout joined the first. “Dinner,” said Rob. Unfortunately, it wouldn’t be this easy to persuade MacDougall of his other talents. Or Miss MacDougall.

      MacDougall laughed. “Ye’ve sold me, laddie. Show me how it’s done, then.”

      A few hours later after MacDougall had mastered the art of the dry fly quite well for a beginner, they had two bags full of trout.

      The day had grown warm, as they sat on the bank and tucked into lunch: roast beef sandwiches with horseradish, lemonade and apple tarts.

      “This is beautiful country, Mr. MacDougall,” Rob said, between bites of roast beef.

      “Aye. Almost as fair as Scotland.”

      “Do you miss it? Scotland?”

      MacDougall nodded, his gaze fixed on the blue mountains in the distance. “Aye. In some places it’s verra like it. But I made my choice long ago and America is my home now. And what about ye? Are ye missin’ your home?”

      Rob set his sandwich down. “No, I’m quite enjoying my stay here. For more reasons than one.”

      MacDougall smiled. “I can see my daughter has captivated ye.”

      “Yes.” No use hiding it. He was like a stone pulled to earth by gravity as soon as she walked into the room.

      “I understand your family is in a bit of a difficulty with the estate.”

      “Yes, sir. Most the grand estates and manors in England are trying to find ways to survive. With the industrial changes and the rise of the railroads, all the young men and women are flocking to the cities to find work. This is the first time in almost five hundred years that Donalee is no longer self supporting.”

      MacDougall nodded. “And so America has come to the rescue. With its wealthy heiresses and their mamas, all wanting a title in the family. The one thing money can’t buy.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Your parents. Are they happily married?”

      Rob fidgeted with the remains of his sandwich. MacDougall was all business now and Rob couldn’t wiggle off the hook. “No, sir. They live apart.”

      “And what do ye think of that?”

      “I’m sad for them.”

      “Indeed. I’ve been married twice, myself. I thought my first wife loved me but she loved my fortune more.”

      Rob squirmed in his seat. This was too close to home. What was MacDougall driving at, anyway? “I feel awkward, sir, discussing this with you, as you are plainly aware of my family’s financial difficulties and my need to…” He couldn’t quite bring himself to say it.

      “You need a substantial dowry from your bride when you do marry.”

      Rob swallowed. That was plain spoken. And blunt. “Yes, sir.”

      “I appreciate your honesty. I know all of Anna’s suitors have wanted or needed her dowry. But I’m looking for the man who wants my bonnie Anna for herself.”

      Rob nearly lost his perch on the rock. MacDougall had given him the perfect entré into the discussion.

      “Then I may as well be bold and come right out with it, sir.” He put his sandwich down and faced MacDougall. “I’m falling in love with your daughter.”

      “Have ye quite recovered from your dunking a few nights ago?”

      So MacDougall wasn’t going to give him a straight answer. “Yes, sir, quite recovered.”

      “Ye impressed me, Mr. Radclyfe. And that’s a verra hard thing to do, mind.”

      “Yes, sir,” said Rob, wondering where the conversation was headed.

      “Ye’ve a mind inclined to mechanical things then.” It was a statement, not a question.

      “I studied mechanical engineering at university, sir. Thought it would come in handy on the estate.”

      “So ye’re not a gentleman of leisure?”

      “Far from it.”

      MacDougall sat back. “I’ll share a wee secret with ye, Mr. Radclyfe. Anna suffered a severe disappointment a few years ago, at the hands of an unscrupulous fortune hunter.”

      Rob winced at the description. “Sir, I—“

      “Let me finish.”  MacDougall lowered his chin and examined Rob intently. “I have no quarrel with your need for money to restore your family’s estate. You’ve a responsibility to your father, as his son and heir, to marry well. I would expect no less from my own son, if I had one.” He sipped his lemonade. “Anna has decided she can never marry. She doesn’t think it’s possible in her situation to know for certain a man loves her for herself and not her money.”

      MacDougall smiled wryly. “That’s your challenge, laddie. You’re going to have to prove to Anna you do.”
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      Rob went for a long walk after he and MacDougall arrived back at the mansion. Miss MacDougall, the Countess, and DeVille had gone into the city to see a play and would return late. MacDougall had a business appointment in the village. Rob had the rest of the day to mull over MacDougall’s revelation regarding his daughter.

      He had to make something happen soon. Another acrimonious letter from the Earl had arrived, demanding to know what was happening and what if any progress Rob had made in finding a wealthy bride. He couldn’t very well tell his father he’d found the right girl but she had no intention of marrying. The Earl had been pleased that Rob hadn’t put up any fuss about finding an American bride. Indeed, Rob had been happy to do it, thinking it would please the Earl. But the Earl, plainly, wasn’t pleased at the moment.

      But MacDougall had clearly given him permission to pursue Anna. Tomorrow he would see MacDougall and make it official.
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      Rob awakened early as usual the next morning, dressed quickly, and came downstairs to find the maids still dusting the first-floor rooms. He straightened his lapels, took a deep breath, and knocked on the library door.

      “Come in.”

      MacDougall didn’t look surprised to see him, but chuckled and waved him to a leather chair near his desk.

      “Sit down, Mr. Radclyfe. It’s early for ye, isn’t it?”

      “No, sir. At home I’m up before dawn, as a regular thing. The early bird gets the worm, and all that.”

      “Good lad. I like to see industry in a man. And what can I be doin’ for ye this fine morning, Mr. Radclyfe?”

      “I’m here to ask for your official permission to marry Miss MacDougall.”

      MacDougall pursed his lips, leaned back in his chair, and laced his fingers together, never taking his gaze off Robert. “Granted.”

      Rob exhaled, and his shoulders relaxed. “Thank you, sir.”

      “Don’t be thankin’ me until she agrees. Ye’ve got a wee bit o’ work ahead of ye, to persuade the lassie you love her.”

      MacDougall opened a drawer and extracted a sheaf of papers. “Here’s the marriage contract you’ll be signing, if she’ll have ye. Take all the time ye need. I’ll be back in a bit.”

      Rob moved to a chair closer to the small fire burning cheerily in the grate. Most of the legal verbiage of the marriage contract seemed to be straightforward. Anna’s dowry would be deposited into the Bank of England the day after the marriage.

      Then the last paragraph caught his eye. ‘The bride, Anna MacDougall, shall stay in the

      United States after the wedding, until the time of her father’s death, and after that, as long as she desires. The decision to live in England with her husband shall be made by the bride alone. Any coercion by the groom, or the groom’s family, shall result in the annulment of the contract and the immediate return of the bride’s dowry. The money inherited from her father’s estate shall be wholly hers and under her control.’

      Rob gasped. Surely this must be a joke. He threw the papers down as Philip MacDougall returned to the study. He gave Rob a sharp glance. “I see ye’ve reached the last page of the contract.”

      “I have indeed.” Rob shook his head. “You can’t be serious, Mr. MacDougall. This would make a stuffed bird laugh.”

      MacDougall smiled. “But I am. Completely serious.”

      “This is impossible. I must return to England with my bride.”

      “Her dowry can go. But you and Anna must remain.”

      “My father will not agree to this.”

      MacDougall shrugged. “Then there is nothing more to discuss.”

      Rob rubbed a hand through his hair, trying to think. What had he gotten himself into? He sank into a chair and caught movement outside the library window. Miss MacDougall cavorted outside with a wolfhound puppy, teasing him with a streamer on a stick. She hadn’t yet put her hair up for the day, and the curly mass of waves and ringlets streamed to her waist, turned to fire and gold by the morning sun.

      MacDougall followed his gaze. “As you know, she doesn’t particularly care to be married. So if ye canna agree to the stipulations in the contract, it might be best to return to New York.”

      Rob snorted, his gaze still fixed on Anna. “And find another heiress to wed?”

      MacDougall nodded. “Aye. Unless ye’re up to the challenge.”

      Rob pressed his lips together, trying to remain calm. “My father will never agree to this.”

      “Then I am sorry. For I believe ye’re the man for her, laddie.”

      Rob turned away from the window then. “Why?”

      MacDougall gave him a shrewd look. “She needs a gentle hand tempered by strength. One that won’t crush her spirit. And kindness.”

      Rob sighed. “I don’t want anyone else.”

      “I know.” MacDougall smiled. “An open book, ye are. But I’m glad of it.”

      Then his smile disappeared, and he sank onto the sofa, gasping and clutching his chest.

      Rob went to him immediately. “What is it, sir? Can I help?”

      MacDougall fumbled inside his frockcoat. “Pills….in here,” he gasped as he clutched his chest and groaned. Rob quickly found the small brown bottle labeled ‘Nitroglycerin’. He uncorked the bottle and shook out a tiny yellow tablet. “Here, sir.”

      MacDougall groaned again and opened his mouth. “Un—under…tongue,” he gasped. Quickly Rob took hold of his chin and wormed the pill under MacDougall’s tongue. Then he ran to the bell pull and jerked it hard. Returning to MacDougall, Rob loosened the man’s cravat and unbuttoned the top of his shirt, praying desperately under his breath. MacDougall had broken out in a clammy sweat, and his lips were blue. Rob grabbed the pill bottle and crammed another tablet under MacDougall’s tongue.

      Mortimer appeared then.

      “Send for the village physician immediately,” Rob said.

      But MacDougall gripped his arm. “No…wait.” He swallowed. “It’s easing.” His body uncurled and his breathing normalized. His face lost its ghastly pallor. Rob whipped out his handkerchief and mopped MacDougall’s forehead.

      Mortimer addressed Rob. “What would you have me do, sir?”

      MacDougall gave an infinitesimal shake of his head in Rob’s direction.

      Rob shook his head. “Nothing, Mortimer. Not a word to the other servants. Close the doors.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The butler withdrew. MacDougall smiled faintly. “Ye read my mind.”

      “No need to upset Miss MacDougall?”

      MacDougall nodded.

      “Does she know?”

      “I’ve tried to prepare her. But no child wants to consider the prospect of their parent’s death. They think it’s morbid to speak of it, ye ken. But sometimes there’s things that need to be said.”

      MacDougall put his feet up on the couch and stretched out, crossing his arms on his chest and closing his eyes. “She took it verra hard when her mother died suddenly. My death will cause her great pain.” He opened one eye and stared hard at Rob. “That’s why she’s going to be needin’ ye, lad.”
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      Anna had a few precious hours to herself, as Mr. Radclyfe, the Countess, and the Baron had taken the horses out and wouldn’t be back until late afternoon. She didn’t know what to make of Mr. Radclyfe anymore. When he had first arrived, she’d expected an onslaught of wheedling speech as he pressed his suit and strove to assure her he possessed the fine qualities that made him a worthy match for her and her millions. But so far he hadn’t fit any of her expectations. Certainly not after shucking his evening clothes and diving into cold dark water to fix the water wheel. The Baron DeVille would have done no such thing. She contrasted the image of the dapper and vain blond Baron with the man who returned to the house soaking wet. Underneath his frockcoat, a glimpse of his broad chest and shoulders had sent a shiver through her.

      And then his declaration in the garden. She had tried hard not to think about it, about his need to love the woman he married. But she hadn’t been successful, and her heart quivered every time she remembered Mr. Radclyfe’s handsome intent face.

      She needed something to distract her and she popped into the library to find her father sorting through papers on his desk. “Papa, I’ve asked Mortimer to serve tea in the garden. I thought you might enjoy that?”

      “Aye, lassie, I would.

      They walked arm in arm to the tea table under the old blooming crabapple. Then her father finished his tea and set his cup down. “Now then, I’ve somethin’ to say.”

      “Yes, Papa?”

      “I want to see you married proper before I die.”

      Anna took a deep breath and held her tongue.

      “I need to know you’re settled, lassie.”

      She nodded.

      “And I’ve chosen the man for ye.”

      Oh, no. “Papa—“

      He held his hands up. “Let me finish, Anna.” He smiled, and she saw wrinkles engraved on his dear face she’d never noticed before. “I’ve thought and prayed hard on it. Ye must trust me now.”

      Anna pressed her lips together, as her heart jumped in her chest.

      “Robert Radclyfe is intelligent, steady, and loves God. I believe you would come to care for him. As he cares for you.”

      “How can you know he cares for me? You’ve known him for ten days.”

      Her father cocked his head to one side. “I’m a verra good judge of character, lassie. Don’t forget—I’ve dealt with all sorts of men in my business dealings. And Robert Radclyfe is genuine.”

      Anna paced in front of her father, her agitated skirts sending a flurry of rose petals into the air. Two weeks ago she would have absolutely refused but now she didn’t know what she felt. “You know he only wants my dowry. And my inheritance.” But even as she said this, she secretly hoped it wasn’t true.

      “And he shall have it. But he also wants you, Anna, I am verra sure.”

      She sank to her knees in front of her father. “I want to please you, Papa. I do. But—” She shook her head as the face of Stuart Maxwell Gordon rose up. Could she take the risk again?

      “He’ll be a good match for your headstrong ways, lassie. The anchor to your spirit. And there’s one more thing.”

      “Yes?”

      “I have a stipulation. He’s not to take you back to England. The dowry can go, but you must remain here. And he with you, if he truly cares for you. Until such a time in the future, after I’m gone, and then only if you wish to go.”

      Then she would never find herself in a position like Nora. Would that be enough?

      “Come here, lassie.” She took his hand and sat down, pressing her cheek against his shoulder. “Ye’ll be a wealthy woman in your own right, lassie. It will be your decision to follow him to England. Your choice.”

      “He won’t agree, Papa. Every American heiress who’s married an English lord has gone to live in England. Jennie Jerome, Mary Leiter, Consuelo Vanderbilt.”

      “Aye.” He smiled. “It will have to be for love.”

      Robert Radclyfe would never agree to such an outlandish stipulation. Or would he?

      She sniffed. “Then we will see, won’t we, Papa?”

      “Och, lassie,” he said with a smile, “that we will.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Now she had a hard time resisting his infectious smile, despite Nora’s dark looks behind his back. She’d awakened the last few mornings with a sense of expectation. Now the four were picnicking near the north cliff overlook, with Winnie sitting chaperone for Anna a short distance away. While Nora and the Baron had a lively conversation regarding the merits of singing birds, Anna leaned toward Mr. Radclyfe. “Did you enjoy your fishing trip with my father?”

      “We had a grand time,” he said.

      “Where did he take you?”

      “About an hour from here, deep in the forest.”

      Anna sat up straighter. “Indeed. Can you describe it to me?”

      “To use your father’s own words: ‘It’s a verra bonnie place.’ A woodland pool, ringed by tottering old oaks and carpeted with moss.”

      “The fairy glen. Hmmm.”

      “Why, yes, Miss MacDougall.” He tipped his head to one side and studied her. “Why? Does it hold some special significance?”

      She smiled faintly. “It was our own private place no one else knew of. When I was growing up. I used to hunt for fairies under the acorn caps, and once I thought I saw one sitting on a cushion of moss. My father had Tiffany’s create a dragonfly fairy pendant for me, to remind me of our fairy glen.”

      Mr. Radclyfe nodded. “You wore it the night of the Met ball. I understand why you thought you could find fairies there. It’s a precious, magical place. Enchanted.”

      “Funny you should feel the same way.”

      “Yes.” He started to say something, and then stopped.

      “Go on,” said Anna.

      He smiled shyly. “I thought perhaps we could visit it together. With your chaperone, of course,” he added hastily.

      “Perhaps.”

      He drew a brown paper parcel from his pocket. “I went into the village yesterday to cable my father. I browsed the bookstore and found this for you.”

      She pulled the brown paper the parcel and laughed. “‘The Monster and Other Stories, by Stephen Crane,’” she read aloud.

      “It’s a different monster than Frankenstein,” he said. “But I thought you might enjoy it.”

      “Thank you,” she said, touched. “You’re rather a different suitor yourself.” She smiled at him, “No candy, no flowers, just books with monsters.”

      ‘Hmm.” He cocked his head to side. “You’re considering me a suitor now? That’s a step in the right direction then.”

      She blushed at the eager look in his eyes, speechless for the moment, when fortunately

      Mortimer approached, bearing a silver salver.

      He stopped before Mr. Radclyfe. “A telegram for you, sir.”

      Mr. Radclyfe stood and walked a few steps away as he ripped it open. His dark brows slanted together in a frown. His lips pressed together in a grim line as he crushed the paper in his fist. Abruptly he stalked toward the cliff walk.

      “Radclyfe,” called Baron DeVille, “where are you going? Is it bad news?”

      Radclyfe shook his head and hastened away.

      DeVille shrugged, and cut himself a cluster of purple grapes with a pair of tiny scissors. “These are delicious.”

      “Shouldn’t you go after him?”  Anna asked.

      The Baron popped a grape into his mouth. “I think he wants to be alone.”

      Anna stood, and Nora put a restraining hand on her arm. “Don’t, Anna. It’s none of your business, is it?”

      Nora was correct. It wasn’t her business, and besides, why should she care? But as Radclyfe read the telegram, she had noted the sure evidence of pain in his face before anger had overtaken him, and though she could barely admit it, she did care.

      Anna shook off Nora’s hand, and hurried after Mr. Radclyfe. His tall figure had already disappeared down the slender gravel path to the outlook, the northernmost part of the estate with a brilliant view of the Catskills and the river below. Before the path widened into the outlook, Anna stopped and motioned Winnie to stay.

      He sat on the bench, his forearms resting on his thighs, staring out at the vista, and he didn’t turn at her step on the stony gravel. She came around the bench, sat down a few feet from him, and remained quiet. Hawks circled lazily in the air currents high above the river, dotted with ships and sailboats.

      “It’s odd,” Mr. Radclyfe said, turning toward her on the bench.

      “What is?” Her pulse quickened under his intent gaze.

      He smiled faintly and contemplated the river. “How when I’m with you, I’ve stopped feeling the need to fill the silence.”

      She nodded. “I know.” It was true. “I—” she hesitated. “I feel the same.” She swallowed hard. “And I have never felt the way with anyone else but my father.”

      “That comforts my heart.”

      “May I ask why you need comfort, Mr. Radclyfe? Did you receive some unwelcome news?”

      “Yes.” He sighed. “I suppose I should come out and say it. I’ve asked your father for your hand in marriage. And I think you must know of his stipulation?” He gave her a questioning glance.

      “Yes.”

      “I didn’t believe my father would countenance such a demand.” He scoffed. “And I was correct. He has ordered me to return immediately to New York. Or he will disinherit me.”

      Oh no. A sense of loss pierced her, taking her breath away. “What…what will you do?”

      He crossed his arms over his chest and gazed out at the river. “I don’t know. But I must decide soon.”

      He turned to her and sighed. “What a pair we are. Your father wants you to marry and you don’t care to. I must marry to keep my family home from perishing. Society has expectations for each of us.”

      “I hadn’t thought about what it must be like for you.” She pictured him as having his choice of heiresses. “But I’d like to ask you a question.”

      “Ask away.”

      “Why do you want to marry me? Aside from the obvious, I mean.”

      He didn’t seem the least bit surprised or taken aback by her question, but instead shifted his weight back and crossed his arms on his chest. “Perhaps it’s that you were the only redhead at the ball in apple-green silk.” He cocked his head to the side, and smiled.

      She steeled herself not to respond to the way his smile lit up his face. “I’m serious, Mr. Radclyfe.”

      “The freckles,” he said, nodding decisively.

      “Pardon me?” She couldn’t keep the frost out of her voice. Was he being deliberately obtuse?

      “Your freckles.” He leaned closer and raised his hand as if to touch her face, then apparently thought better of it and let his hand drop into his lap. “Now that you’ve been out in the sun, the most delicate freckles have appeared all over your face.”

      Anna tightened her lips and stood. “Since you’re not interested in a serious discussion, Mr. Radclyfe, I will take my leave.”

      “Wait.” He got to his feet. “”Forgive me. I was trying to be charming. I see I should leave that to DeVille.” He gestured to the bench. “Please.”

      She sat down, her back stiff as she perched on the edge of the seat.

      He sighed. “Now you look ready to make your way of escape.”

      She tossed her head. “I would think you’d welcome a sincere discussion of marriage, since you’ve made it plain you want to marry me.”

      “I would.”

      “Then answer my original question.”

      “Gladly. I think you’re an interesting and unusual young lady.”

      “There must be other heiresses out there. Girls who actually want to be married.”

      Rob smiled. “Oh, there are. To be sure.”

      Anna’s spine stiffened. “So you’ve considered others?”

      “I don’t think it’s in my own best interests to answer that question.”

      “Who?”

      “Now, now, Miss MacDougall.” He held up his hands, pretending to ward her off. “It would exhibit extremely poor breeding if I were to—” he paused delicately—“reveal courting secrets.”

      “Very well. Then tell me something about your home.”

      “Gladly.” He stretched his legs out and relaxed. “It’s a magical place, Donalee. In southeastern England, where the breezes are soft and fair. It’s built on a gift of land from King Henry in 1412, for service to the crown. Though crumbling into decay now.”

      “Do you have siblings?”

      “Two younger brothers. One in the British Army—Ned. And William, at Oxford, studying for the ministry.” He snorted. “My brother Ned should have been born first. He would love to be my father’s heir. ‘To the manor born’, as they say.”

      “Is he jealous of you?”

      “Oh, very. But we don’t see each other very often. Father arranges that.”

      She digested this piece of information. How terrible.

      “And your mother?”

      “An aristocratic lady of noble lineage and very proud of it.”

      “Any your parents…have they a happy marriage?”

      “I suppose it depends on the definition of happy. They respect each other. My mother bore my father three sons. But their paths seldom cross now. My mother lives in London, while my father stays on the estate.”

      Similar to Nora’s unhappy situation, closeted away on the moors while her husband amused himself elsewhere. “Perhaps most marriages are destined to be so.”

      “No!” Mr. Radclyfe sprang to his feet. “I refuse to believe that. And you must not fall prey to that pernicious idea, either, Miss MacDougall. I believe with all my heart it can be different. When I marry”— he fixed her with an intent look that stabbed through her—“though I must marry for money, in the end it must be for love.” He clenched his jaw. “I need you to understand that.”

      Anna’s head reeled. She hadn’t expected such blunt honesty from Mr. Radclyfe. Awkwardly, she stood up, avoiding his gaze. “I must go.”

      “Have I frightened you? You didn’t realize I could be so passionate?”

      Her eyes widened at his use of that word.

      “Tell me,” he begged. “Let us at least have honesty, if nothing else.” He motioned to the bench. “Please, don’t go.”

      What a queer turn this afternoon had taken. A benign picnic on the lawn had transformed into this, this – what were they doing? But she sat down anyway. New thoughts tumbled through her brain like water surging through a flooded creek.

      “What are you thinking?” He leaned toward her. “Tell me.”

      She inhaled and then breathed out slowly. “This conversation, it isn’t appropriate.” She paused. “Young women and their suitors don’t generally discuss—” she hesitated, groping for words.

      “What they want out of a marriage. Is that it?”

      She opened and closed her mouth several times, then settled for nodding her head.

      “I know it isn’t conventional. But it’s our lives we’re speaking of. Our lives which other people are making plans for. Isn’t that true?”

      She found her voice. “Yes. I haven’t considered what it must be like to have to find a rich wife because your father orders it. And expects it.”

      He nodded.

      “However, a man may come and go as he pleases whereas a young woman must first obey her father and then her husband. Her only business is to marry well. And produce sons.”

      “And I can see you resent this. But Miss MacDougal, can’t you see I have expectations placed on me?”

      “I can. But perhaps you should release them.”

      He lowered his head and frowned. “It that what you have done? Released your expectations?”

      Anna hesitated. “I don’t know anymore.”

      Mr. Radclyfe came and sat next to her. “Your father told me…of your difficult experience a few years ago.”

      Anna gasped. “He wouldn’t!”

      “He wanted me to know what I was up against. And all I can say is I am so sorry that happened to you.” His fingers twitched in his lap. “Miss MacDougall, I know wealth doesn’t guarantee happiness.”

      Anna thought of Nora. “No.”

      Mr. Radclyfe pressed on. “I’ve seen it in my own family. Although my family’s income is much reduced now, I remember when the estate was fruitful. But my mother was never happy.”

      “But you have more choices than I.”

      He shook his head violently. “No, Miss MacDougall!” He scraped a hand over his face and stood, his shoulders sagging. “How can I make you see?” He clenched his fists at his side, his body shaking with emotion. “The only choice I have is whether or not to love the woman I marry. Now good afternoon.”
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      Mr. Radclyfe disappeared into the shrubbery lining the path. Anna’s mouth still hung open and she shut it abruptly. She got to her feet to run after him but her heart beat so erratically she felt nauseous. What would she say anyway?

      She gathered her skirts in one hand and descended the stairs to the river bank. Many of the stairs cut from the rock were worn and crumbling but the handrail her father had installed a few years ago made it safer. As a little girl, she had spent hours here, looking for fossils and arrowheads. Pine trees grew along the bank, bent and stunted by the continual wind along the river. She climbed onto a big rock, heedless of her dress. And then she prayed. Bowed her head and acknowledged her heavenly Father as Lord of her life. She didn’t know what to do but He did. She made the conscious decision to trust Him and allow Him to lead her.

      Her heart lightened, she hurried to the house. Mr. Radclyfe had disappeared. She laughed at herself, realizing she was looking for him. How the tables had turned. He wasn’t anywhere in the house either, because she checked the library and the drawing room. Mortimer stood at the door of the great dining room, as footmen carried out the walnut table in pieces, followed by the heavy upholstered chairs. The Oriental rug had already been rolled up. She’d completely forgotten a ball had been planned for tonight. Two days ago she had reviewed the supper menu with Mrs. Ludley, chosen the dinnerware pattern, and the silver service. Perhaps at the ball tonight she could let Mr. Radclyfe know that she wasn’t nearly as unwilling as he thought.
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      Robert dressed for the ball in the requisite white tie and tails. After leaving Miss MacDougall a very long walk at a rapid pace had dissipated his anger and frustration, and he arrived at the house just in time to freshen up and change.

      He should never have lost his temper with her. Ungentlemanly, to say the least. Tomorrow he would take his leave and return to the city, although he didn’t have the heart for it. Miss MacDougall had his heart.

      He glanced into the mirror. Perhaps he should send his regrets. Plead some indisposition. Then he thought of Philip MacDougall. The irascible Scot wouldn’t go gently, like a dog with his tail between his legs. The old man would fight for what he wanted. Rob nodded.

      So would he.
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      Rob received his first shock of the evening when he caught a glimpse of Miss MacDougall. In apple-green silk. She took his breath away all over again. It was difficult not to stare, even when DeVille jabbed an elbow into his ribs.

      “Leave off, Radclyfe, she isn’t something to eat,” he whispered.

      Rob hastily rearranged his face but not until he caught Philip MacDougall grinning at him.

      When the guests had been properly received, Mr. MacDougall opened the dancing with Miss MacDougall. At an informal country ball the ladies did not have cards to fill. As soon as Miss MacDougall and her father finished their dance, several young men immediately besieged her for the next one. He decided to keep his distance and see what happened. He asked the Countess to dance, and several of the older married ladies.

      He’d returned his last dance partner to her husband and paused near the supper table where two portly dowagers had their heads together.

      “I’ve heard Miss MacDougall was a trifle eccentric but moss?” Mrs. Vanderpump tsked under her breath.

      Rob’s ears perked up and he glanced sideways at the two matrons.

      Mrs. Goulet adjusted the pince-nez on her nose and pursed her plump lips as she stared at the main centerpiece. “Very unorthodox. And whatever is that on the top?”

      Intrigued, Rob turned and stepped closer. As a rule he seldom noticed china patterns and floral arrangements but this was definitely different. No flowers. Just moss. Every glorious shade of emerald the forest had to offer adorned the supper table. White violets were tucked amongst the moss in the central epergne. And there on the top—

      Rob broke into a grin. A beautiful dragonfly fairy pin, with a slender body of gold and diamonds, glimmering opals on gossamer wings of spun-gold threads, cunningly pointed ears and a delicately modeled face.

      He searched the room of guests for Miss MacDougall and found her, standing alone at the end of the room, watching him. Quickly he made his way to her, not caring that several guests turned to stare after him.

      He smiled at her. “So, I’m forgiven for my outburst this afternoon?”

      She nodded, as the musicians launched into a waltz.

      “May I have the honor of a dance?”

      “You may.”

      He took her in his arms, reveling at the feel of her hand in his. He wanted every dance for the rest of his life to be with her.
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      Anna woke early the next morning, though they had been up till the wee hours of the morning. It was as if her heart had awakened her, skipping along with merry jumps and hops at the unconscious thought of Mr. Radclyfe.

      An oppressive heaviness filled the air and thunder rumbled in the distance. But nothing could dampen her spirits. Let it rain all day if it wanted to. She was in love!

      A soft knock sounded at her door. Anna went to answer it and found Nora, wrapped in a Japanese dressing gown, with a gloomy look on her face as she entered the bedroom.

      Anna repressed a sigh and closed the door. “Nora, I don’t want to argue about Mr. Radclyfe. He’s not Peter. Rob loves the Lord, wants to do right by whomever he marries, and he’s honest.”

      Nora scowled. “Rob? You’re on a first name basis with him now?”

      “No. I just…think of him that way. Anna pressed her lips together. She didn’t want to have to defend the fact that she had fallen in love with Mr. Radclyfe.

      “How can you know? Peter was sweet, too. In the beginning.” She scoffed. “And as soon as he had my money, everything changed.” She snapped her fingers and Anna jumped. “Like that.” Nora’s lips twisted. “I’d give anything to be single again. Like you.” Her eyes reddened.

      Anna shook her head. “You’re wrong about Mr. Radclyfe

      “You need to think longer. And harder.” She got went to stand at the balcony railing, gazing toward the Catskills. Then she turned to face Anna. “I wish I could make you see how difficult it has been. Shunted off to the country. Left alone for weeks. The snobbery of the English, and they way they make me feel as if I’m something less than human for being an American. I’m an outsider, never to be allowed into the light. As you will be. When Radclyfe tires of you and your American ways.  You will be alone. So alone.”

      “Nora, I understand you’re trying to protect me. But you’re wrong. Mr. Radclyfe is not Peter.” She lifted her chin. “And when I marry him, I know it won’t be the same.”

      Nora gasped. “Then you’ve decided?”

      “I’m going to tell him today I accept his proposal.”

      Nora’s hand went to her throat and her body sagged. She dropped into a chair and buried her face in her hands. “Oh, no,” she said, shaking her head. “No.” Nora lifted a haggard face. “I didn’t plan on telling you this. I thought I could persuade you…” her voice drifted off.

      “Tell me what?” Anna tried to suppress the immediate waves of panic that rose into her throat.

      Nora smiled sadly. “He’s not a good man, Anna. In London, there was a young woman…” She shook her head. “I…there’s no easy way to say this. There was a child. He abandoned her and the mother.”

      Anna choked. “I don’t believe it.”

      “It’s true.” She sighed. “Brace yourself. There’s more.”

      Anna stumbled to her feet. Black spots glittered at the corner of her vision and she held her hands up. “No,” she said in a strangled voice, “Don’t say anything else.”

      “I’m sorry, Anna.” Quietly, Nora left the room.

      Anna stumbled slumped against the wall, sliding down into a heap. The giddy warmness that had embraced her since last night’s ball dissipated like a coal plucked from the fire and left to die alone in a corner.

      She felt as if she had turned to ice. “It can’t be,” she murmured, “not again.” She turned her face to the wall and wept.
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      The Baron and Mr. Radclyfe were at breakfast when she came down.

      “Good morning,” said Mr. Radclyfe, rising to his feet. Her heart sank at the eager look on his face, and she averted her face to hide her swollen eyes..

      She kept her expression neutral and poured herself some tea, her appetite having left as soon as she entered the breakfast room. Mr. Radclyfe moved to assist her with her chair, and she winced at the familiar citrus scent from his linen.

      “Yes,” said DeVille, “good morning. Quite a jolly time last night.”

      “Yes,” she said, fiddling with the sugar spoon. Through the french doors, black thunderheads towered above the Catskills in the distance. “I’m afraid you may have to change your plans to go riding today. A thunderstorm’s coming, and you wouldn’t want to be caught out in it.”

      “Certainly not,” said Mr. Radclyfe. “What do you propose we do instead?”

      “I’ve ordered the archery targets set out at the southern edge of the estate. I thought we could shoot.”

      “You know I love a challenge, Miss MacDougall,” said Mr. Radclyfe lightly.

      Anna swallowed. She couldn’t meet his gaze.

      “What is it, Miss MacDougall?  Are you not feeling well?”

      She pressed her handkerchief to her mouth as the sour taste of bile rose in her throat. “I…it’s the heat. Please excuse me.”

      She rose from her chair, which Mr. Radclyfe again jumped to help her with, and Nora walked in as Anna hurried out of the room. The urge to run flooded her and she left the house, running as fast as she could, until a stabbing pain in her side stopped her and she sagged against a pine tree, gasping for breath. She had run all the way to the cliff walk.

      “Miss MacDougal!”

      Oh, no. Mr. Radclyfe had followed her. She couldn’t face him.

      “Why won’t you speak to me? What’s happened?”

      Anna shook her head and waved him away, stricken at the beseeching look on his face.

      “Anna.” He put his hand on her forearm and turned her to face him. “Last night…” He searched her face. “You gave me hope. Made me believe you felt something for me.”

      Tears smarted in her eyes, and he drew closer. “I knew immediately at breakfast something had changed. You’ve been crying. What’s wrong?”

      He took her other arm and pulled her toward him, gazing into her face. “Since yesterday, I’ve dared to hope you could care for me. I must marry for money but I want to love the woman I marry with my whole heart, for herself. As you must marry but you wonder how you’ll ever know if he loves you for you, and not your money? I didn’t think it would ever be possible to reconcile those two things. But it’s happened. I love you. And I want you to be my wife. If you didn’t have a penny, I’d still want to marry you.”

      Anna sat frozen. Fear had reached up and grabbed her heart in its jaws and wouldn’t let go.

      “What are you afraid of?” His face darkened like the lowering clouds when she didn’t answer. “Is it because of him? Stuart?” He spat the name out scornfully and she gasped.

      “I’m not him.” He stared down into her face and she shook her head and turned away.

      “You’re in denial, Anna,” he shouted, and she gasped at the intimate use of her first name. “I know you have feelings for me and you won’t allow yourself—you won’t allow us—the chance to see if they are real. I’m prepared to give up my inheritance for you. That’s how much I love you. I’ve never met such a stubborn bloody fool!”

      He turned and stalked away toward the cliff staircase as the sky opened up and rain sheeted down.  She stood frozen, blind between the rain and the surge of confusion that had enveloped her, and then she realized he had started down the staircase.

      “No,” she screamed, “Rob, it’s too dangerous!” She ran toward the top of the staircase. “Stop!” she screamed at the top of her voice, but the wind and rain carried her words away, and in the next instant he slipped on the mossy steps and cart-wheeled down the stairs until he lay in a limp bloody bundle on the sand below.

      The air around her wobbled and spun and she grabbed the slim trunk of a tree on the path to steady herself.

      “Oh, dear God,” she sobbed. “Please, Lord, let him be all right.”

      She hurried down the stairs, knowing where to put her feet, until she reached the bottom of the staircase. He didn’t answer when she called his name, and with great difficulty she managed to turn him over. Blood covered his face from a deep gash over one eyebrow.  His right arm lay twisted backwards at an awkward angle.

      “Rob!” She shook him hard. “Rob!” She sobbed into his cold neck. “Don’t you die on me. I love you, I love you—do you hear me?” She shook him again harder, and when he didn’t respond, she tore a strip of cloth off her petticoat to bind his head wound. Then she ran back up the staircase as fast as she dared and ran to the house to summon help.

      It took DeVille and three burly footmen to carry Rob up the staircase, after improvising a stretcher, and hooking the men to a rope for safety. Anna waited at the top as the rain slackened, wringing her hands, tears streaming down her face.

      He was still unconscious, his face pale and still under the blood.

      Her father sent for a doctor, and his valet, Jackson, hastily undressed him in one of the guest bedrooms off the solarium. They covered him in hot blankets. Anna sat on a stool drawn up next to the bed, and held his hand under the blanket.

      “You were right,” she whispered. “I was too afraid to admit I’ve fallen in love with you.” She squeezed his cold fingers. There was no response, but a pulse beat slowly in his neck, and his breathing seemed regular. “Please wake up, Rob.”

      The doctor arrived to examine him while she waited in the solarium with her father, Nora, and the Baron. The revolving clock in the solarium chimed nine am, its cheerful tinkling notes at odds with the somber group waiting there. Her father stood apart, resting his forearms on a pedestal, his face hidden. Anna knew he was praying. But she couldn’t sit still and paced the mosaic tile floor instead. Dear God, let him live. Let him live. She pressed her fist to her mouth and bit down until the pain made her gasp. How could I have been so blind?

      The Baron gave her a faint encouraging smile from time to time as the minutes ticked by. Nora sat in a corner, her face an unreadable, while the servants hovered nearby.

      When the door hadn’t opened by ten, Anna retreated to the back veranda and sank into a chair. The rain had stopped, and the fresh scent of pine resin lingered in the air.

      Her father came and laid a hand on her shoulder. “All will be well, lassie. Have no fear.”

      She choked back a sob. “Papa, he’s willing to give up his inheritance for me.”

      “I though he might.”

      “Why, Papa?”

      “Because that’s the only way ye could know he loved ye for yourself.” He patted her shoulder and withdrew into the solarium.

      “Dearest Lord Jesus, you’ve answered my prayer.” She wiped her eyes. “Now I pray You let him live so I can tell him.”

      A sense of peace and well-being washed over her. She felt her heart beating and the sound of her breath filling her lungs, and knew the presence of the Lord surrounded her.

      A shout came from the solarium, and her father rushed onto the veranda. “He’s awake, lassie.”

      She searched his haggard face, afraid to ask. Her father smiled broadly. “He’s going to be fine, lassie. A broken arm, some broken ribs, and a nasty gash, is all.”

      Her father helped her to her feet, and she ran to the bedroom. His left arm had been neatly splinted and a white bandage circled his forehead. His eyes were open, fixed on her, and she dropped to the side of the bed, laid her face on his chest, and wept.

      His good arm came up and embraced her tightly. “Shhh. All is well.”

      She raised her tear-stained face. “You were right, Rob. I am a stubborn fool.” She hiccupped. “I do love you. I was afraid, I realize now.”

      He laughed, and then winced. “I’d have fallen down the staircase two weeks ago if I’d known it would have helped.” His expression sobered. “What were you afraid of, darling?”

      “Someone told me something terrible about you. About your character. But underneath I knew it couldn’t be true. And when I saw you lying still on the sand, I thought I’d never have the chance to tell you I loved you.”

      There was a choked sound behind them, and the Countess fled the room. Papa came and laid a gentle hand on her shoulder. “What did she tell you, Anna?”

      Anna swallowed. “That Rob had…had made a girl pregnant in London, and had abandoned her.”

      “What?” Rob started to sit up then sank down again with a groan.

      “Lie still, laddie.” Her father shook his head. “I could have put your doubts to rest, Anna. I had Mr. Radclyfe thoroughly checked out before I gave my consent for him to court you.”

      Rob blinked. “Indeed.” He smiled ruefully. “I should have known, Mr. MacDougall. You don’t do anything by half.”

      “Nora lied to me.” Anna frowned, trying to understand.

      “Either she wanted to save you from her own fate, or she couldn’t stand the thought that you might be happy with Mr. Radclyfe.” Her father smiled grimly. “You’ll have to speak with her.”

      “I will. And I will forgive her.” She smiled at Mr. Radclyfe. “But I’m busy at the moment.”

      Her father grinned at them. “I’m going to leave for a bit. I have something to take care of.”

      When he left the room, Rob squeezed her hand and beamed at her. “Despite several broken bones and a devil of a headache, I’m perfectly happy.”

      Anna nodded. “My heart is so full it might burst.”

      “So you’re going to say yes when I ask you to marry me then?” He smiled tenderly.

      “Ask me and find out.”

      His eyes widened. “I can’t very well get down on my knees. But, Miss Anna MacDougall, will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

      “Yes,” she said, tears coming again, happy this time. “Yes!”

      
        
        THE END
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