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In RicaMoOND, VIRGINIA:

Charmaine Ryan—heroine of the story (born 1818)

Marie Ryan—Charmaine’s mother, abandoned as a young child at
the St. Jude Refuge

John Ryan—Charmaine’s father and dockworker
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of Jean Duvoisin II, founder of Les Charmantes (deceased);
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Elizabeth Duvoisin—Frederic’s first wife (deceased 1808)

John Duvoisin—only son of Frederic and Elizabeth; heir to the
Duvoisin fortune (born 1808)

Paul Duvoisin—Frederic’s illegitimate son (born 1808)

Colette Duvoisin—Frederic’s second wife (born 1810)

Yvette and Jeannette Duvoisin—twin daughters of Frederic and
Colette (born 1828)

Pierre Duvoisin—youngest son of Frederic and Colette (born 1834)

People living in the Duvoisin Mansion:

Agatha Blackford Ward—older sister of Frederic’s late wife, Eliza-
beth; John’s aunt

Rose Richards—elderly nursemaid to Yvette, Jeannette and Pierre;
formerly nanny to John and Paul; originally hired by Jean II to
care for Frederic as a young boy



Professor Richards—Rose’s deceased husband; formerly tutor to
John and Paul; initially hired by Jean II as a tutor for Frederic
George Richards—Rose and Professor Richard’s grandson; close
friend of John and Paul; production manager and overall super-

visor of island operations (born 1809)

Duvoisin Servants:

Jane Faraday—head housekeeper

Travis Thornfield—butler and Frederic’s personal valet
Gladys Thornfield—Travis’s wife; Colette’s personal maid
Millie and Joseph Thornfield—Travis and Gladys’s children
Felicia Flemmings—housemaid

Anna Smith—housemaid

Fatima Henderson—cook

Gerald—head groom

Islanders:

Dr. Robert Blackford—Island physician; Agatha’s twin brother;
older brother to Frederic’s first wife, Elizabeth; John’s uncle

Harold Browning—Charmantes’ overseer

Caroline Browning—Harold’s wife; sister of Loretta Harrington

Gwendolyn Browning—Harold and Caroline’s only daughter

Stephen Westphal—Charmantes” financier; manager of the town
bank

Anne Westphal London—Stephen’s widowed daughter; resides in
Richmond

Father Benito St. Giovanni—island priest

Jake Watson—harbor foreman

Buck Mathers—dockworker

Jessie Rowlan—dockworker

Madeline Thompson (Maddy)—mercantile proprietress

Wade Remmen—Ilumbermill operator

Rebecca Remmen—Woade’s younger sister; friend of Gwendolyn
Browning

Martin—town farrier



Prologue

Fall 1833
A Prayer

Q{N evening mist settled over the moss-scarred walls of the
stone church, shrouding it in hopelessness. A solitary man
slumped forward in one pew, muttering disparaging phrases to the
looming shadows. He needed another drink. Expensive whisky
hadn’t yielded peaceful oblivion, hadn’t even dulled his senses.
And yet, if he wasn’t drunk, what the hell was he doing in a house
of God? What, indeed! He chortled insanely, the inebriated laugh
ending in a dizzying hiccup. He'd come to pray—pray for death.
Not his own death. He wasn’t quite so noble. Not yet, anyway.
Instead, he petitioned the Almighty to bring about the demise of
another. Retribution—justice. His lips twisted with the delicious
thought of it. Death . . . So simple a solution.

“Put him out of his misery. Put me out of 72y misery,” he slurred,
confronting the wooden crucifix that hung above the barren altar.
“Do you hear?”

His sudden movement sent the walls careening, the statues a
nauseating blur of spinning specters. He grasped for the bench, at-
tempting to right his toppling world, but his hand missed its mark.
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Not so his forehead. It met the back of the wooden pew with a re-
sounding crack. With a groan, he crumbled to the stone floor, his
agony blanketed in a palette of smoky-blue, a vision that dissolved
into the consuming void of blessed unconsciousness.

Marie Ryan hurried along the dimly lit courtyard, her heel
catching sharply on the stone pathway and echoing across the va-
cant enclosure. In all her years at the St. Jude Refuge, deep in the
heart of Richmond, Virginia, she had never acquired the soft foot-
falls of the diminutive nuns who routinely tread the very same
cobblestone in their contemplative procession toward vespers. This
evening was no different.

She was very late, and the interview awaiting her tardy arrival
had been arranged for her. Now it would have to be canceled. She
would not leave the refuge again. This was her home, where she
belonged, and neither the threat of her husband, nor her ill-fated
past, would send her scurrying from its protective walls. Tonight
she had received a sign.

From the day she had been abandoned as a young child on the
steps of St. Jude’s thirty years ago, the Almighty had intended she
serve Him. For the past sixteen years, she had ignored His call;
tonight she would not. Life beyond the church walls no longer
lured her with empty promises. The real world comprised two
separate, yet contingent, factions of humanity: those who suffered
life’s travesties and those who ministered to them. On this eve, she
would circumvent the former and embrace the latter. Her penance
had been paid in full.

She entered the rectory and nodded demurely to its three oc-
cupants: Sister Elizabeth, Father Michael Andrews, and Joshua
Harrington. The latter was an elderly gentleman and prosperous
businessman, who was seeking a suitable companion for his wife.



A Silent Ocean Away 3

With five sons married and moved away, Loretta Harrington was
suffering the effects of an empty nest.

“Please don’t think me ungrateful, Mr. Harrington,” Marie
apologized when the introductions were over, “but I'm afraid I've
changed my mind.”

Father Andrews stood stunned. The gentlewoman had shown
great interest in the Harrington position and had asked him to set
up this appointment. He knew its handsome salary would prove a
blessing. “Marie, is something wrong?”

She hesitated. “I've finally realized this is where I belong,
here at the refuge. Yes, I know I have a home, but I want to work
at St. Jude’s with those who really need me.”

The priest’s astonishment doubled. Though Marie’s daughter
attended the rudimentary school that Sister Elizabeth conducted,
Marie rarely crossed the church’s threshold herself. “But your hus-
band—" he began.

“Will be made to understand,” she replied.

“I'm not certain / understand. I thought you needed this em-
ployment.”

Marie sighed. “There was a man in the church tonight. He
was ill.”

“Another beggar,” Father Michael scoffed, his voice unusually
harsh.

“No, not a beggar,” Marie refuted, surprised by his reaction.
“He was dressed in fine clothing. And yet, he was in a sad state:
unconscious. I believe he struck his head on the pew. I had Mat
thew carry him to the common room, and I remained with him
until he awoke. I fear he has suffered greatly, and not just physi-
cally. I want you to look at him, Father.”

“I fail to comprehend how this man has influenced you.”

“It was something he said,” Marie remarked distantly. “I believe
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the Good Lord sent him not only to St. Jude, but to me, to make me
see this is where I'm needed, where I belong. Again, I apologize,
Mr. Harrington. I shouldn’t have drawn you away from your wife.
But I must remain at the refuge. I hope you understand.”

With a mixture of relief and dread, exultation and pain, Father

Michael Andrews smiled down at Marie. He’d been denied this

woman’s presence for sixteen years. Tonight she had returned.

Rising from the rickety chair he had perched before the window,
John Ryan strutted across the small kitchen like a proud peacock. He
massaged his inflated chest, then raked long yellow fingernails
through his graying hair. It fell back over his indelible scowl.

Turning away in disgust, Charmaine Ryan threw herself into
preparing dinner. Her father’s pompous promenade repulsed her
to the core, and when he paraded so, she thanked the Lord for
making her a girl.

She sighed. Her mother was unusually late. The appointment
with Joshua Harrington had begun over two hours ago, and though
her father deemed the lengthening delay a favorable sign, she did
not.

“What time did your mother say she was supposed to meet
with ’em?”

Charmaine jumped. “I think she said five.”

“Think? Jesus Christ, girl, don’t you know?”

“No, I don’t know for certain,” she responded peevishly, her
eyes hardened until he, with a grumbling shake of the head, mean-
dered into the bedroom.

Charmaine struggled to gain control of her ire. These days,
anything her father said brought her to anger. Unlike her mother,
who cowered under John Ryan’s verbal assaults, they incensed
Charmaine. Perhaps she was brave because he had never raised a
hand to her. Marie was less fortunate. Educated in the folly of
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questioning her husband’s supremacy, she kept silent in order to
preserve a fragile peace.

With mind revolting, as it always did when she pondered the
union of John Ryan and Marie St. Jude, Charmaine stared ab-
sently across the humble kitchen, beyond the dilapidated walls of
the three-room cottage, and past the barriers of time, hoping to
perceive some understanding of nature, the twist of circumstance
that had sanctified the marriage of her parents. If she knew little
about her mother’s past, save the fact she had been abandoned on
the steps of St. Jude Thaddeus Church, she knew even less about
her father, a man who appeared and disappeared as the mood
struck him, often leaving his wife and daughter for days at a time,
which suited Charmaine just fine. The less she saw of him the bet-
ter. Did he have a family aside from his wife and daughter? It was
only one of many unanswered questions. All she really knew of
John Ryan was that he was an ill-bred, uneducated drunk. He
rarely worked, and then, only when he needed money for spirits,
sauntering about the Richmond docks seeking odd jobs.

How had such a scapegrace won the heart of her mother? An-
other unfathomable question. Marie should have entered the no-
vitiate, taken sacred vows that would have wed her to God and
His Holy Church. Instead she had left St. Jude’s at the age of eigh-
teen to marry a man whom she claimed had been kind to her. A
single child had been born of their union. Charmaine had been
christened Haley Charmaine Ryan after her paternal grand-
mother, a woman she had never met. However, only her father
used the name Haley, and now it was all but forgotten, for her
mother fancied the name Charmaine, a name that still haunted
the older woman’s memory from a time and place she couldn’t
quite recall.

“Maybe we oughta eat without her.”

Charmaine flinched. The man had perfected his penchant for
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sneaking up on people. “Yes, perhaps we should,” she agreed, setting
the meal on the humble table. She’d purchased a small slab of pork
with the money she’d saved from running errands for the elderly
spinster next door. Tonight they’d celebrate her mother’s good for-
tune.

“I hope that Harrin’ton fella knows a good thin’ when he sees
it,” he said, straddling the stool at the head of the table. Charmaine
held silent as he pulled the wooden platter and knife nearer and
proceeded to manicure the fat from the steaming roast. Then, he
set aside the choice slices for himself and placed the remaining cuts
on his daughter’s dish. “Your mother is a hard worker,” he contin-
ued. “There ain’t none that can match her skill when she puts her
mind to it, and I wouldn’t want this fella thinkin” otherwise.”

“No, sir,” Charmaine whispered sullenly, appalled by his de-
mand that a stranger respect the virtues of a woman whom he con-
tinually debased. His convoluted reasoning would never cease to
amaze her, and if the situation weren’t so decidedly sad, she would
have laughed outright at his pathetic proclamation.

“I just hope he intends to pay her well,” he proceeded, his
words muffled as he shoved a forkful of meat into his stubbled
mouth. “T ain’t allowin” no kin of mine to work cheap. No, sir. For
his sake, I hope he ain’t some high-and-mighty a-ris-to-crat who
thinks he can get away with payin’ some miserly amount, ‘cause I
won’t have it.”

Again Charmaine bit her tongue. It was pointless to accuse
him of sending his wife to labor for wages he would assert his right
to claim. Besides, it would benefit Marie to hold such a position,
one that would grant her a life apart from her derelict husband.
Charmaine attended the St. Jude School with the other orphaned
children. It was an escape from her father’s cruelty. But what did
her mother have? Up until today, nothing but the bungalow in
which they lived and dared not hope for anything better to come
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along. But something Aad come. The Harrington household of-
fered Marie a refuge of her own.

“Jesus Christ, woman, how could you be so goddamn dumb?”

“I'm sorry, John,” Marie placated, “but there was nothing to
be done.”

“Nothin’ to be done?” he sneered. “You expect me to believe
that? I know what you've been up to. You didn’t want that job!
Workin’s too good for you.”

“That’s not true, John. I told you, Mr. Harrington was seeking
someone younger and more impressionable, someone his wife
could take under her wing.”

The remark elicited another oath. “Then send Haley,” he
said.

“What?”

“You heard me,” he responded with a growing grin, the infant
idea taking root. “She’s young enough for all them things you been
sayin’ them Harrin’tons want. She oughta suit his fancy wife jus’
fine.”

“No, John. Charmaine is too young, and she has her schooling
to finish.”

“Schoolin’!” he spat. “She’s had enough of that damned church.
What good has it done her, “cept to teach her how to sass me? Its
time she earned her keep!”

“That won’t be necessary,” Marie unwisely rejoined. “I’ll con-
tinue to look for a job, and until I find something suitable, we’ll
get by on the money you earn at the warehouse. I know it isn’t
much, but we've managed before and—"

“T ain’t workin’ there no more,” he cut in.

“Why not?”

“John Duvoisin is a drunk, and I ain’t workin’ for no drunk.

So we're just gonna have to let Haley work for them Harrin’tons
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and live on what she brings home. Then when you find somethin’,
we’ll be sittin’ pretty.”

“But, John, she’s young,” Marie reiterated softly, praying she
could calm him. “Surely they wont pay her well. No, there are
other options. If need be, we’ll use the money I've—" 700 late!

“And what money might that be, Mother?” he accused, his
calculating eyes assessing her as if she had somehow managed to
scheme behind his back.

“The money I've earned taking in laundry.”

“The money you've earned taking in laundry?” he mimicked
cruelly. “And how did you manage to keep all this money a secret
up until now?”

“It wasn’t a secret, John. It was my money, and I was saving it
in case—"

“Your money? Your money?” he bellowed, his face suffused
with rage. “That money belongs to me. All of it! I'm your husband!
I’'m the one who clothes and feeds you and your daughter and puts
a roof over your heads, ain’t I?”

“Yes, John, but—"

“Shut your yap! And don’t be givin’ me them saintly looks,
either!”

“Stop it!” Charmaine shouted. And then, fearing how the en-
suing row would ultimately end, she reined in her anger. “Please,
just stop it!”

Her unexpected outburst only succeeded in diverting her fa-
ther’s fury. “Now let me tell you somethin’, young lady. I'm sick
and tired of them looks you been givin’ me—Ilooks you think I
can’t see—believin’ you're better than your pappy. It’s about time
you showed me some respect instead of sassin’ me with that spite-
ful tongue of yours. As long as you're livin’ under my roof, you’ll
be doin’ as I say without any lip. You hear?”
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Her pulse quickened. “I hear, Father, and I'll do just as you

say.

He showed great surprise, and his rage ebbed.

Charmaine raised her chin. “I would love to work for the Har-
ringtons. That is, if they’ll have me.”

“Oh, they’ll have you, all right,” he reasoned, “unless your
mother here has been lyin’ ’bout what them folks are lookin’ for.”

Marie ignored her husband’s remark. “Charmaine, you can’t
do this.”

“Why not?” she queried.

“Yeah, why not, Mother?”

“Because of your life at St. Jude’s, your education.”

“What life2” Charmaine countered. “I don’t have a life there,
and I certainly don’t have one here.” Ire and pain sparked in her
brown eyes, daggers of hatred she shot at her father. “I want to
leave, because once I'm employed by decent people, I'll no longer
be living under your roof!”

But the declaration did not rile him, for he had gotten exactly
what he wanted.



Chapler 1

Friday, September 9, 1836
Richmond, Virginia

oHN Duvoisin watched the Raven labor from the landing

stage. As her towboats released their lines, the cargo ship lost
all momentum, and she sat indecisive for a moment. Then her
canvas sails bellied out, harnessing the wind. She groaned as she
cut across the current of the James River; her destination: three is-
lands nestled in the northeastern waters of the West Indies. The
islands, called Les Charmantes, were often considered the foun-
dation of the Duvoisin fortune. To John, Les Charmantes meant
much more. He tracked the vessel as she sailed off, and his mind
meandered with the James. She was now but a toy on the wide
river, and still, he stared after her as if, by mere eye contact, he
could transport himself to her decks. A raging frustration had
kept him from boarding the vessel this morning, his reward: bit-
ter reflection, which chastised him for doing nothing. His inter-
nal war reached its pinnacle as the Raven traversed the river’s bend
and vanished from view. He drove rigid fingers through his tou-
sled hair as if to liberate his turbulent thoughts, then strode from
the bustling wharf, oblivious of Richmond’s busy waterfront. He
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mounted his horse and turned it into the crowds, leaving thoughts
of the Raven and Les Charmantes behind.

“Were moving! We're finally moving!” Charmaine exclaimed
as she peered through the porthole of her small cabin. Turning, she
smiled triumphantly at Loretta Harrington, who sat complacently
on the only anchored chair. “Won’t you come and see?”

“No, thank you, my dear,” Loretta replied, returning the radi-
ant smile. “I'll allow the ship to take care of itself and pray that my
stomach does the same.” It was the one reservation the middle-aged
woman had about this entire trip: seasickness. But Charmaine
Ryan was well worth any discomfort she might endure in the next
four or five days, so she bent her mind to the task at hand. “Why
don’t we practice a bit more for the interview, Charmaine? It will
take my mind off the rocking of the ship.”

“I'm quite prepared,” Charmaine replied, but she did as Loretta
suggested and came and sat beside the woman who had become
a second mother to her . . .

Charmaine had been welcomed into the Harrington house
nearly three years ago. Marie Ryan had contacted the couple when
she realized her daughter would not be talked out of her decision
to leave home, and Joshua Harrington had taken an immediate
liking to the sensitive yet talkative fifteen-year-old. In her large
brown eyes, he saw a determination rarely found in one so young,
and in her words, noted a firm conviction for what was right and
good. After that first meeting, he was certain Charmaine Ryan
would make an excellent companion for his wife, who sorely
missed her five grown sons. He hoped the girl would become the
daughter Loretta never had.

Within a fortnight, all the arrangements had been made, and
Charmaine left one life behind to begin another. She moved into a
pretty, whitewashed house in a residential section of Richmond,
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taking her meager belongings with her. She would live with the
Harringtons during the week and spend the weekends with her
parents.

Charmaine’s only regret was leaving her mother to fend for
herself. But Marie began spending more and more time at the St.
Jude Refuge, drawing solace from the work there, content to
shoulder the woes of others rather than dwell on her own, happy
in fact. Thus, Charmaine found it strange when she grew unusu-
ally distant one weekend, surmising some misfortunate troubled
her. Though Marie avoided the details, she said, “I used to think
only the poor suffer, but I was wrong. Perhaps the greater the
wealth, the deeper the pain.”

Within the month, John Ryan decided to put a stop to his
wife’s “charity” work. Charmaine was determined to thwart him,
thanking heaven her wages had exceeded what he’d expected her
to earn and that she had had the good sense to secretly retain half.
Now she insisted her mother use it. “Tell father the church is pay-
ing you,” she conspired. “Then he will be happy you are working
there.” Sure enough, his grumbling ceased when the cold cash was
placed in his hand.

Life with the Harringtons was a breath of fresh air. Under
their roof, Charmaine felt secure. In this home, the husband
treated his wife with respect and adoration. Joshua Harrington
was everything a spouse should be. Likewise, Loretta was devoted
to him. A dear and kind woman, she never had a harsh word for
anyone. Charmaine benefited the most from the matron’s fine
character, blossoming in her affection.

“You are more than a companion to me,” Loretta had said
within the first year. “I consider you a part of my family, Char-
maine.”

Charmaine came to believe this, and it was only when the
Harrington sons ventured home that she felt unhappy, envying
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the relationships between husbands and wives, children and par-
ents, fathers and daughters. Although she was always included in
their gatherings, Charmaine was careful to remain aloof, for this
loving family didn’t belong to her, not as long as her own parents
lived. Her mother and father were a constant reminder of who she
really was.

For two years, she guarded her background, frightened the
Harringtons would send her packing if they learned the truth.
Though her mother was a good woman, she was but an orphan
whose only stroke of fortune had been her adoption and education
at the St. Jude Refuge. Marie’s parentage was probably no better
than John Ryan’s, and he was nothing more than white trash in
the eyes of civilized Richmond gentry.

Loretta and Joshua pondered her pensive moods, which usu-
ally occurred after her visits home. They sensed she suffered, yet
reasoned she needed time to overcome her reticence. Time, how-
ever, was not on Charmaine’s side.

Her father confronted her one weekend. “You been workin’ for
them Harrin’tons gone two years now. When are they plannin’ on
payin’ you more?”

Charmaine had received an increase, but since she continued
to share half her wages with her mother, she’d set the additional
money aside for herself.

“I’ll ask them, Father,” she blurted out, the vow apparently ap-
peasing him.

Not so; her hasty response fed his suspicions, and for a week,
he mulled it over. Then, late one Friday night, he decided to set
things right. It took him a bottle of whisky to muster the courage
to lumber up to the Harrington house on wobbly legs and pummel
the front door. When the maid opened it, he pushed his way in,
demanding to see Joshua Harrington.

“I wanna know how much you been payin’ my daughter,” he
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slurred when Joshua appeared, “and I also wanna collect her wages
personally from now on. I ain’t gonna be cheated outta what’s my
right to claim!”

“Man, youre drunk!”

“Youre damn right 'm drunk! But I'll tell ya one goddamn
thing, drunk can make a man see clear. I know Haley’s been tryin’
to rook her ol’ pappy, and I'll be havin’ none of it! Do you hear?”
He slammed his fist into his hand.

“Go home and sleep it off,” Joshua cajoled, taking Ryan by the
elbow and leading him to the door. “We can discuss this when
you're sober.”

“Oh no, you don’t!” John Ryan objected, twisting free. “I know
what youre up to. You're in on this little conspiracy. I want them
extra wages | ain’t been gettin’, and I want ‘em now!” He tried to
grab Joshua’s lapels, but lost his balance and staggered into the wall.

Joshua flung the door open and spoke in a low, clipped tone.
“Ive not withheld any wages from your daughter. Clearly, this is a
matter to discuss with her, but now is neither the time nor the
place. Charmaine has retired for the evening. Now, I ask you po-
litely to leave. Go home and sleep off your sorry state.” Joshua
pointed toward the walkway.

John Ryan shuffled from the house, mumbling under his
breath. “If you ain’t parta this rotten scheme, then my wife must
be behind it. I should’a known she was lyin’ to me.”

Charmaine remained unaware of the confrontation; Joshua
thought to spare her the humiliation. But he regretted this decision
when the following Monday arrived, and she did not return from
her visit home. Loretta grew worried. They didn’t know where the
Ryans lived and had no way of contacting her. After a second day
passed without word, Joshua went to see Father Michael. The
priest had, after all, arranged the initial meeting between the Har-
ringtons and Marie. But Michael had no idea where they lived, ei-
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ther. Apprehension set in when Joshua related the story of John
Ryan’s drunken tirade. Marie had been absent from the refuge for
four days. Michael had suspected her home life was unhappy, and
though he had asked her about bruises that appeared overnight,
she would brush his concerns aside with excuses. “Just a fall I
took . .. I'm very clumsy.” Michael feared the truth, but what
could he do? Today, his anger eclipsed the priestly vows he had
taken twenty-five years ago. If John Ryan had hurt Marie and
Charmaine . . .

Late Wednesday night, Charmaine gathered the courage to
return to the Harringtons. Her mother was dead. Slowly, pain-
fully, she described the squalid life she had endured under her fa-
ther’s roof, culminating with the past weekend when she had found
her mother lying unconscious. Even though her father was no-
where to be found, Charmaine knew what had happened. She’d
run from the house, crying for help. The neighbors had taken pity
on her, summoning a doctor. For three days, her mother lay cling-
ing to life, words occasionally spilling from her lips, begging her
husband to stop. Charmaine wept when she learned a dispute over
her wages had instigated the fatal beating.

The following morning, Joshua visited the local sheriff, de-
manding the immediate arrest of John Ryan. Because Joshua was
an upstanding citizen, the sheriff quickly issued the necessary war-
rant. If John Ryan were in the area, he would be apprehended.

Marie was buried the next day, a quiet funeral attended by the
Harringtons and friends from the refuge. Many mourners cried,
including Father Michael. As the last prayers were spoken and the
small crowd departed, the priest took Charmaine aside. “I'm sorry,
Charmaine,” he murmured. “Your mother will be deeply missed.
If youre ever in need, please don’t hesitate to come to me.”

“I will be fine, Father,” she said. “The Harringtons have of-

fered me a permanent home, but thank you all the same.”
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One week passed, followed by the next, and it became clear
John Ryan was either far from Richmond or cleverly hiding. The
chances of making him pay for his heinous crime grew slimmer by
the day. Many nights Charmaine lay awake, fearful he might be
waiting for the opportunity to corner her alone. Although the Har-
ringtons assured her he would never show his face again, she was
ever wary of the shadows, especially when she walked down the city
streets. Was he lurking between the buildings, in the doorways,
watching and waiting? To calm her fears, she prayed for her mother,
resolute in her belief that Marie had found peace in the afterlife and
watched over her from paradise.

A year went by and Charmaine began to relax. In that time
she had become a daughter to Loretta in nearly every way. The
truth about her background Aad changed the Harringtons’ opinion
of her. They loved her all the more.

Loretta took her further under her wing, determined to mold
her into a graceful lady, certain she would recognize her value if
her station in life were elevated. To this end, an elaborate tutelage
commenced. Loretta prided herself on etiquette, and Charmaine
found that by following this gentlewoman’s perfect example, grace
and dignity became second nature. Loretta built upon Charmaine’s
rudimentary orphanage education, introducing her to literature,
fine art, and music. She taught Charmaine how to dance, how to
sew, and they spent many happy hours in front of a blazing hearth
with needlepoint in hand.

Of all the subjects she studied with Loretta, Charmaine cher-
ished her music lessons most. She excelled at the pianoforte, her
talent perfected by the melodies themselves and the happiness and
sense of well-being she experienced each time she mastered a par-
ticular piece. The salubrious effect did not go unnoticed, and one
day, Joshua surprised them with a most unexpected and extrava-
gant gift—the “improved” pianoforte, or piano, as it was now be-
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ing called, touting it as the innovation of the century. Unlike its
predecessor, this piano had additional octaves and a deeper, full-
bodied resonance. Loretta took to the new instrument like a duck
to water. Inspired, Charmaine strove to fine tune her skill, and
with time, had to congratulate herself, for whenever the Har-
rington sons came to call, their children would gather around the
keyboard, requesting she play.

She looked forward to these convivial visits, though they led to
new yearnings. Loretta saw it and knew Charmaine wondered
where her life was leading. “She needs a husband,” Loretta told
Joshua one evening. “Don’t you see how longingly she looks at our
boys and their children?” When Joshua snorted, she fretted the
more. “If only one of our sons weren’t married . . .”

Loretta began inviting eligible young men to the house; but
none of them caught Charmaine’s fancy. In fact, Loretta was cer-
tain the girl remained ignorant of her plan until one day Char-
maine put a stop to it. “Mrs. Harrington, I'm not interested in the
gentlemen you've invited here to meet me.” When Loretta feigned
confusion, she continued with, “I don’t think I'll ever marry. I
never want to live the life my mother lived.”

Loretta anguished over the declaration. “Charmaine, not all
men are like your father. Take Joshua, for instance. He is kind and
loving. You can have such a husband someday, too. But it won’t
happen if you see your father in every man.”

“Better I remember the likes of my father than turn a blind eye
to reality. I felt my mother’s pain—Ilived with it. I cannot forget
that so easily.”

“Charmaine, you're too young to give up on all mankind.
There is someone out there for you, but you must open your
heart.” One look at Charmaine’s stormy countenance, and Loretta
knew it would take more than words to convince her.

From that day forward, Loretta was determined to change
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Charmaine’s way of thinking, to nudge her from the safe but
isolated haven of the Harrington house into the world of the liv-
ing. Easier said than done. Just as exasperation was setting in, a
novel opportunity presented itself. Loretta knew if she failed to
capitalize on it, Charmaine’s life was destined to stagnate and
turn bitter.

A letter from her sister mentioned that Frederic and Colette
Duvoisin were seeking a governess for their three young children.
Loretta knew the name well. The Duvoisin family owned large
stretches of land in Virginia. In fact, her brother-in-law was an over-
seer to the Duvoisin holdings on the Caribbean island where the
family lived. Les Charmantes was a fabled paradise. Although Lo-
retta had never made the journey there herself, her sister’s occasional
letters always praised its beauty. Loretta began to believe Les Char-
mantes was just what Charmaine needed: a new home far away, with
children, new acquaintances, and God willing, a future!

Her mind made up, Loretta began her artful maneuvers to
win Charmaine over to the idea. “I've had a lovely letter from
Caroline,” she casually mentioned one evening as they sat in the
front parlor. Charmaine’s eyes lifted from her needlepoint, and
Loretta continued. “She’s written of the Duvoisin family.”

“Duvoisin family?” Charmaine queried, and because she pro-
nounced the surname incorrectly, Loretta repeated the French
name: Doo-vwah-zan.

“Apparently, Frederic and Colette Duvoisin need a governess
for their twin girls and young son. According to Caroline’s letter,
they are considering only young applicants. It would be a wonder-
ful opportunity in such a fine house and serene setting. Something
like this only comes along once in a lifetime, if that.” Loretta looked
up from her sewing to find Charmaine studying her intently.

“You think 7/should apply?” Charmaine asked, certain Loretta
had broached the subject for a very definite reason.
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“Yes, I do.”

Joshua cleared his throat. “I don’t think that advisable, my
dear.”

“And why not?” If he says one word to waylay me, he will re-
gret it!

“The Duvoisin men are a wild lot,” he said, despite the look
his wife was giving him.

“Charmaine would be caring for three young children.”

“It is not the children who warrant concern,” Joshua rejoined.

Loretta shook her head, dismissing his protestations with,
“Now, Joshua, we don’t live in the Middle Ages. Besides, I intend
to accompany Charmaine to the island. If we find the position
unsuitable, she need not accept it.”

“Island?” Charmaine queried. “But I thought—"

“Les Charmantes,” Loretta explained. “Or just Charmantes as
the islanders refer to the main island. I've mentioned it before,
Charmaine. It is where Caroline, Harold, and Gwendolyn have
lived these past ten years. It is also the Duvoisin homestead.”

“Yes, I know where your sister lives, but I thought the position
would be here, in Virginia. The island”—she breathed deeply—*“it
must be very far away.”

“Only as far away as a letter, and Duvoisin vessels are con-
stantly en route between Richmond and the islands. The family is
as much involved in shipping as it is in tobacco and sugar.” Loretta
paused before continuing. “Of course, it is your decision, my dear,
and it needn’t be hastily made. Think on it for a while. Isn’t that
right, Joshua?”

“Absolutely,” he mumbled facetiously, cognizant of his wife’s
tactics.

Days passed with no mention of the island or the position
available there. But Charmaine thought long and hard about trav-
eling to Les Charmantes. Governess of three small children. It was
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better than maid or housekeeper. She wouldn’t always have Lo-
retta. Where would she be twenty years hence? This opportunity
was before her now, and another might never come her way again.
More important, if she moved away, she’d no longer be fearful of
her father’s whereabouts.

Loretta seemed to sense when she was ready to capitulate and
broached the subject from another angle. “You are an incredible
young woman, Charmaine.”

“Incredible, indeed,” Charmaine scoffed.

“I’ll hear none of that,” Loretta scolded. “Your worth is in
your heart. The Duvoisin children would benefit from the love
brimming there. If you speak as if you are unworthy, you make
it so.”

That fervent declaration left an impression. Perhaps Loretta
was right. This was an unusual opportunity, and something might
be waiting for her there. It couldn’t hurt to visit Les Charmantes
and see. Maybe her mother was watching over her. She’d leave it in
God’s hands.

Within the week, Loretta sent a letter to Caroline informing
her sister of their impending visit. By month’s end, Joshua had
booked passage for the three of them aboard the Raven, one of the
Duvoisin cargo vessels, which would be delivering supplies to the
island.

On the eve of the journey, Charmaine had worried over her
decision. But today, with the sky so blue, the river so calm, and her
anticipation riding high, she was caught up in the exuberance of
the moment and happy she had favored action over complacency,
chosen the new over the old. If Loretta felt she could claim the
coveted position of governess to the Duvoisin children, claim it she
would. So, she sat beside her mentor in the small cabin and prac-
ticed the answers she would give to the questions that might be
asked during her upcoming interview.
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“That’s fine,” Loretta smiled. “And remember, Charmaine,
you don’t have to tell them everything.”

“But what if they ask about my family?”

Loretta patted her hand and said, “My mother, God rest her
soul, died a year ago. Unfortunately, my father left us long ago.”

“But is that acceptable? Will they be satisfied?”

“As I told you before, I will see to it they are.”

“All is well!” the robust Joshua Harrington boomed as he fell
into the chair his wife had vacated.

Charmaine and Loretta looked up from the small bunk, the
skirt they had been mending momentarily forgotten as they con-
sidered the man turned boy. It was clear he had enjoyed the last
five hours above deck as the vessel forged into the Atlantic.

“Jonah Wilkinson tells me he foresees no difficulties with our
crossing, and, my dear wife, you will be glad to hear the good cap-
tain believes we will sight the islands in under four days, provided
the winds remain with us.”

“That 4s good news,” she replied cheerfully.

“You know, my dear, we can’t really call your affliction sea-
sickness,” he pointed out. “After all, you've never actually been—"
“Please, Joshua,” she implored, “let us not speak about it.”

“How thoughtless of me. Would you prefer to hear about our
departure?”

“That would be lovely,” she replied enthusiastically, winking
at Charmaine.

“I knew it was going to be an exceptional voyage the moment
we hoisted sail and started to move,” he began. “And not due to the
gusting wind. Luck was with us from the start. Captain Wilkinson
had expected to be delayed by Mr. Duvoisin, but a message was
delivered stating he would not be boarding the Raven to inspect
the cargo as planned. Needless to say, that saved precious time. But
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the true good fortune lies in the fact that we were not subjected to
Mr. Duvoisin’s deplorable comportment and snide comments.”

“Joshua!”

“Now, Loretta, 've spoken of the man’s questionable character
before. Everyone in Virginia knows: where John Duvoisin travels,
ridicule follows. I tell you now, if he were residing on Les Char-
mantes, I would have grave misgivings in allowing our Charmaine
to live there.”

John . .. Charmaine thought . . . How I despise that name!

Saturday, September 10, 1836

Jonah Wilkinson charted his ship’s passage, pleased with the
favorable weather. The Raven would make excellent time if she did
not encounter the tropical storms that often brewed in these waters
in late August and September. But if yesterday’s winds were any
indicator, the voyage to Les Charmantes would be uneventful and
completed in less than four days’ time. From there, he would steer
his ship to New York, then to England, and eventually back to
Virginia, completing a four-month-long journey. Although he did
not own the decks upon which he trod, Frederic Duvoisin had
made him feel as if he alone were master of the Raven. For that
reason, he’d work for no other.

He was scrutinizing his charts when Charmaine walked over
to him. Although he knew every inch of this part of the Atlantic,
he found it comforting and oftentimes commanding to pore over
the well-worn maps. The rustle of clothing distracted him, and he
turned to look at her. They’d been introduced amid the confusion
and flurry of their departure, and he hadn’t given her a second
thought, until now.

She did not have a stunning face like the rare beauties he’d
seen during his travels. It did, however, possess a captivating qual-

ity if one cared to look. Well-shaped eyebrows highlighted her
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most alluring feature—her large brown eyes, framed to perfection
by sooty lashes. Her nose was long and slim and turned up on the
end. Her lips were neither thick nor thin, coming to life when she
spoke. As Jonah stared down at her, he realized her loveliness
would never truly be appreciated as long as her dark locks were
subdued in a severe bun. But that was for the best, as was her plain
apparel, which detracted from her trim figure. Any overt displays
of femininity would unleash the uncouth manners of his wild
crew.

“Good afternoon, Captain.” She smiled up at him, making
him feel much taller than his five feet seven inches. “I didn’t mean
to disturb you, but Mr. Harrington encouraged me to come above
deck while he sees to his wife.”

“How is the dear woman?” Jonah inquired, remembering that
one of his passengers was not faring so well, even during this calm-
est of voyages.

“She’s much improved, thank you. The first day was the worst.
When she occupies her mind with a distraction, her constitution is
the better for it.”

“That’s the way of it with many people, until they get their sea
legs. But with you, Miss . . . 2”

“Ryan,” Charmaine supplied.

“Miss Ryan,” he smiled, “you don’t seem the least unsettled by
this maiden voyage. I'm correct in assuming this is your first time
at sea?”

“Yes, but it’s too beautiful to upset me.” A radiant smile lit the
whole of her face. She drew a deep breath, grasped the railing, and
looked out at the endless expanse.

“It is breathtaking, is it not?” he asked, turning to the horizon
as well, applauding the young woman’s fledgling admiration.

“It makes me realize how small I am in comparison.”

“Just as the waves crashed to shore before our birth,” he
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observed in kind, “they will pound the sand after our death. Our
passing will make no difference.”

The words displeased her. “You think not?”

“There are those who would disagree. Are you one of them?”

“I'd like to believe everyone makes a difference, if only a small
one.”

Jonah marveled over the philosophical statement. She couldn’t
be more than eighteen. “Once you've reached my age, you may
begin to wonder. But that’s neither here nor there. Let me show
you my pride and joy.”

He motioned toward the stern, and Charmaine realized he
meant the ship. Inclining her head, she indulged him, spending an
hour walking the upper decks, learning each by name: forecastle,
waist, and quarter. He told her the one-hundred-twenty-five-foot
vessel had been commissioned in Britain and had, since her maiden
voyage over thirty years ago, traversed the high seas with him as
her captain. He pointed out everything, from helm to capstan,
describing the manpower required to raise the Raver’s great length
of chain and heavy anchor. Her masts were square-rigged, raked at
a slight angle aft for optimum propulsion. Charmaine shielded her
eyes and looked up at the three sky-piercing spars, politely humor-
ing him as he went on with a litany of sails, from flying jib, soaring
on the bowsprit and spearheading their journey, to the spanker,
which acted with the rudder and forged their course. Unfortu-
nately, he mistook her smile for interest and rambled on with his
detailed dissertation.

Joshua joined them, and Charmaine sighed in relief, ready to
escape to her own cabin. But the conversation unexpectedly turned
to the Duvoisins, piquing her interest, so she hugged the rail instead.
“ .. very wealthy,” the captain was saying, “ten ships, three
islands, thousands of acres, and God knows what other invest-
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ments. But that fortune comes at a high price. Frederic and his
sons have been dealt their share of turmoil, a weighty load I'd not
care to carry ...

The greater the wealth, the deeper the pain ... Charmaine
thought.

“. .. There are many who resent their power and covet their
money, but those very same men would likely abuse such power
and wealth. At least the Duvoisin men come by it honestly, with
hard work and acumen.”

Joshua grew circumspect. Over the past two days, Jonah
Wilkinson had proven to be a man of integrity, and Joshua had
come to respect his opinion. “You speak highly of them,” he com-
mented dubiously.

“I'm not placing Frederic on a pedestal, but he is a fair man, as
fair as any I've known. It’s a trait he’s passed on to his sons.”

“Even John?” Joshua snorted. “A few words came to mind
when we were introduced last year, but ‘fair’ was not one of them.”

Jonah chuckled. “I'm not surprised. John can be decidedly
caustic, his tongue as quick as his mind, but more often than not,
he s fair. His sarcasm is just a shield.”

“A shield?”

“Against the anger, against the guilt,” Jonah replied. “It is ru-
mored he brought on a severe seizure that left his sire crippled. The
stroke, or whatever it was, victimized both father and son. Frederic
was once a strong and forceful man. Now he never leaves the con-
fines of his estate. John suffers, too. He fled the island three years ago
and hasn’t returned. As far as I know, he’s had no contact with his
father. He continues to manage all the Virginia and shipping assets
out of Richmond, while Frederic relies on his other son, Paul, to run
Charmantes. Unfortunately, that has created more problems.”

“How s0?” Joshua queried, enthralled.
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“The brothers view matters differently. At times, their con-
flicting ideas pull those in between in opposite directions. There
can only be one captain of a ship, lest it founder.”

“So, the two sons struggle for the upper hand.”

“It goes back to childhood rivalry. Paul enjoys a bond with his
father that John, the legitimate son, never had.”

“Legitimate?”

Jonah cleared his throat. He'd said too much, yet felt com-
pelled to explain. “Frederic adopted Paul as an infant and raised
him as his own, but his was an illegitimate birth. He’s Frederic’s
son,” Jonah finished, anticipating the next query. “Of that I'm cer-
tain.”

“But why would a man favor a bastard child over—”

The inappropriate epithet was out before Joshua could catch
himself. He reddened and looked at Charmaine, but her compo-
sure remained intact; apparently, she hadn’t understood.

Jonah, however, did not seem pleased with the crude appella-
tion. “Frederic respects both of his sons, but Paul works harder
than John, so I suppose that has forged a stronger relationship.”

“And John’s mother?” Joshua asked, further surprised. “What
is her reaction to all this?”

“Elizabeth died in childbirth over twenty-five years ago. Some
say Frederic blamed John for her death, but that’s nonsense. Ca-
nards of that kind stemmed from the fact that Frederic grieved for
many years after her death.”

Charmaine was suddenly confused. “But I thought”—she
faltered—"then Colette Duvoisin is Mr. Duvoisin’s second wife?”

“He remarried ten years ago,” Jonah answered succinctly.

Frederic grieved for many years after her death . . .

Charmaine canted her head, sensing evasiveness, unable to
pinpoint the heart of her perplexity. Frederic Duvoisin, clearly an
older man, had two grown sons, one by his first wife, another by a
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lover, and he had three other children, the youngest a baby, really,
these brought forth by a second wife.

“Is she an islander?” Charmaine asked.

“Who? Miss Colette? Oh, my, no.” The captain chuckled. “She
is French, pure aristocrat. Arrangements were made by her mother, I
believe,” he added, uncomfortable with Charmaine’s intense frown,
attempting to thwart the idle talk he knew she was bound to hear.

“Her mother?”

“Colette was quite young at the time.”

“How young?”

Jonah, who had waxed loquacious for the past hour, grew la-
conic. To Charmaine’s further trepidation, Joshua Harrington al-
lied himself to the man. “Arrangements of this sort are made all
the time by the upper classes, aren’t they, Captain Wilkinson?”

“Just so,” Jonah hastily agreed.

Charmaine shivered in the blazing sun. She had thought the
wealthy enjoyed unlimited choices, yet here was a young woman,
much like herself, imprisoned more surely than she would ever be.

“An arrangement?” she mused. “A more apt word would be
bondage.”

“Bondage?” Jonah objected with a false laugh, then added,
“Miss Colette may have borne her husband three children, but I
assure you, she enjoys a most comfortable life,” as if that fact made
their coupling palatable.

Charmaine bit her bottom lip, terribly troubled, and her mind
ran far afield, to an island she had yet to tread. A loveless marriage.
Her mother had suffered such a union. Suddenly, Charmaine’s life
no longer seemed suffocating. She had never appreciated how free
she truly was.

The evening meal was served in the captain’s cabin with Char-
maine and the Harringtons as his guests. The food, though mediocre,
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was tempered with good conversation. Even Loretta ate without
discomfort, quickly approving of their warm host. Charmaine
had shared all the things she had learned that afternoon, so Lo-
retta didn’t hesitate to ask her own questions, artfully starting
with the Duvoisin’s more distant past, one that seemed shrouded
in a web of mystery. Jonah, who’d spent many evenings in the
company of three generations of Duvoisin men, was happy to
oblige . . .

In the early 1700s Jean Duvoisin left his native France and
traveled to the American colonies. The younger son of a wealthy
and politically connected family, he set out to find his own for-
tune, taking with him a sizable sum of money, a fast ship, and his
father’s blessings. He settled in Newportes Newes, a thriving
community and burgeoning shipping center at the mouth of the
James River. When he heard of William Byrd II’s plans to estab-
lish a new town some ninety miles northwest, he moved his
young family to the site in 1737. Richmond was so dubbed in
honor of Richmond on the Thames, England, and it was Jean
Duvoisin who helped bolster her success. The Byrd trading post
and warehouse, or Shocco as the Indians called it, was in need of
a full-time shipper. Jean saw financial potential in assuming such
a role and had a second ship commissioned in Newportes Newes.
Byrd sanctioned the lucrative endeavor, then guaranteed its suc-
cess by awarding him substantial acreage west of Richmond. In
less than ten years, the entire parcel had been cleared and planted.
In addition, Jean now owned three merchantmen that not only
brought him wealth through the supplies he shuttled from Eu-
rope, but enabled him to transport his own tobacco inexpensively
and expediently. When he died some twenty years later, both
ventures had exceeded his wildest expectations. The plantation
had tripled in size, he owned vast stretches of land throughout
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the Virginia territory, and the shipping operation belonged ex-
clusively to his eldest son.

Jean Duvoisin II followed in his father’s footsteps of expand-
ing the Duvoisin empire, but he took to the seas to do so. The
shipping industry became his obsession, the prosperity of the fu-
ture. Upon his sire’s demise, the family plantation was left to the
care of other men. Jean II had already conquered the deserted is-
lands he named Les Charmantes (pronounced “lay shar-mont,”
meaning “the charming ones”). Searching for a base location
amidst the expanding routes of his ever-growing fleet, he tamed
the wilderness of the largest island and built himself a villa that
would allow him privacy. Rumors spread that the house, the very
isle, was nothing more than a prison where he locked away his
beautiful wife, earning him the title of gentleman pirate. Island
lore held that he had kidnapped her from under the nose of a Rich-
mond rival and feared losing her while he was at sea, so he brought
her to his isolated paradise so she’d never escape him.

She was the first to give birth on Charmantes, as the main is-
land was being called, bringing into the world six children. The
three middle sons perished in a fire that claimed her life as well,
leaving behind an eldest son, Jean III, a daughter, Eleanor, and a
youngest son, Frederic, twelve years his brother’s junior. Years later,
Jean and Frederic both traveled to Virginia, taking charge once
again of the investments there.

When Jean II fell ill in 1796, his elder son returned to Char-
mantes and became involved in the American and French West
Indies dispute. It cost him his life. Within the year, Jean II died as
well, and the Duvoisin fortune fell into Frederic’s lap. He was only
twenty-three. Finding it impossible to guard Charmantes while
residing in Virginia, and fearing its possible loss, he journeyed
back as well, expanding his father’s farming enterprise into a



30 ‘DeVa Gantt

full-fledged sugarcane plantation run on the work of slaves and
indentured servants whom he personally hand picked.

He was already in his thirties when he married Elizabeth
Blackford, a young Englishwoman fifteen years his junior. She left
her family—a mother, father, brother, and sister—and traveled
from Liverpool to the islands where she began her life with her
new husband. But she died in childbirth less than a year later, leav-
ing behind an embittered husband.

“The island has grown over the years,” Jonah went on to say.
“The sugarcane operation led to the building of a harbor where
ships could unload supplies and take on raw sugar for transport.
From there a town emerged, built by the freed bondsmen. Having
served their time, Frederic encouraged the better men to continue
on in his employ for set wages. These were the first men to truly
settle Charmantes, some sending for families. Frederic’s close as-
sociates maintained he was mad, his idea sheer folly; in Europe,
these men were criminals. But many had been punished for petty
crimes. Poverty can make a man do foolhardy things. On Char-
mantes, they had an opportunity to start over, and most were
happy to take it. They are rough around the edges, but there is
little crime on the island. In a manner of speaking, they keep the
peace. As the population multiplied, Frederic sponsored other
businesses. First Thompson’s mercantile was built, supplying the
islanders with the staples. After that, a cooper opened up shop,
crafting all the watertight casks necessary for sugar transport. Of
course, Dulcie’s was next.”

“Dulcie’s?” Loretta asked.

“The saloon,” Jonah explained, stopping to take a sip of his
black coffee. “Then a livery went up, and next a meetinghouse
which serves as a church on Sundays. That was constructed about
ten years ago. Miss Colette is a devout Catholic and insisted on it
for the townspeople.”
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“Do they truly have a reverend to conduct services?” Loretta
queried, astonished. “I thought my sister exaggerated when she
mentioned Sunday Mass in one letter.”

“No exaggeration there. The man is a Roman Catholic priest
and has resided on Charmantes for years now.”

“Isn’t that a bit strange?” Joshua asked. “It seems to me the
Church wouldn’t be sending priests to small, distant islands.”

“You underestimate the size and scope of Charmantes,” Jonah
replied. “They even have a bank. It’s run by one of Frederic’s
friends from Virginia. Many influential men have invested in Du-
voisin enterprises, primarily the shipping end of his business, while
a good many islanders are purchasing land on the outskirts of
town, an option open to them as long as they build a house or
business on it. The Duvoisin wealth intrigues them, whets their
appetite. They feel they can grasp Frederic’s good fortune just by
owning a parcel of his land.”

“And have they?” Joshua asked.

“In a day or two you'll set foot on Charmantes and see her
people. Then you can decide if they live the good life or not.”

Loretta leaned forward. “I know my sister and her husband are
pleased with their move to the Caribbean. And I must admit, after
your description, Captain, I'm looking forward to arriving. It sounds
wonderful, doesn’t it, Charmaine?”

But the girl was pensive, deaf to their conversation.

“Charmaine?”

“I'm sorry—what did you say?”

“Les Charmantes sounds like a lovely place to call home,” Lo-
retta prompted. “But you seemed awfully far away.”

Charmaine rubbed her brow. “No,” she murmured, “I'm lis-
tening.”

Loretta knew better. The girl had lamented Colette and Fred-
eric Duvoisin’s courtship throughout the afternoon, imagining the



32 ‘DeVa Gantt

most wretched scenarios, refusing to consider other possibilities.
Loretta was determined to ascertain the truth before Caroline had
a chance to bend their ears.

“Captain Wilkinson,” she began, “if I'm not being too pre-
sumptuous, could you tell us a bit more about Colette Duvoisin?”

Jonah responded with a frown, and Loretta diplomatically di-
gressed. “My sister loves to prattle, but hates to write. Her short
letters are few and far between. Charmaine may soon be working
for Mr. and Mrs. Duvoisin. Surely you can appreciate her eager-
ness to become acquainted with them.”

“What would you like to know?” he relented, realizing there
was no point in trying to avoid what they’d eventually find out.

“Charmaine seems to think Miss Colette is young enough to
be Mr. Duvoisin’s daughter.”

“She is. Younger than his two sons, in fact.”

Charmaine gave Loretta an “I told you so” look.

Jonah read it, too. Folding his arms across his chest, he said,
“Miss Colette’s family was suffering from financial difficulties.
Frederic saw them through all of that. There was also a brother,
who was quite ill. Frederic’s wealth defrayed the expenses from his
prolonged malady. Now, some might call such an arrangement
‘bondage,’ but I'm sure it’s not the word Miss Colette would use.”

Charmaine ignored Jonah’s final assertion, horrified. Her
mother’s life had been deplorable, but at least that had been Ma-
rie’s choice. Colette Duvoisin, on the other hand, had been mar-
ried off for monetary reasons, like chattel. Charmaine felt terribly
sad for the woman.

Jonah leaned back in his chair. “Miss Colette is not as un-
happy as you imagine her to be, Miss Ryan.”

“That is something I will have to decide for myself, Captain,”
she replied.

Loretta patted Charmaine’s hand, certain the captain was
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right. “At least the mistress of the manor will be someone closer to
your own age,” she placated. “You may become friends.”
Charmaine hadn’t thought of this and hoped that might come

true.

Monday, September 12, 1836

She awoke early the morning of her fourth day at sea. Captain
Wilkinson expected to sight the islands with the break of dawn,
and she wanted to be above deck as they came into view. She
dressed quickly, choosing her best Sunday dress of pale green, and
was brushing out the last tangles in her thick, unruly hair when
the awaited shout resounded from above. “Land ho!”

Indecisive for only a moment, she threw the dark brown locks
over her shoulder, where a cascade of cutls fell to her waist. No bun
today, lest she forfeit the coveted sight. Let the wind take the
tresses where it would; they’d not spoil this glorious day, which
promised the start of a new life. Stealing a final peek in her hand
mirror, she smiled in satisfaction, then hastened from the cabin.

Captain Wilkinson took no notice of her when she reached
the upper deck, his eyes raised to the rigging and the crew that
prepared the Raven for docking, some climbing the ratlines to ad-
just the sails. Surmising Joshua was still abed, Charmaine moved
out of harm’s way to a vacant spot at the port railing.

The tarrying men began to ogle her, and she bowed her head to
their crude comments. Although she’d turned their heads a number
of times during the voyage, their perusal had never come close to a
leer. She glanced down at her dress wondering if her attire was
somehow indiscreet, but finding nothing there, she focused on the
great expanse of ocean, hoping to catch sight of land. They were
forging into a stiff headwind, and the gales swirled round her, cap-
turing her unbound hair one moment and molding her skirts
against her legs the next.
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When one man whistled, Jonah’s attention was snared. He
chuckled. By all outward signs, the girl was trying to ignore his
surly crew. Wiping the sweat from his brow, he walked over to her.
“Good morning, Miss Ryan.”

Relieved, Charmaine faced him.

Jonah took in her ebullient smile, the sparkling eyes alight
with anticipation, and the wild tresses that framed her delicate
face, evincing a comeliness thus far obscured. No wonder his men
were behaving this way.

“I heard the heralding of land, but I can’t see it,” she com-
plained. “Are the islands still so far away I need a spyglass?”

“No, my dear, but you are searching the wrong part of the sea.”

Embarrassed, she dropped her gaze, but he took her elbow and
led her to the opposite railing, pointing to the southeast. There, on
the horizon, was land.

He returned to his work, but she remained starboard side,
watching the dark smudge grow larger until the whitest of beaches
came into view, a great expanse that seemed tremendous for a mere
island. Beyond the shore, she detected shrubs and long grasses that
meandered into shaded areas cast by huge, bowing palm trees, wil-
lows, and silk cottons. She marveled at its untouched beauty, sud-
denly realizing she had yet to see any human habitation. There
were no docks, no houses, and no people. She looked over her
shoulder to question the captain about this, but he was nowhere to
be found, so her curiosity would have to wait. They were now rid-
ing parallel to the seemingly deserted island. She felt much like
Jean Duvoisin II, discovering his paradise for the first time—
untamed, yet free. There couldn’t be a more serene place on earth,
she thought, concluding that this couldn’t be the main island, but
rather one of the smaller two that had not been settled.

By and by, the beaches turned rocky, and cliffs dominated the
coastline, jutting ever higher as they trekked east. Huge waves sent
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sea spray spiraling upward as they bombarded the palisades, show-
ering a mist that reached as far as the decks. They closed in on a
lighthouse that marked the northernmost point. Once they passed
it, her eyes fell back to the bluffs, which curved to the right far into
the distance.

The hour lengthened, and Captain Wilkinson returned,
Joshua Harrington at his side. “We're circling Charmantes,” he
said, “and should reach the cove shortly.”

“The cove?” she asked.

“That is where the dock is built, on the eastern coast. Most
Caribbean islands have a leeward or western port. During hurri-
cane season, they are safe from those storms. But Charmantes
boasts an almost landlocked harbor, a bay that is protected by a
peninsula. Because he was able to construct his harbor in the east,
Jean II chose the safer western side of the island to erect his man-
sion, where the beaches are sandy and beautiful. When we enter
the inlet, this untouched beauty will be replaced by the bustling
town I spoke of the other evening.”

He pointed to the eastern horizon. “If you look carefully,
you’ll see the other two islands that comprise Les Charmantes.”
Shielding their eyes, Charmaine and Joshua were able to discern
two tiny landmasses.

Shortly thereafter, the main island curved sharply away, and
the Raven tacked south, hugging the peninsula now. Charmaine
was once again left alone as Joshua accompanied the captain. Sea-
birds appeared from nowhere, darting between the towering masts,
swooping low and hovering over the water, squawking loudly as if
welcoming their approach.

They reached the cape’s tip, and Charmaine’s eyes returned
to the spider-web rigging. Ropes groaned as the triangular sails
were trimmed. Instantly, they billowed taut, harnessing the wind.
The stern veered out, and the vessel pivoted right, completing a
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wide one-hundred-eighty-degree loop starboard side. “Wearing
ship,” the captain called it, and Charmaine marveled at how the
huge merchantman was navigated north and into Charmantes’
estuary. She gasped when the deserted land gave way to a busy
wharf and thriving community.

As the captain skillfully maneuvered the Raven closer to port,
angling the packet against the largest of three docks, Charmaine
ran hungry eyes over every visible portion of the island, buildings
everywhere. When she had her fill, her gaze turned toward the
people, ordinary people she quickly assessed. Why had she thought
they’d be different?

The crowd was increasing; the merchantman’s arrival of para-
mount interest, the pier a sea of faces now—white, black, and every
shade in between—all modestly garbed, though far from impover-
ished. There were women among them, some clutching infants to
their breasts as they waved to their sailor husbands. These crew-
men were not the wanderers Charmaine had supposed them to be,
but had families waiting for them here.

The Raven was secured in a frenzy, as scores of men labored
with the massive vessel. At last, the gangplank was lowered, and
those on the quay scurried to her decks. Friends slapped callused
hands across the backs of those they had not seen for many months.
Plans were already being made for a night at the town’s saloon.
Husbands rushed to the wharf to hug their wives and children. For
the moment, all thoughts of labor were suspended as handshakes,
embraces, and stories were exchanged.

A hush came over the throng as a tall, dark man boarded the
vessel and came to stand in their midst. He radiated a magnetism
that commanded everyone’s attention, and Charmaine’s eyes were
riveted, admiring him in a way she had never admired a man be-
fore. His face was swarthy, testifying to many hours spent under
the tropical sun, his jaw, sharp. Intense eyes hinted of a keen mind.
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Chestnut-brown locks fell on a sweaty brow, and his straight nose
plunged down to a dark moustache and full lips. His stance was
easy, yet his bearing was self-assured, proud—aristocratic. “Let’s
go men!” he bellowed, white teeth flashing against his bronzed
skin. “The sooner we get this ship unloaded, the sooner the drinks
are on me at Dulcie’s!”

Loud cheers went up, and all was in chaos as the men fell into
their work. The tall stranger stood his ground, feet planted apart,
issuing a spate of orders to all quarters of the deck. The main hatch
was thrown open, equipment was rolled forward, and a pulley and
boom were quickly assembled. He smiled broadly as he surveyed
the enthusiastic laborers before him.

Charmaine could not tear her eyes away, pleased she’d gone
unnoticed.

With a sweep of his forearm, he mopped the sweat from his
brow. Then, in imitation of the seamen and longshoremen, he
ripped off his own white shirt, revealing a broad, furry chest and
wide shoulders. He flung the garment over the railing and threw
himself into unloading the vessel.

Charmaine’s heart took up an unsteady beat. In Richmond,
gentlemen never doffed their shirts, and astounded, she gaped at
the play of muscles across his tanned back and arms. Obviously, he
was not afraid to work; rather, he enjoyed it. She felt the blood rise
to her cheeks as her eyes traveled down his back, which glistened
with sweat, to his muscular legs, sculpted against his form-fitting
trousers. She turned away, overwhelmed. She couldn’t breathe. He
was, by far, the most handsome man she had ever beheld.

“Charmaine!” Joshua called, pushing his way through the
commotion to reach her. “I've located Harold and Caroline Brown-

»
ing.
“They’re here?”

“Waiting on the wharf,” he answered, taking hold of her arm
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and leading her to the stern of the ship. “Apparently, they expected
us to be on the Raven once they realized it was coming from Rich-
mond.”

Charmaine nodded, though her regard rested on the captivat-
ing stranger. He and three other men were rolling the first casks
across the deck, one to the other.

“Who is that man?” she asked.

“Paul Duvoisin,” Joshua replied gruffly, noting the blush on
Charmaine’s cheeks. “We've already been introduced.”

“When?”

“Just a few moments ago on the wharf. But come, Charmaine,
we must hurry. The ocean breezes are all but gone, and I do not
care to spend the remainder of the day in this heat. It’s only going
to get worse as the sun rises higher.”

They neared the gangplank, and Joshua gestured over the side
of the ship to a pleasant-looking couple waving up at them. “T have to
fetch Loretta. Why don’t you make your way down to her sister?”

“But I have to get my belongings,” she replied. “They’re still in
my cabin.”

“Not to worry. I'll fetch them for you.”

“Don’t be silly! You go ahead and help Mrs. Harrington, and
I'll meet you on the pier with the Brownings in ten minutes.”

Joshua departed, taking the stairs of the companionway
quickly down. But Charmaine’s steps were halted as her gaze fell
once again upon Paul Duvoisin. Her heart raced, awed by the real-
ization that a fortune rested in the hands of someone so young and
handsome. Best not to dwell on it. With that thought, she de-
scended to the deck below and collected her baggage.

When she once again stepped into the midday sun, Joshua was
nowhere in sight. Certain she had finished her packing before him,
she began her search for Captain Wilkinson. It would be impolite
to leave without thanking him.
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She learned from one of the seamen that he was in his cabin.
Crossing to the quarterdeck, she knocked on his door and was in-
vited in. He was seated at his desk, with Paul Duvoisin leaning
over his right shoulder. Neither man looked up from the sheets
spread before them, but the captain motioned toward her with a
brusque command, “Don’t dally boy! Bring them here!”

Charmaine was stunned and didn’t answer.

He looked up. “Oh, Miss Ryan, I apologize,” he said. “I thought
you were Wagner. He was fetching some documents for me.”

With the mention of the unfamiliar name, Paul straightened,
his attention instantly snared. 7his is unusual—a comely lass: wavy
hair, pretty face, and curvaceous figure. Why is she on the Raven? He
inhaled. He had never seen her before. “Is this a beautiful niece
you've kept hidden from us, Jonah?”

“You know I have no kin, Paul.”

“So you've said,” Paul mused, dissatisfied with the response.

His eyes remained fixed on the young woman, but before he
could pose another question that might reveal her identity, the
cabin boy rushed in. Paul snatched the documents from him, sat
down, and began reading them.

Dismissed, Charmaine’s heart sank, but she thanked Jonah
Wilkinson for his hospitality. He, in turn, kissed her hand and
wished her well. Glancing toward the desk, she quietly left his
cabin.

Above deck, the heat had intensified. She retrieved her trunk
and lumbered toward the gangway, certain the Harringtons were
waiting for her.

Joshua spotted her and boarded the vessel, taking her luggage
in one hand and her elbow with the other. In no time, she was
standing on the solid dock, though her unsteady feet reacted as if
she were still on the rocking ship.

“So, you are Charmaine,” Caroline said as introductions were
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made, her husband smiling pleasantly. “You're as lovely as my sister
wrote.”

“I'm afraid Mrs. Harrington is too kind.”

“Nonsense,” the plump woman replied. “You are nearly as
pretty as my Gwendolyn.”

Her husband cleared his throat, but she silenced him with a
cold glare.

Charmaine was glad to climb into the Brownings’ carriage. “Is
it always so hot here?” she complained, dabbing at her brow.

“There’s normally a breeze,” Harold replied, “but you get used
to it.”

“Not if she wears her hair that way,” Caroline countered.

Charmaine lifted the tresses off her neck. “I was trying to
wrap it in a bun—"

“Charmaine,” Loretta interrupted, squeezing her hand, “it’s
lovely.”

Caroline raised her nose, but quickly turned her attention to
the road. “Look—over there!” she exclaimed, pointing across the
thoroughfare, motioning for her sister to shift to her side of the
coach. “That’s Dulcie’s. Oh, the goings-on at that establishment!
But men will be men. Isn’t that right, Harold?”

“I wouldn’t know,” he mumbled, talking to his lap.

“What did you say?”

This time he answered clearly. “I said, only you would know.”

She eyed him suspiciously, then ignored him altogether as the
town continued to roll by. “And over there is the mercantile. It car-
ries a wide variety of goods, nearly as fine a selection as any general
store you'll find in the States. But you don’t want to shop there on
the weekends. That’s when the bondsmen make their purchases.
What a filthy lot they are!”

“Caroline,” the man reprimanded, offended, “many of them
are good men.”
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“How can you say that?” she demanded, every bit as offended
as he. “Murderers—that’s what they are!”

“They’re not murderers. They wouldn’t be working here if
they were. You know that. Most are poor men paying the price of
a minor offense.”

“Oh, don’t be so addle-brained!” she accused, insulted by his
contradictions. “They’re common criminals. Why must you al-
ways make excuses for them?”

“I know them, or have you forgotten I oversee most of their
work?”

“Ssh!” she hissed, her indignation and revulsion surpassed by
her shame. “Do you want everyone to know you associate with
those people?”

“I'm not going to hide what I do for a living on this island,” he
replied in exasperation, “or worse still, lie about it, as you do.”

“Harry, please,” she protested, her nervous eyes flitting over
those in the coach, “not in front of my family!”

When her bottom lip stopped quivering, she peered out the
window and complained anew. “Now look what you've done! We’re
on the outskirts of town and have missed all the sights!”

She remained petulant for all of a minute, then warmed to a
new topic. “It’s a shame you missed meeting Paul Duvoisin, Lo-
retta. Quite a fine specimen of a man he is, but a rogue, if you
know what I mean, with an eye for the ladies. They say the apple
doesn’t fall far from the tree. Following in his father’s footst—"

“Caroline!” Harold objected again, appalled by her audacity.

“Well, it’s true!” she returned in kind, annoyed that her hus-
band dared to quash the bit of gossip that begged telling. “Imag-
ine, remaining a widower for all those years—sampling his
fill—only to up and marry a girl young enough to be his daughter!
And to think that Colette—"

“Caroline!” Harold exploded. “Hold your tongue!”



42 DeVa Gantt

“But Harold!” the virago mewled, shaken by his uncharacter-
istic outrage.

His ire cooled as swiftly as it had spiked, and he pulled at his
shirt collar in evident distress. “I'm sorry,” he apologized lamely.
“But my wife shouldn’t be spreading rumors.”

Caroline clicked her tongue, muttering, “They’re not rumors,
they’re facts.”

The remainder of the trip was passed in silence, leaving Char-
maine to wonder over the woman’s temperament, so unlike that of
her sister. Beyond that, Charmaine’s thoughts traveled to Colette
Duvoisin, the same questions resurfacing, no less troubling. Was
the young woman content bound to a man old enough to be her
father? What revelations would the next few days bare?

When they arrived at the Browning cottage, a girl of perhaps
fifteen emerged from within. Like her mother, she was plump, but
she had a charming smile and rushed forward to greet them. “Aunt
Loretta? Uncle Joshua?”

“Gwendolyn?” Loretta queried. “My, how you've grown!”

As embraces were exchanged, Harold drew his wife aside and
whispered to her in heated tones. “If I hear so much as another syl-
lable concerning Frederic and Colette, I swear I will send you
packing.” When Caroline’s mouth dropped open, he rushed on.
“Do you want me to lose my position here? Would it please you to
see me banished like Clayton Jones? Remember what happened to
him?”

Caroline’s eyes grew wide as saucers. “Yes—but no—of course
not.”

“Or perhaps you'd like to be the next Alma Banks? That
would really give the townspeople something to talk about.”

Caroline’s expression bordered on the horrific.

“Yes.” Harold nodded with a satisfied grin. “You’d best think
about that the next time you feel like wagging your tongue. Fred-
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eric might be ill, but I have it on good authority he’s not as inca-
pacitated as everyone seems to believe. Beyond that, I respect
Colette, as much as I do her husband. If not for them, who knows
where we would be today? Therefore, you will cease your prat-
tling!”

She nodded meekly, took a moment to compose herself, and

finally beckoned everyone inside.



Chapler 2

Wednesday, September 14, 1836
Les Charmantes

UNLIGHT poured into the bedroom Charmaine shared with

Gwendolyn Browning. Her eyes opened and she stretched,
enjoying the gentle breezes that whispered through the windows.
In just a few hours, the coolness of the early morning would yield
to the intense rays of the Caribbean sun. This was summer on
Charmantes, but according to the Brownings, the other seasons
were not much different, just a bit milder.

Crawling from the small double bed, Charmaine looked down
at her slumbering friend. Yes, she could call Gwendolyn her friend.
The girl was talkative and bubbly, her gaiety infectious.

Yesterday, they had toured the town with Caroline. Today,
Gwendolyn wanted to show Charmaine the other, more beautiful
spots Charmantes had to offer. Charmaine was looking forward to
it. She didn’t relish Mrs. Browning’s company and was happy to
leave the woman with her sister for the day.

As she sat at the dressing table and unbraided her hair, Gwen-
dolyn stirred. “Good morning,” she greeted with a yawn. “Why
are you up so early?”
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“I couldn’t sleep. So, what do you have in store for me today?”

“The beaches. They’re lovely compared to the ugly town.”

Charmaine brushed out the riotous locks. “I didn’t think it
was ugly.” In truth, she had been quite impressed by it. Even with
Captain Wilkinson’s description aboard the Raven, she had not
been prepared for the self-sufficiency she’d witnessed yesterday.
Besides the mercantile, saloon, meetinghouse, and bank, the town
had a skilled cooper at the cooperage, a farrier and blacksmith at
the livery, a tanner, potter, and cobbler sharing space in one of the
three large warehouses, and a lumberyard of sorts, which supplied
various building materials for all the cottages being erected. Ac-
cording to Mrs. Browning, most of the wood came from the
northern pine forests and was milled right there. Additional hard-
woods were transported from Virginia. Jonah Wilkinson had been
correct; many families intended to make Charmantes their perma-
nent home. Construction was visible everywhere, and only the sea
stood as a reminder that this bustling “city” was on an island and
not part of a greater country.

Gwendolyn watched Charmaine coif her thick tresses into a
respectable bun. “Your hair is so unusual, Charmaine. How ever
did it get so curly?”

“I don’t know. My parents had straight hair, and I curse my
misfortune.”

“But it’s beautiful! If T had your hair, I'd set my sights for Paul
Duvoisin!”

“Oh, Gwendolyn, you do have high aspirations!”

“Maybe I'd have to lose a bit of flesh around my middle,” the
girl sulked, looking down at her plump figure. “But after
that—well—there’d be no stopping me!” When Charmaine shook
her head, she pressed on. “If you saw him, you’d understand what
I mean!”

“I have seen him, and I know what you mean.”
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“You have?” Gwendolyn asked, jumping from the bed. “When?
Where?”

“The day we arrived, on the ship.”

“Oh...isn’t he the most handsome man you've ever seen?”
she declared dreamily. “I could just swoon every time he looks my
way. Only, when he does look my way, he’s never looking at me.”
She pouted until struck by a new thought. “If I had your curves
and hair, I'd have a chance, a real chance!”

“A chance at what?”

“A marriage proposal, of course! And I'd accept immediately,
before he could change his mind!”

Charmaine smiled at the juvenile declaration. Her friend bab-
bled on.

“I know I'm only romancing. But look at you. You have all
those things a man looks at, especially your lovely figure and beau-
tiful hair.”

“I'm sorry to say you are wrong, Gwendolyn. I was wearing my
hair like this when Mr. Duvoisin and I first met, and he wasn’t
interested in introductions.”

“He was probably busy,” the girl reasoned. “He’s always like
that when a ship comes into port. All work, all business. But wait
until you're living under his roof, seeing him every day, perhaps
taking meals with him. Things are bound to change, aren’t they?
And then you will be the envy of every girl on this island, because
you’ll have that once in a lifetime chance we've all been pining for.
You mark my words if Paul doesn’t notice you then!”

Paul Duvoisin’s house . . . living under his roof . . . taking meals
with him . . . seeing him every day! The full import of working for
the Duvoisins took hold. Why hadn’t she thought of him living
there? It was his home! Charmaine felt giddy, seized by a host of
paradoxical emotions: apprehension and expectation, dread and
elation.
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They left the bedroom some time later, dressed and ready for a
day’s excursion. Loretta sat at the kitchen table, finishing a letter of
introduction she would send off to the Duvoisin manor. In it, she
had requested an audience with Madame Colette Duvoisin, stat-
ing that her companion, Charmaine Ryan, had traveled to Les
Charmantes from Richmond in order to apply for the position of
governess.

“That should do it,” she said, patting the folded missive. She
set her hand to another, informing her housekeeper they had ar-
rived and would spend no more than a month abroad. By the time
the girls had eaten, she was finished and asked Gwendolyn to
post the letter. “Here is some money,” she added. “Caroline tells
me there will be a fee to have it shipped to the Richmond post
office.”

Gwendolyn nodded. “What about the other one to Mrs. Duvoi-
sin?”

“Your father said he will deliver it today,” Loretta replied.

The waterfront town wilted in the morning sun, but it did not
seem to impede any of the islanders. Charmaine and Gwendolyn
ambled toward the general store, and still Charmaine felt faint,
reaching the shade of the mercantile porch none too soon. The
heat had not affected her companion.

“Come, Charmaine,” she encouraged, “I see Rebecca Rem-
men. Her brother doesn’t generally allow her to walk about town
on her own.”

“You go,” Charmaine said. “I have to rest a minute. Why don’t
you give me your aunt’s letter and T'll post it while you talk with
your friend?”

“Very well. I'll meet you inside in a few minutes.”

Charmaine entered the general store and was surprised to find
it empty, save its proprietress, Madeline Thompson, the comely
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widow introduced to her yesterday. “May I help you?” the woman
asked, her sultry voice laced with a mild, Southern accent.

“Yes, please,” Charmaine replied. “I have a letter I'd like to
post.”

Madeline scrutinized the item she handed over. “Richmond . . .
Hmm . .. It’s a shame you didn’t get this to me sooner. The post
was carted off yesterday. But I suppose I could deliver it to the Raven
myself, after I close up my shop.”

Charmaine nodded gratefully and began fishing in her reti-
cule for the coins Gwendolyn had passed to her. She was oblivious
to the mercantile bell. “Now if you'll just tell me how much—"

“Excuse me one moment,” Madeline said, moving around the
corner of the counter. “May I be of some service?” she inquired of
her newest patron.

“No thanks, Maddy—"

Charmaine’s stomach lurched as she recognized the voice of
Paul Duvoisin.

“—1I can find the things I need. But if you’d like,” and he re-
moved a piece of paper from his shirt pocket, “you could gather
the items on this list. Miss Colette requested them this morning.”

Madeline smiled and slipped the paper from his fingers, her
hand lingering a bit longer than necessary near his. “And may I ask
a favor of you?” she queried coquettishly. “That is, if you're headed
to the Raven today?”

“I am. What would you have me do?”

The woman looked down at the correspondence she held in
her other hand. “T've just received a letter intended for Virginia,
but Gunther took the post already. Could you possibly give this to
the captain? I'd be eternally grateful.”

“Eternally, Maddy? Youre not using your feminine wiles on

me, are you?”
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“If only they would work!”

“All right, Maddy,” he chuckled, pocketing the letter. “T’ll deliver
this if you’ll have Miss Colette’s items ready by the end of the day.”

“Perfect,” she purred. “I'll have the pleasure of your company
not once, but twice today.”

Paul winked at her, then stepped away. Charmaine looked on.
He seemed to have enjoyed the woman’s coy overtures. He glanced
in Charmaine’s direction, and her heart missed a beat. At that mo-
ment, she fervently wished she were as adept at conversation as
Madeline Thompson, flirtatious as it might be. She shook her
head, knowing such thoughts could only lead to trouble. Suddenly,
he was standing next to her, depositing a handful of items on the
counter. Charmaine realized how foolish she looked just lingering
there. “I believe I owe you money for the postage on my letter,
Mrs. Thompson.” He was staring down at her, but she didn’t look
up, her bonnet concealing her face.

“That will be two cents,” Madeline said as she moved behind
the counter.

Charmaine quickly produced the coins, but before the propri-
etress could take the money, Paul was asking if she could add his
items to those he would retrieve later that afternoon. With her
nod, he bade them a good day. To Charmaine’s relief and disap-
pointment, he walked out the door and into the blazing sun.

She stepped out of the mercantile a few minutes later, but
there was no sign of him. Gwendolyn waddled over to her, exu-
berant. “Charmaine, you've just missed Paul Duvoisin! And he
even spoke to me! *Course, he rushed right off, but Rebecca was
ecstatic. If you think I'm bad, you should hear her talk. She’s so
in love with him . . .” And so it went. Gwendolyn’s happiness was
contagious, and despite the heat, Charmaine had to smile and
enjoy herself.
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“This last week has been unusually warm,” Gwendolyn con-
fided. “Our weather is normally beautiful all year long. Wait,
you’ll see, and I know you'll come to love it here!”

They headed southwest and within an hour were walking
along white beaches where it was quiet, the town a distant mem-
ory. They collected seashells while Gwendolyn chatted away. Char-
maine found it amazing so many people inhabited Les Charmantes,
yet no one bothered to enjoy its most wondrous spots, for they
were alone on the long expanse of sand, save the gulls that scat-
tered with their approach, caterwauling in objection, soaring high
on extended wings, then landing moments later in the wake of
their steps.

When the searing sun of midday became too intense, they
found refuge among the many overhanging boughs of the palm
trees. They rested in their shade, their low voices the only indica-
tion they were there. Charmaine smiled as a pair of flamingos
walked along the water’s edge, but seeing the young women, turned
direction and disappeared into the shaded wood.

“Now,” Gwendolyn breathed, “where would you like to go
next?”

“I don’t know,” Charmaine answered, looking up at the girl
who had stood to brush away the moss and sand that clung to her
skirts.

“It’s your choice,” Gwendolyn continued. “We're close enough
to walk to the Duvoisin mansion. It’s probably only a half-hour
away from here. Of course, we won’t be allowed on the grounds.
It’s fenced off. But you could get a good look at where you’ll be
working.”

“Where I’ll be working?” Charmaine queried with raised brow.
“I haven’t even gone on an interview yet, Gwendolyn. You sound
so sure I'll get the governess’s position.”

“You will. Your name alone guarantees it.”
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Charmaine frowned bemusedly. “What do you mean?”

“Charmaine . . . Charmantes . . . It’s destiny, don’t you think?
How many other girls have a name so similar? It’s as if the island
were calling you home.”

Charmaine shook her head with a laugh. “I hope you are right,
because I think I will enjoy living here, especially with you as a
friend.”

She declined the visit to the Duvoisin mansion, fearing some-
one important might see her. They were getting hungry, and
Gwendolyn suggested they go back to town and eat at Dulcie’s. “I
brought some money.”

“The saloon?” Charmaine asked, aghast.

“It’s not that bad, not during the day, anyway, and the food is
very good.”

Charmaine disagreed. “It’s a gaming establishment and worse.”

“Only at night, Charmaine, and mostly on weekends. During
the day, we’ll be fine. None of the indentured servants or freed
slaves are allowed in there.”

“Freed slaves?” Charmaine queried, finding the statement
strange. She had noticed quite a few Negroes walking the streets
without restriction, but just now wondered about it, for such sights
were uncommon in Richmond.

“All the islands in this area of the West Indies are under Brit-
ish rule,” Gwendolyn explained as they meandered back the way
they had come, “and a few years ago, slavery was abolished both in
England and on the islands.”

“But I thought Frederic Duvoisin owned and governed Char-
mantes.”

“He does,” Gwendolyn affirmed. “But according to Father, he
also wishes to appease the British. He transports a great deal of
sugar to them. He also receives British protection against pirate
attacks on the high seas and here on Charmantes. His cargo would
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not be well received if the English felt it was bought and paid for
with slave labor.”

“So, he’s keeping the peace.”

“And not just with the British monarchy. His wife holds slav-
ery as an abomination as well.”

“Really?” Charmaine was surprised. She’d grown up with slav-
ery all around her and accepted it as commonplace.

Gwendolyn delved into a sketchy tale about a Negro named
Nicholas and a severe beating. Apparently, Colette Duvoisin had
come to the man’s defense, which fed some nasty gossip. Frederic
Duvoisin put a stop to it, making an example of two islanders at
the heart of the problem by expelling them from Charmantes.
There were also rumors of a murder, and Gwendolyn insisted a
great taboo still clung to the story, frightening people into silence.
Eventually, all the Negroes were liberated.

“If we're not going to Dulcie’s,” Gwendolyn said, “what about
the harbor?”

Charmaine regarded her quizzically. Within the hour, she was
being pulled along the boardwalk. As they drew nearer the dock,
Charmaine wrenched free, comprehending her friend’s scheme.
Gwendolyn intended to spy on Paul Duvoisin. But the capricious
girl hurried ahead, closer to the Raven, which was still moored
there, her quick step unhampered by her girth.

“Gwendolyn—no!” Charmaine called. “We shouldnt be
here!”

The girl only giggled, stopping to catch her breath. “Don’t be
silly! He'll never see us, I promise. Leastwise he never has before!”

“Before? You've done this before?”

Gwendolyn nodded persuasively. Though Charmaine shook
her head, she realized the busy wharf offered them a measure of
anonymity: the passersby ignored them. They were soon concealed
in a small alcove formed by one of the huge warehouses and an
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empty toolshed, a reasonable distance from the ship and the long-
shoremen who tarried at loading the packet. Barrels and crates
obstructed the men’s view of them more than their view of the
men, for they peered through the slats, hungrily searching the ship
for some sign of Paul Duvoisin.

“This was foolish,” Charmaine whispered. “What if he does
see me?”

“He won’t,” Gwendolyn promised. “Besides, if you watch for a
while, you'll get used to seeing him and won’t be nervous when
you start living at the mansion. After all, it will probably be deli-
ciously difficult those first few days in the house.”

A series of loud oaths put the discussion to rest. “Jesus Christ
Almighty! Not that way! The other way!”

Standing not fifteen feet away at the foot of a beveled gang-
plank was a disheveled man, his eyes hardened, his yellow teeth
grinding down hard on a wad of tobacco. “Goddamn it! I told you
to roll it the other way!” He threw down the rope he’d been at-
tempting to loop around a huge oak cask and motioned to a boy of
perhaps twelve. “Stand over here, goddamn it! I'll push while you
slide the parbuckle underneath. Then we can hoist it up.”

The lad, whose shoulder was braced against the horizontal
barrel, did not budge, his neck taut and face reddened. “This one’s
gotta weigh five-hundred pounds. The wharf ain’t level, I tell ya. I
think it’s gonna run away if I let go!”

“I got it!” the dockworker sneered. “Now grab the goddamn

rope!”
Reluctantly, the youth obeyed. The barrel instantly broke
loose and rolled down the pier. The boy grimaced as it hit three
other casks standing on end, his face breaking into a smile when it
stopped, undamaged.

“Jesus Christ, boy!” the man cursed lividly. “How could you
beso goddamn dumb? Why didn’t you wait until I got me a proper
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grip?” Cold hatred gleamed in his eyes, but the lad did not take
heed and snickered in relief. “You wouldn’t be laughin’ if T kicked
your damn ass!”

Charmaine had seen enough. “Let’s go, Gwendolyn. That man
reminds me of someone I'd rather forget—"

“What goes on here?”

The older man drew himself up as Paul Duvoisin approached.
“This young snip don’t know how to be puttin’ in a day’s work,” he
grumbled.

“Is that s0?” Paul queried. “What do you have to say for your-
self, boy?”

“I'm just learning, sir. Today’s my first day. I need some train-
in’ is all.”

“What you be needin’,” the older man hissed, “is a good swift
kick in the pants. Maybe that’d wipe that brazen smile off your
goddamn face!”

“All right, that’s enough!” Paul commanded. “Since the boy is
new, I expect you to be patient with him. If you don’t think you
can manage that, I'll place him with someone else who can in-
struct him properly.”

“That’s fine by me. No way in hell I need help like that!”

“Good,” Paul said coolly. “What’s your name, lad?”

“Jason, sir. Jason Banner.”

“Well now, Jason, we’ll see if Buck Mathers can use you today.”

“Buck?” the older man expostulated. “Why the hell are you
givin’ him to that big nigger? He don’t need no help!”

Paul raised a dubious brow. “If Jason is more of a hindrance
than a help, that shouldn’t matter to you, should it, Mr. Rowlan?”
Receiving no answer, Paul turned back to Jason. “You'll find Buck
at the bow of the ship. He’s the biggest black man on deck, so you
shouldn’t have any trouble spotting him.”

“Yes, sir. I know who he is.”
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“Good,” Paul replied, clapping a hand on the boy’s shoulder.
“Do whatever he tells you to do. Tell him I sent you along, and I'll
speak to him later.”

“Yes, sir! Thank you, sir!” In a moment, he was gone.

Paul faced Jessie Rowlan. “Back to work.”

“You're gonna find someone else to help me, ain’t ya?”

“You had help, but you turned it aside. Now, finish this job
without further incident or collect your wages from the Duvoisin
purser. Either way, I don’t want to hear your foul mouth again!”

Rowlan received the ultimatum, but could not contain his
outrage. “The Duvoisin purser,” he grumbled under his breath as
he shuffled over to the awaiting barrels. “Don’t that sound fancy?
We all know it’s ‘Do-voy-sin.” Leave it to the rich to take an ugly
name—"

“It’s ‘Doo-vwah-zan, Mr. Rowlan, fancy or not,” Paul responded
smoothly. “Pronounce it correctly or don’t bother looking for work
here.”

Rowlan’s eyes narrowed, his hatred poorly concealed.

“Was there something else you wanted to say—to my face this
time?”

The man didn’t answer, though his manner spoke volumes as
once again he readied the cask for hoisting.

Paul rubbed the back of his neck and walked away.

Charmaine watched Paul return to the Raven’s deck, and she
imagined a similar confrontation. Her lips curled in delight as she
envisioned John Ryan cowering before Paul, and the fear that had
stalked her in Richmond was gone.

“Wasn’t he wonderful?” Gwendolyn whispered in adulation.

“Yes,” Charmaine sighed. Paul Duvoisin was suddenly more
than just handsome.

Rowlan coaxed another worker into helping him. A length of
rope was doubled around the heavy barrel, the ends of which were
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pulled through a loop to form a sling. Eventually, it was hoisted up
the concave plank with a pulley. Once on deck, it was released and
rolled across the waist of the ship to the hatch.

The hour lengthened. Men tarried at the same operation fore
and aft, but with ease and camaraderie. Quite abruptly, work
shifted from loading the vessel to unloading two crates of tea.
Charmaine wondered why, but Gwendolyn only shrugged. A
buckboard drew alongside the vessel, ready to receive them, but
splintering wood rent the air and the pulley let go, one large con-
tainer plummeting to the pier below. The men on the quay shouted
and scattered, stumbling with the shuddering impact. The crate
hit the wharf just shy of the wagon and split open, spilling tea
leaves everywhere. The horses reared, and the driver clutched the
reins tightly to keep them from bolting,.

Paul appeared at the starboard rail. His scowl was black, his
jaw clenched by the time he reached the wharf. “Whose work is
this?”

Jake Watson, his harbor foreman, shook his head in disgust. “I
don’t know.”

Paul glared into the circle of men who gathered around the
damaged goods. “Who’s at fault?” he demanded again, his voice
cutting the air like a whip.

A towering Negro stepped forward, Jason Banner at his side.
“It was ol’ Jessie Rowlan’s fault, sir. I saw him liftin’ that crate with
the wrong pulley.”

Paul gritted his teeth. “Where the hell is he?”

The black man pointed toward the deck, and all eyes followed.
Jessie Rowlan was leaning on the railing. Paul strode purposefully
up the gangway, his irate regard unwavering,.

Jessie Rowlan turned to meet the attack, wearing a vengeful
grin. “What can I do for you, Mr. Doo-vwah-zan?” he queried
snidely.
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“Are you responsible for that mess down there?”

“What do you mean ‘responsible’ The way I sees it, ain’t no
one ‘responsible.” Just a little accident, is all.”

“The way I see it,” Paul growled, “the wrong equipment was
used. We have block and tackle for crates and we have block and
tackle for casks, something you might have remembered if you
weren’t so drunk! But since you were the one working the pulley,
I’'m holding you directly responsible for the ‘accident’ as you call it.
I cannot abide such stupidity, and I certainly can’t afford it. To-
morrow you may collect your wages from Jake Watson, out of
which I shall deduct the money not only lost on the damaged
goods, but on the equipment as well. After that, I never want to see
your sorry face again.”

Renewed loathing welled up in Jessie Rowlan’s eyes. “Well, if
it ain’t the high-and-mighty Paul Duvoisin, who thinks he owns
the whole goddamn place. Well, sir, I got me some friends, and
you’ll be regrettin’ you ever said that. You think you’re better than
everybody else. Well, you ain’t. You ain’t even as good as most of
the men here. At least we ain’t bastards—rich or otherwise!”

Paul seized him by the throat, lifting him clear off the deck.
“Utter that word again and I swear you're a dead man! Hear me? A
dead man!”

“Yes!” Jessie Rowlan choked out.

In an instant, Paul sent him sailing, and he lay sprawled on the
deck. He jumped to his feet and dashed off the ship, the dock-
workers stepping back as he retreated, all unusually quiet.

“What was that all about?” Charmaine whispered.

“I'll explain later,” Gwendolyn hushed, straining to hear.

“All right, Jake,” Paul called down to the pier, “let’s see what
the men can salvage with a few shovels and a couple of barrels. I
should have sent the lot back to John when I realized it was still in

the hold.”
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“I don’t think it was your brother’s fault, sir,” Jake shouted up.
“I should have checked the labeling more carefully. I thought it
said—"

“No matter, Jake! It looks like a storm is rolling in, and we’ll
have a bigger mess on our hands if it pours before that tea is cleared
away. There’s a bonus if the job is finished before the first drops
hit!”

Hearing this, the men scrambled to do his bidding. Satisfied,
Paul turned back to his work.

“Why did Jessie Rowlan call Paul that nasty name?” Char-
maine pressed as she and Gwendolyn rushed home.

“What name?”

“You know the name, Gwendolyn. Mr. Harrington used it dur-
ing our voyage here and grew uncomfortable when he remembered
I was present. I know it’s not a nice word. Why won’t you tell me?”

“There’s nothing to tell,” Gwendolyn said, embarrassed by a
subject she was not supposed to know about. “The man was cuss-
ing, and Paul became angry.”

“No, it was more than that. Paul didn’t lose his temper until
Jessie Rowlan said #har word.” Still, Gwendolyn refused to shed
light on the subject. “Is it because Paul is adopted—illegitimate?”
she pressed.

“How did you know that?”

“Captain Wilkinson mentioned it.”

“Did he also mention what the townspeople whisper?”

“He didn’t gossip, if that’s what you mean.”

Gwendolyn lifted her nose. “And that’s exactly why I won’t
repeat it.”

The gleam in Gwendolyn’s eyes told Charmaine the girl was
dying to tell all. “It won’t go any further than me, if that’s what
you're afraid of.”

“Well,” Gwendolyn hesitated, looking around. “People say
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Paul is Frederic Duvoisin’s bastard son,” and she whispered “bas-
tard” as if the wind had ears.

“What does that mean? Isn’t that the same as illegitimate?”

“Yes, but worse! It means his father had an affair with a prosti-
tute, and Paul was born of it. Otherwise, Frederic Duvoisin would
have done the gentlemanly thing and married the woman. They
say the infant came from abroad, and Frederic adopted the baby
because he was certain be was the father.”

Charmaine’s heart swelled in sadness for Paul. He was wealthy,
handsome, and from all outward signs, an honorable man, and
yet, he had to endure the scandalmongering and rebuke of those
around him.

Pelting rain washed her mind clean.

“Come quickly, Charmaine! We’re going to get soaked to the
bone!”

They raced through the streets, coming to the residential sec-
tion of town as swiftly as their legs would carry them. But they
weren’t fast enough, for their clothes were drenched before they
reached the Brownings’ front porch.

“Goodness me!” Caroline protested as she took in her daugh-
ter’s appearance. “Just look at yourself, young lady! Your dress is
ruined!”

“Im sorry, Mother, but Charmaine and I ran as fast as we
could.”

“You what?”

“We ran from town.”

“You ran from town? And what will my friends think?”

“Mrs. Browning,” Charmaine placated, “everyone was run-
ning for shelter.”

“Well, let me tell you something. Dignified young ladies do
not run in public, rainstorm or not! What would Colette Duvoisin

say if she saw you?”



60 ‘DeVa Gantt

Loretta stepped from the sitting room. “She would say, “There
go two intelligent young women. Unlike the dignified ladies on
this island who traipse slowly about town during a rainstorm in
wet, clinging clothes, these two run for cover so as not to be struck
by lightning.””

Miffed, Caroline flounced past her sister, but Loretta smiled at
the bedraggled girls. “To your room and out of those dresses before
you catch cold.”

Caroline remained in a huff until dinner, when her true anxi-
eties were revealed. Though she loved the island, she feared her
daughter would never learn the social graces necessary to obtain a
respectable husband some day. By the end of the meal, Loretta
empathized with her sister and, much to the dismay of Gwendolyn
and Charmaine, agreed to take Gwendolyn back to Virginia when
she and Joshua departed. Noting her niece’s downcast eyes, she
said, “You will come to love Richmond, Gwendolyn. Think of it as
an extended holiday, and if you are not happy after a week or two,
you can always return home.”

Gwendolyn brightened; however, Charmaine felt empty. She
had hoped to have a friend on the island whom she could visit and
in whom she could confide. It seemed she was destined to be
alone.



Chapler 3

Friday, September 16, 1836
The Duvoisin Mansion

/C HE open carriage rocked gently from side to side as it turned
off the main thoroughfare and proceeded at a leisurely pace
through the tree-lined passage that led directly to the Duvoisin
mansion. The four occupants soon sampled the tranquility of
Charmantes. Very few people traveled the isolated road, and the
quiescent forest enveloped them. Heading west, their destination
was the opposite side of the nine-mile-wide island, the paradise of
Jean Duvoisin II preserved. Although the eastern coast was heav-
ily populated, the western shore remained the sole dominion of
one family: the Duvoisins. Not even the far-off sugarcane fields
and orchards to the south, nor the lumber mill and pine forests to
the north trespassed on the serenity to the west, where the island
remained untamed save for the mansion they were swiftly ap-
proaching.

“What is the matter, my dear?” Loretta whispered.

Charmaine inhaled. “I'm very nervous. What if they don’t like
me?”

“We shall leave.”
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“Oh, Mrs. Harrington, you make everything sound so simple.”

“That’s because it is,” she stated with a fortifying smile.

Yesterday, they had received Colette Duvoisin’s reply, written
in her own hand, suggesting the interview be held on the sixteenth
of September at four in the afternoon. Charmaine had found it
exceedingly difficult to sleep last night, smiling weakly when Har-
old Browning suggested accompanying them. “Less formal,” he
had said. She knew he hoped to ease her mind, and she had
thanked him, but his presence did not lessen her anxiety.

When it seemed the ride would go on forever, the pine trees
began to thin. Charmaine was the first to see it—the magnificent
mansion nestled on a lush blanket of rich green, a white pearl set on
an emerald carpet. As the carriage closed the distance to the metal
fencing that guarded the grounds, it loomed larger than any edifice
she had ever seen, grander than any of Virginia’s great estates. Pala-
tial and breathtaking, it required no words of compliment or de-
scription; in truth, only the greatest poet would do it justice.

Ten Doric columns rose heavenward from a wide portico, sup-
porting not only a second-floor veranda, but a third story as well.
The massive colonnade ended beneath a broad, red-tiled roof with
dormer windows. Both porch and balcony ran the length of the
main structure and wrapped around either side, disappearing along
the wings set at right angles. They boasted evenly spaced French
doors, all thrown wide to catch the afternoon breezes. The manor’s
main entrance luxuriated in the shade of two towering oak trees
that grew on either side of the central drive. The entire edifice was
framed by papaya and palm trees, which extended along the side
wings of the house from front to back. But the eye was drawn back
to the enormous oaks, unusual, yet majestic. Harold told them
Frederic’s father had transplanted saplings from Virginia in mem-
ory of his deceased wife. Now, some fifty years later, they flour-
ished on Charmantes, a reminder the Duvoisin fortune had its
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origins in America. The pair accentuated the symmetry of the
stately mansion, and not even the small stone structure attached to
the south wing could mar the perfect balance and beauty.

No one spoke as the carriage passed through the main gates
and rolled along the cobblestone driveway. It stopped in the shade
of the oaks, where the company of four alighted, each acutely
aware of their station in life. With stomach churning, Charmaine
allowed Harold Browning to escort her up the short, three-step
ascent, across the porch, and to the only set of oak doors.

The butler was awaiting their arrival, for the door swung in-
ward before they could knock. “If you will kindly step this way,”
he said, “I shall tell Miss Colette you are here.”

The spacious foyer had a lofty ceiling, crown moldings, an
ostentatious chandelier, marble floors, and an enormous grand-
father clock. Directly opposite the main entryway was an elaborate
staircase. Its ornate railing followed curved steps up to a wide
landing, above which hung a stunning, life-sized portrait of a
young woman. There, the stairway split in two, each rising to op-
posite wings of the house. Overlooking these were huge mullioned
windows, capturing the afternoon sun and bathing the awed as-
sembly in its golden light.

They were led through the north wing and into the library
where they were invited to make themselves comfortable. Volumes
of books lined three of the four walls. A huge desk, sofa, and arm-
chairs graced the center of the room. It was dark within, but not
unpleasantly so, for the dimness embraced the cool ocean breezes
that whispered through the open French doors.

Loretta settled in a wing chair. “It’s quite humbling, is it not?”

“Yes,” Charmaine murmured, doing the same.

“And did you notice the painting in the foyer?” Loretta asked.
“I wonder who the beautiful young lady might be?”

“That is Miss Colette,” Harold offered.
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Loretta smiled. “Well, Charmaine, now we know why Mr.
Duvoisin married her. I don’t think you’ll have a problem convinc-
ing Mrs. Duvoisin to hire you.”

Charmaine was astounded. “Why do you say that?”

“Didn’t you study her face?”

“I didn’t have time!”

Loretta’s smile deepened. “It’s something you should have seen
immediately. If the painter captured his subject, as 'm certain he
did, Mrs. Duvoisin is a warm and loving individual who will rec-
ognize the same qualities in you. She should be very pleased when
we leave today. I doubt she’s had many applicants who are as
young, caring, and vibrant as you.”

Charmaine began to respond, but the door opened, and the
woman of the portrait preceded Paul Duvoisin into the room:
quintessential femininity and rugged masculinity, Colette and
Paul Duvoisin, stepmother and stepson. Their relationship struck
everyone instantaneously. They were close in age and looked more
like husband and wife. In truth, they would have made the most
handsome couple gracing Richmond society. Yet theirs was a
stranger connection. All eyes traveled to the doorway in expecta-
tion of Frederic Duvoisin, but he did not cross the threshold.

Colette broke the suspect silence with a gracious “good after-
noon,” the French lilt in her voice enthralling. She suggested they
move to the adjacent drawing room, where it was brighter. This
room looked out onto the front and side lawns with two sets of
French doors thrown open. It contained a brace of sofas, a number
of armchairs and end tables set along the perimeter of an intri-
cately woven Oriental rug, and a massive fireplace, seemingly out
of place in a house situated on a Caribbean island. Above the man-
tel hung a portrait of a man holding a small boy upon one knee,
with another boy off to one side. But Charmaine’s gaze did not
linger there. It was drawn to the grand piano of polished ebony,
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unlike any she had ever seen, nestled in a corner of the room, be-
tween the two doors that opened onto the foyer and library.

As Harold Browning made all the introductions, Colette en-
couraged everyone to sit as she herself had done. She was clad in an
unadorned, yet becoming gown of pale blue. Her flaxen hair was
pulled to her nape, framing her face. Her slate blue eyes were spell-
binding, her nose slim and delicate, her lips full and inviting. But
it was her smile that brought all the exquisite features to life and, as
Loretta Harrington had averred, put everyone at ease, everyone
that is, except Charmaine.

Colette sat with hands in lap, lending complete attention to
her guests, while Paul elected to stand close behind her, feet planted
apart, much like that day on the Raven. It was as if he were pro-
tecting her from some unknown misery. His darkly handsome
features contrasted with her graceful fairness, and once again,
Charmaine thought of them as husband and wife.

“Miss Ryan,” Colette began, “how do you like our island?”

“It is very beautiful,” Charmaine answered.

Colette saw herself in Charmaine. Without warning, she was
reliving her own arrival at the Duvoisin mansion nine years earlier,
those overwhelming feelings that assaulted her as she entered this
very room. Of course, her meeting was not an interview for the
post of governess. On the contrary, she was to meet Frederic Du-
voisin and make a first impression. Even now, she could feel the
quickening of her pulse and the racing of her heart when he turned
to greet her. He had been exceedingly handsome and extremely
intimidating. The intensity of his regard had pierced her soul. He
had taken her breath away. Yes, she knew what it was to feel ill at
ease in the presence of the Duvoisins. She extended a smile to
Charmaine. “You've been here for . . . three days now?”

“Four,” Charmaine corrected. “We arrived Monday morning
on the Raven.”



66 ‘DeVa Gantt

That’s where I've seen her! Paul mused, her elusive face suddenly
recalled and attached to the unidentified woman in the captain’s
cabin. But her hair had been unbound—Ilong, and curling about
her face, and down her back. That’s why he hadn’t been able to
place her immediately. Now it was clear how she had come to be on
Jonah Wilkinson’s ship. She’d traveled from Richmond. He won-
dered if John knew her, perhaps met her on the vessel before its de-
parture. But, no, he reasoned, she wouldn’t be acting the trapped
rabbit if she had met his brother first. Then again, John may have
put her ill at ease for the entire family. /s a shame she wears her hair
pinned up . . . She was so lovely with it down and unruly.

“ .. isn’t that correct, Paul?” Colette was asking.

“I'm sorry. What were you saying?”

“Miss Ryan has seen the most beautiful parts of Charmantes if
she has seen the beaches,” she answered, turning in her chair to
better look at him.

“Yes,” he murmured, but said no more.

Charmaine shuddered under his scrutiny, wondering if she
had offended him in some way, for his scowl had darkened. She
was grateful when the door opened and another woman joined
their company, turning Paul’s attention aside.

“Agatha,” Colette greeted, “please, come and meet our
guests.”

The woman was older, yet every bit as striking and statuesque
as Colette. Her dark auburn hair was coiled in a thick coiffure.
Her face possessed high cheekbones, perfectly shaped eyebrows
that arched over piercing green eyes, and a long aristocratic nose,
which ended above expressive lips. She swept into the room with
an air of authority and smiled pleasantly at the assembly.

“I didn’t know you were entertaining visitors today,” she said
in a thick English accent. “Do you think this wise after Robert’s

instructions of yesterday?”
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“Agatha, I'll adhere to your brother’s advice when it is reason-
able.”

The woman responded by insisting on refreshments. She rang
for a servant, who was instructed to prepare a pitcher of lemonade.

Introductions were once again made. Charmaine learned Ag-
atha Blackford Ward was the sister of Frederic Duvoisin’s first wife,
Elizabeth. Recently widowed, she’d taken up permanent residence
on Charmantes in order to be near her twin brother, Robert Black-
ford, the island’s sole physician, and her closest living relative.

“Miss Ryan is inquiring about the governess position,” Colette
finished.

Agatha Ward’s manner, which had been decorous and wel-
coming, grew rigid. “Really? She seems very young.”

Paul cleared his throat. “I believe Colette is conducting this
interview, Agatha. Why don’t you allow her to ask the questions?”

The older woman was startled by the polite reprimand, but
maintained her aplomb as she went to the door and received the ar-
riving tray of lemonade. She poured a glass for everyone, and took a
chair near Colette.

Colette regarded Charmaine once again, her gaze assuasive.
“May I ask about your background, Miss Ryan?”

“Please, call me Charmaine.”

“Very well, Charmaine. Where have you been employed?”

“Ive been working for the Harringtons these past three years,
since I was fifteen.”

“And your duties there?”

“For the most part, I acted as companion to Mrs. Har-
rington.”

“And before you began working there?”

“I attended school in Richmond. In addition to reading, writ-
ing, and mathematics, I am quite proficient in a great many scho-
lastic disciplines.”
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“Which school?”

“St. Jude’s.”

Colette’s eyes lit up. “St. Jude Thaddeus . . . patron saint of the
hopeless.”

“Yes,” Charmaine concurred in surprise. “Many people don’t
know that.”

“The hopeless do,” Colette breathed. “Are you Roman Catho-
lic, then?”

“Yes. My mother was devout, and I try to follow her example.”

Colette nodded in approval. “And have you had any further
education? Attended a lady’s academy, perhaps?”

Charmaine hesitated, but Loretta quickly interceded. “Char-
maine’s education continued throughout her years living with me.
She enjoys fine literature and music, is proficient at needlepoint,
and is able to sew her own clothing. She knows a great many dance
steps and demonstrates a fine hand at the piano. In addition, you'll
find she embraces all the finer points of decorum you will expect
her to impart to your daughters.”

“I see,” Colette replied. “And do you speak French?”

“Do I have t0?” Charmaine said in alarm.

“No.” Colette chuckled. “It is not a requirement. I was just
hoping we could converse in my native tongue.”

Charmaine sighed, but her relief was momentary, for Agatha
spoke once again. “You may not be interested in my advice, but I
feel it would behoove you to search for someone more mature
when considering your children’s education. Miss Ryan may very
well know all the things Mrs. Harrington insists she does; how-
ever, that does not ensure her capability of conveying that knowl-
edge to the children. I'll warrant her education has not included
pedagogic training. With Frederic’s money, you could procure the
most learned professor to instruct the girls and Pierre. Why rush
into such a decision? Why not advertise in Europe?”
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Charmaine’s face fell. She could not fault the woman’s obser-
vation. In fact, what she said made perfect sense. Why would Fred-
eric Duvoisin hire someone like her when his money could purchase
so much more? To her utter dismay, Paul spoke next, and his re-
marks were no less devastating.

“Perhaps Agatha is right, Colette. Father can well afford the
most expensive tutors money can buy, as he did with John,
George, and me. When Pierre gets older, it will greatly benefit
him to have learned what a true scholar can edify. Why not hire
someone like Professor Richards? Thanks to Rose’s husband, our
education was expansive, and we were well prepared for univer-
sity. Miss Ryan, on the other hand, has acted as a lady’s compan-
ion for three years. For all her education, where is her experience
with children? It appears to be deficient.”

“On the contrary,” Loretta argued. The conversation had
taken a wrong turn, and it was time to intervene. “There have been
many occasions when Charmaine has been left in charge of my
grandchildren for days at a time. She is excellent with them, and
they beg to come and visit just to spend time with her.”

Charmaine was momentarily stupefied, and Paul noted her
unguarded surprise. So, Loretta Harrington is playing games here.
No matter, I can play, too. “Still,” he pondered aloud, his eyes spark-
ling victoriously, “Miss Ryan seems better equipped to fill another
role in this house—something less demanding than running after
three young and energetic children who are active from morning
’til night. Perhaps a maid?”

“I am quite strong, thank you,” Charmaine snapped, “and ca-
pable of running after three children. Before I began working for
the Harringtons, I used to lend a hand with the orphans at the St.
Jude Refuge. I was good at it. I enjoyed playing with them. It
wasn’t that long ago I was young myself.”

“Exactly,” Colette interrupted irenically. “I am seeking more
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than a governess for my children. As Agatha inferred earlier, my
health is not what it should be. And when I am not feeling well, I
want to know I have placed my children in capable hands, hands
that will do more than educate them. The governess I hire must be
energetic, loving, and compassionate, and eager to engage in all
those impetuous things that young children do. I want my chil-
dren to run free, I want them to learn to ride a horse and swim in
the ocean. I want them to dance—to live! I don’t want them clos-
eted in their nursery day in and day out, never enjoying Charman-
tes’ gentle breezes. We live in a paradise. I want my children to
embrace that paradise—to grow healthy in body as well as in
mind, to be happy. Do you appreciate what I'm saying?”

Her rhetorical question was not directed at anyone in par-
ticular, but rather everyone in the room. The query held for a
moment.

“That being understood,” she proceeded. “I have just a few
more questions for Miss Ryan. Your family”—she paused as if she
knew she were headed for stormy seas—“you have not mentioned
them. May I ask why the Harringtons have accompanied you all
the way from Virginia?”

Charmaine bowed her head. For all her hours of practice, the
memories were incredibly painful. “My mother passed away last
year. My father left us long ago. I don’t know where he is.” She
raised glistening eyes to Colette. “If it weren’t for the Harringtons,
I don’t know where I would be today. They have been very kind.
They are my family now.”

Very good, Loretta thought, honest and to the point. One look at
Colette and she knew Charmaine had touched the woman’s heart.

“I'm so sorry,” Colette murmured, embracing a moment of si-
lence. Then she was speaking again. “I would like my children to
meet you. I shall base a portion of my decision upon them. Would
you indulge me, Miss Ryan?”
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“Please, call me Charmaine. And, yes, I was hoping to meet
them.”

Agatha stood. “Shall I have Rose bring them down?” she asked.

Colette nodded and the older woman departed.

“Rose Richards, or Nana Rose as the children call her, is our
nursemaid of sorts,” Colette explained. “She’s been in the Duvoi-
sin employ for nearly sixty years, raising not only Paul and John,
but their father as well. Rose’s husband, Professor Harold Rich-
ards, educated two generations of Duvoisin males. She is a dear
woman,” Colette concluded, “but getting on in years. Certainly
not the person to run after three youngsters.

“Now, let me tell you a bit about my children. The girls are the
oldest and turn eight the end of this month. Although they are
identical twins, they are completely contrary to one another, as
different as night and day, so you shouldn’t have any trouble telling
them apart. Yvette is precocious, unlike her sister, Jeannette, who
appears quiet and shy. My son is two and a half, usually a trouble-
some age to be sure. Not so with Pierre; he’s very dear and brings
only happiness.”

The door opened, and a pretty girl with pale blue eyes entered
the room. Her flaxen hair was only half plaited, but she seemed
oblivious to it as she surveyed each stranger and singled out Char-
maine. “Who are you?” she demanded.

“Yvette,” her mother reproved. “Our guests will think you've
no manners. That is not the proper way to introduce yourself.”

“But I don’t want to introduce myself, Mama. I would like
her”—and the girl pointed a finger toward Charmaine—“to tell
me who she is.”

“Yvette,” Paul corrected curtly, “pointing at someone is not
polite, either.”

Yvette scowled briefly, then plopped into a chair, sulking.

Colette ignored her and invited Jeannette and Pierre to join
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them. The young boy immediately ran into his mother’s out-
stretched arms. When Jeannette, Rose, and Agatha were settled,
Colette proceeded to introduce her children to the visitors. “This
is Mr. and Mrs. Harrington of Richmond, Virginia—"

Yvette perked up. “That’s where Johnny lives.”

“—and this is Miss Ryan, a friend of the Harringtons.”

“Do you live in Richmond, too?” Yvette asked.

“I grew up there,” Charmaine replied.

“Do you know my older brother?”

“No, I'm sorry to say I don’t.”

Yvette was not deterred. “Do you think you could track him
down?”

“Yvette,” her mother chided, “that’s enough.”

The girl smiled sweetly. “But, Mama, you said the Duvoisin
name is well known. Maybe Miss Ryan could find out where
Johnny lives.”

Charmaine laughed. “I suppose I could, if I tried.”

This seemed to please the girl. “Good, because when you go
back to Richmond, I wonder if you might take a letter to him. I've
wanted to write to him before, but Mama says she doesn’t know
where to send his post, and Father . . . well, he and Johnny had a
terrible—"

“Yvette!” Paul barked. “Our guests have no interest in such
matters!”

The girl rolled her eyes and turned aside in her chair, pouting
the harder when Rose Richards cornered her. “Next time,” the el-
derly matron whispered as she began brushing Yvette’s golden hair,
“you’re not to run out of the room until you look presentable.”

Charmaine’s eyes traveled to Jeannette, who had remained ever
so quiet. The girl smiled timidly and said, “You're very pretty.”

Charmaine chuckled. “Thank you, Jeannette. And may I say,

;”
SO are your
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“How did you know my name?”

Yvette grunted. “Mama told her before we came into the room,
silly!”

“Your sister is correct,” Charmaine concurred. “But your
mother didn’t have the chance to tell me much more than that.
And I'd like to know more about both of you, unless of course,
you’d like to know something about me.”

“I'd like to know your name,” Yvette replied.

Colette clicked her tongue. “Yvette, you've been told Miss Ry-
an’s name.”

“I mean her first name. What is your first name?”

“Charmaine.”

Jeannette canted her head. “That’s funny! It sounds like Char-
mantes.”

“It does, doesn’t it?” Charmaine agreed. “My friend said the
same thing the other day, but I hadn’t thought of it before.”

“Can we call you Charmaine?” Yvette asked.

“No,” Colette interjected, “but you may call her Mademoiselle
Charmaine.”

Yvette attempted to pull away from Rose, but succeeded in
yanking her hair. “Ouch!” she squealed, gaining another scolding
from her nana.

“If you'd stop your fidgeting, I'd have plaited your hair al-
ready.”

“Why do I have to have it brushed and braided, anyway? I've
told you, I'd rather be a boy and cut it off!”

Charmaine chuckled again. “I sympathize with you, Yvette. I
hate brushing my hair and think about trimming it short nearly
every morning.”

Yvette studied her with something akin to admiration. “Why
haven’t you?”

“I've been told it is my most beautiful possession.”



74 DeVa Gantt

Yvette seemed displeased with the answer.

“Besides, what would I do if I looked horrid when I was fin-
ished? I'd be in a fine fix. It would take years to grow back.”

“True,” Yvette ceded, crossing to Charmaine now that her
second braid was finished. “When do you begin taking care of
us?”

Colette was astonished. “Why ever did you ask that, Yvette?”

The girl faced her mother. “Nana’s been saying she can’t keep
up with us the way she did with Johnny, Paul, and George. And I
heard Mrs. Ward suggest a governess.”

Colette frowned pensively. “And how did you overhear that,
young lady?”

“I don’t know,” Yvette shrugged. “I just did.”

“And would you like Miss Ryan to be your governess?”

“I'would,” Jeannette answered eagerly. She turned to her baby
brother, who sat contentedly in his mother’s lap, and asked, “What
about you, Pierre? Would you like Mademoiselle Ryan to come
and take care of us?”

The little boy smiled, rubbed his eyes, and yawned.

“He’s tired,” Jeannette supplied, “but I think he likes her.”

“And what about you, Yvette?” Colette asked. “Would you like
Mademoiselle Charmaine to come and live with us?”

“I guess so,” she replied flippantly.

Paul spoke sharply. “Yvette, your mother is asking for your
opinion. It would be polite to give it.”

“It’s difficult to say,” Yvette returned, finger upon chin, “but I
think I'll like her better than I do Felicia.”

One look at Paul, and the entire company realized Yvette had
said something best left unmentioned. It was equally evident Co-
lette knew exactly what her daughter meant. Before Paul could
reply, Colette said, “Yvette, I am very disappointed in you.”

The girl burst into tears, her impertinence swept away with
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her mother’s disapproval. “I'm sorry, Mama,” she cried. “I'm sorry,
Paul"” Humiliated, she ran from the room.

Colette exhaled. “I think it best to end the interview now. I
know you are anxious, Miss Ryan, but I must consider the matter
at greater length. I shall send word to you by Monday, if that is
agreeable?”

Charmaine smiled weakly. “Yes, of course. That will be fine.”

Sensing Charmaine’s chagrin, Jeannette walked over to her. “I
like you very much. I promise to help convince Mama and Papa to
offer you the job.”

Papa—Frederic Duvoisin—Charmaine had forgotten about
him. Of course Colette would want to discuss this with her husband.
Suddenly, all did not seem so bleak, and she smiled at the child.

“Thank you, Jeannette, and I hope to see you again very soon.”

Caroline Browning was eagerly awaiting their arrival. “Come
quickly,” she beckoned as they alighted from the carriage. “What
happened? Did it go well? Did you get the position?”

Charmaine breathed deeply. “I don’t know. I mean, I won’t
know until Monday. Mrs. Duvoisin wants to speak to her husband
first.”

“Frederic wasn’t there?” Caroline asked as if scandalized.
“Then it is true.”

“What is true?” Loretta asked.

“That Frederic doesn’t leave his chambers.”

“We don’t know that, do we?” Loretta replied. “He could have
been attending to business elsewhere.”

Such speculation seemed implausible to Charmaine. Paul had
found time to be there, and according to Gwendolyn, he was al-
ways busy.

Caroline echoed her thoughts. “Everyone knows he never ven-
tures from the mansion. Isn’t that so, Harold?”
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Her husband did not disagree.

“No, his condition must be grave.” Her mind continued to
work. “And what of Miss Colette? Is she also as ill as everyone
whispers?”

Loretta frowned. “You knew her health was failing and didn’t
tell us?”

“I can’t think of everything,” Caroline said, drawing herself
up and running a hand down her bodice. “Was it important?”

“It would have explained why Mrs. Duvoisin is seeking some-
one young and energetic to assist in the care of her children,” Lo-
retta stated, her annoyance apparent. “We went to that interview
believing education was the primary qualification for the position,
when in fact, the children’s supervision is Mrs. Duvoisin’s greatest
concern. Had we known that, Charmaine could have been better
prepared.”

“So you think it went badly?” Gwendolyn timidly asked.

“On the contrary,” Loretta replied. “It went very well.”

Sunday, September 18, 1836

The day was cool, refreshing in its promise of milder weather,
but it was drizzling, and Colette sighed as she realized the rainy
season was upon them. They’d have overcast weather on and off
now until December. She sat at her desk in her private chambers,
reveling in the gentle breezes that swirled past the palm and paw-
paw branches beyond the balcony and wafted through the French
doors. Moments such as these were rare, and she had come to
guard this precious time, insisting she have an hour to herself after
Mass every Sunday. So far, everyone had respected her wishes.
With Pierre sound asleep in the center of her bed, she was almost
content.

Returning to the business at hand, her eyes fell to her partially
penned letter:
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Dear Miss Ryan,

Having reflected on our interview of Friday afternoon, I
feel it would be beneficial to meet once again in order to dis-
cuss more fully the requirements designated to the care of my
children. I would, therefore, like to extend a second invita-
tion. If possible, could you meet with me privately this after-
noon at four oclock? I'm certain if this visit includes just the
two of us in my chambers, it will give us the chance to become

better acquainted.

What else to write? She didn’t want to alarm the young woman
by asking her to come alone, but there had been too many people
present on Friday afternoon, hardly the proper way to conduct an
interview. She liked Charmaine Ryan and, in all probability, would
offer her the governess position before the day was over.

A knock fell on the outer door. Is it noon already?

“Come in,” she beckoned, grimacing when Agatha Ward
opened the door.

She despised the woman. But Agatha had made herself at
home from the moment she crossed the mansion’s threshold six
months ago. Unlike past visits, this one had never come to an end.
According to Rose Richards, the dowager had been making her
sporadic treks to the island since Paul and John were young boys.
With her parents dead and herself barren, she made a point of stay-
ing in touch with her only living relatives: specifically her brother,
Robert, and nephew, John. From the day of her first visit some
twenty years ago, Frederic had welcomed her, and she would often
stay for weeks at a time, usually when her mariner husband, an of-
ficer in the British Royal Navy, put to sea. That husband died in
January, leaving Agatha alone in the world. By March, she had

swept into Colette’s world, taking up quarters in the north wing of
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the Duvoisin manor—permanently. When Colette unwisely sug-
gested a separate residence, Agatha informed her that long ago
Frederic had extended a standing invitation to live in the manse,
should the need ever arise. The need had arisen, and Agatha Ward
was there to stay. To make matters worse, she had masterfully in-
gratiated herself to the staff, insisting she was Colette’s personal
companion of sorts. Colette had neither the will to fight the
woman, nor the courage to discuss her misgivings with her hus-
band. Today, she chastised herself for her faintheartedness.

“I thought you were resting,” the woman chided lightly.

Fighting an instant headache, Colette attempted to be civil. “I
am.”

“But you are writing a letter.”

“Yes,” Colette breathed. “Hardly a strenuous activity.” She
folded the missive as Agatha approached. “Is there a reason why
you are here, Agatha? I thought I'd expressly stated an hour—that
I’d like one hour to myself.”

“The girls were asking for you.”

“How can that be? George took them into town today.”

Agatha’s brow gathered in confusion, yet she shrugged noncha-
lantly. “I'm sorry. I thought Fatima had complained about them
running around the kitchen. Perhaps she was referring to yesterday.
But after last week’s incident in Paul’s chambers, I thought it best to
inform you of any inappropriate behavior as soon as it arises. Yvette
is the one who takes advantage of your private time.”

“Agatha, we've discussed this before. She is only a child.”

“And as such, should know her place. After all, what type of
young lady will she grow to be if she is allowed—"

“You are speaking of my daughter.”

“And of course you would defend her,” Agatha continued with
hardened voice. “Colette, I don’t mean to upset you, but Yvette
does so on a daily basis. According to Robert, it is the worst thing
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for you. Listen to me!” and she held up a hand when Colette at-
tempted to argue. “Yvette’s unruliness grows worse by the day. I
realize your failing health, your inability to supervise her at all
times, has exacerbated the problem, but that is no reason to ignore
it. As your friend, your companion, I feel I must warn you of the
consequences. She’s in need of a firm hand to eradicate—"

“Mrs. Ward!” Colette blazed. “You are my husband’s guest in
this house.”

“On the contrary, I am your companion.”

“That is your title, not mine. You are a guest in this house,
nothing more. Therefore, take heed: I love my children. Tread
carefully where they are concerned, lest I revoke the gracious invi-
tation my husband has extended to you. Do you understand?”

“My dear,” Agatha rejoined condescendingly. “It is you who
do not understand. Your husband is distressed over your failing
health and has expressed his concerns not only to Robert, but also
to myself. It is owing to Frederic that I have agreed to remain on
Charmantes. He has requested I not only tend to your every need,
but make certain you follow my brother’s every instruction. You
are, for all intents and purposes, my charge.” She smiled trium-
phantly. “Don’t look so chagrined, Colette. Frederic is only wor-
ried for you—and his children.”

Defeated, Colette bowed her head, unable to comprehend her
husband and the further suffering he would now inflict. But then
again, she knew all too well the hold Agatha had over him, and she
hated the woman for it. When the dowager departed, Colette
walked out of the stifling room and onto the balcony, welcoming
the rain that kissed her face, washing away the tears that were sud-
denly there. Frederic—uwhy? Why would you choose her over me?

Colette could still remember that night. The twins had just
turned one, and Frederic hadn’t once, in all that time since their
birth, made love to her. It was her own fault, she knew. He thought
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she hated him. She thought she hated him. But she also loved him,
loved him fiercely, loved him until it hurt, a love that frightened
her in its paralyzing intensity. In addition, there was the doctor’s
insistence she never attempt to have more children. Agatha had
arrived a few days earlier. She’d come with a number of business
associates of her deceased father. Frederic was interested in com-
missioning a new ship, the Desziny, for his ever-growing fleet.
These were the men who would take back the specifications and
see the vessel built. There was one gentleman in particular, a
younger, handsome man, quite taken with Colette’s youth and
beauty. It had been easy to flirt with him. She enjoyed watching
Frederic across the table: jaw set in tight lines, brow furrowed, his
volatile temper perilously close to the surface. Perhaps it was just
what he needed to push him over the edge and bring him back to
her arms. She gave him a coquettish smile, daring him to speak.
Later, in her sitting room, she paced a frightened trek across her
carpet, fearful she’d overstepped her bounds. He’d come to her to-
night, of that she was certain, but would she be equipped to deal
with his wrath? Her pulse raced with the thought of his lovemak-
ing, heart thudding in her ears. But the hours accumulated, and
Frederic did not come. Frustrated, she abruptly decided to go to
him. She would swallow her pride and admit she wanted him,
loved him. Heavy breathing came from his bedchamber. There
was no need to go farther. Agatha’s clothes were strewn on the
dressing room floor. Frederic had found release in the arms of his
sister-in-law. Colette tiptoed back to her own suite, finding release
in the many tears she shed on her pillow, her heart dead.

Frederic never knew what she had seen. But every time Agatha
came to visit, Colette surmised he welcomed her to his bed. She
wondered if, even now, in his crippled state, he embraced the
woman who had come to stay.

Colette returned to her letter. It would be pleasant to meet
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with Charmaine Ryan, even more pleasant to have someone closer
to her own age residing in the manor. She decided to hire the

young woman.

“Charmaine, whatever are you doing?” Loretta questioned
from the bedroom doorway. “It’s nearly half-past three. You'll be
late for your appointment.”

“I must look my best, but I can’t seem to get this clasp.”

“Here,” Loretta scolded lightly, “allow me.”

The brooch was secured, and Charmaine stepped back for in-
spection. “How do I look? Will I pass the final test?”

“You look lovely,” Loretta answered, taking hold of Char-
maine’s hands in reassurance. “My goodness, you are shaking like
a leaf in a windstorm. No wonder you couldn’t fasten that clasp.”

“I'll be fine,” Charmaine said tremulously, her smile faint, her
eyes beseeching. “And if I fail to get the position . . . 27

“It will be their loss,” Loretta replied. “But, you must think
positively. And remember, a white lie here or there is not beneath

»

you.

“Oh, I couldn’t!”

“Nonsense. You saw how effective my fibbing was. And no one
in the Duvoisin household was the wiser for it.”

“But what if they were to discover the truth?”

“How could they, Charmaine? You must learn to deal with
people as you find them, use their tactics, so to speak. Take Paul
Duvoisin, for example. He exploited your inexperience, and I an-
swered in kind. You are capable of caring for my grandchildren,
even if you haven’t had the opportunity to do so.”

“You don’t like him, do you?” Charmaine queried.

“Who? Mr. Duvoisin? On the contrary, he’s most likely a fine
gentleman. However, until you know him better, be on guard.”

Loretta smiled encouragingly. “Now, come, Charmaine, the carriage
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is waiting to take you to a new life, and in my heart I know you
won't be disappointed.”

Charmaine settled into the landau Colette Duvoisin had pro-
vided. Sitting alone, she was left to contemplate her fears. Loretta
was so sure of her future, but Charmaine could not muster the
same confidence. She’d always found comfort in silent prayer, yet
those she’d offered at the noon Mass did not help. The island
priest, Father Benito St. Giovanni, had delivered a long-winded,
inauspicious sermon, and although Colette Duvoisin’s letter seemed
favorable, Charmaine experienced a sense of impending doom.
Perhaps the magnitude of the Duvoisin dynasty blotted out the
importance of her humble existence. What did she matter? But
more important, if Paul disapproved of her, what real happiness
could she hope to find within the mansion’s walls?

The master’s and mistress’s chambers were located to the rear
of the south wing, far from the noise and activity of the thriving
house. One story above the dormant ballroom, these lavish cham-
bers provided the quiet solitude both master and mistress sought,
and those who were intent upon living did not trespass there.

This was Frederic Duvoisin’s self-imposed prison, a place to
brood over the life he had lived. Seated in the massive chair that
occupied his outer chamber, he would often contemplate the oak
door closed before him. There were three doors leading from the
room: one that opened onto his bedchamber and another leading
to the hall. But they were of no interest to him. The heavy door
sitting directly across from him, not more than ten paces away, the
door that opened onto his wife’s sitting room——zhat was the one he
cared about.

He was acutely aware of her movements on the other side of

that barrier, as he was every night when he lay abed, listening to
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the ritual of her nightly toilette. And when the chamber was
plunged into a despairing silence, he would turn to stare at that
door as well, the one connecting bedroom to bedroom, but not
husband to wife . . .

He found himself grinding his teeth, unable to control the
fulminating anger that seized him. In all his sixty years, he had
never been a man to sit idly by and allow time or circumstance to
control him. He had always forged forward: relentless, demanding,
and above all else, stubborn. These traits had led to this hell of
non-existence: half man mentally as well as physically, a decision
fashioned eight years ago, a decision cemented five years later on
the day he learned the devastating truth, the day of his seizure.
Colette . . . how he loved her.

But dwelling on his love scorned would do him no good. It
was the very emotion he fought to control. He had no rights where
his wife was concerned. He had renounced them long ago, a pun-
ishment he hoped would gain her forgiveness. But had she? Even
the memory of his first wife, Elizabeth, no longer brought him
solace, for he had failed her as well.

“What must you think of me?” he mumbled, his heart aching
for her gentle understanding. Why wouldn’t she come to him in
his greatest need? He knew the answer. Even now, Elizabeth re-
mained with Colette.

“Enough!” he grumbled, his guilt tangible today. Mustering
his minimal strength, he repressed the revolutionary thoughts, lest
they destroy his sanity as well. If after three years he hadn’t died,
he must force himself to live. “I've sat too long and relinquished
too much.”

With enormous effort, he stood, his height mocking his crooked
frame. The stroke had not completely purloined his strength. In
days gone by, he had been a formidable opponent to any man, the
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envy of his peers, and many would be amazed at his determination
now, yet those who knew the man of old would be repulsed.

His left side remained partially paralyzed, the leg giving him
more trouble than the arm, and he scowled deeply as he leaned on
the black cane he required for support. Trapped inside a useless
body, he half limped, half dragged himself to the oak door. As al-
ways, his eyes traveled to the full-length mirror that had been
placed, upon his order, in the corner of the room. And as always,
he was revolted. Even so, it served its purpose, a constant reminder
of what he’d become, why he must remain closeted away. He’d not
endure the stares, the whispers, the comments, and most destruc-
tive, the pity.

Colette displayed none of these. In fact, she was the only per-
son who did not avert her gaze, choosing instead to meet his re-
gard directly and without repugnance. Yet, in her eyes, he read
the most pain of all, was certain she blamed herself. He knew she
longed for his forgiveness, but he could not bring himself to utter
the words that would sever the only tie that bound them. Funny
how he thought about it every time he prepared himself to see

her . ..

Colette surveyed the sitting room, satisfied that everything
was in order. She turned to her personal maid, a smile lighting her
blue eyes. “That’s fine, Gladys, just fine. I'm certain Miss Ryan
will find the room inviting. Perhaps you could ask Cookie—I
mean, Fatima—ask Fatima to prepare some refreshments.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Gladys replied, retreating from the chamber.

Colette stood in the balcony doorway, the breeze buffeting her
tace. When am I going to forget? The sound of the door reopening
drew her back to the present. “Did you forget—"

The query died on her lips as Frederic hobbled in. It had been

three years since he had entered her boudoir, and this unexpected
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visit disturbed her. Of late, their only common ground was the
neutral territory of the children’s nursery.

“I didn’t mean to disturb you,” he apologized, his speech
slightly slurred.

“You didn’t,” she replied, forcing herself calm, her eyes fixed
on him.

He limped closer. “I see you are preparing for a guest. Someone
I know?”

“A woman I'd like to hire as governess to the children.”

“And the woman’s name?”

“Charmaine Ryan.”

“Paul says she’s very young. Most probably inexperienced.”

Astonished and instantly agitated, Colette spoke without
thought. “He discussed this with you? How dare he go behind my
back?”

“I may ask the same of you, Madame,” Frederic snarled deri-
sively. “I am your husband and master of this house. Paul shouldn’t
be informing me of matters concerning the children—you should.
Or is that too much to ask?”

“No,” she whispered, lowering her gaze to the floor, fighting
the tears that rushed to her eyes, “it is not too much to ask.”

Frederic heard the tremor in her voice and gritted his teeth, his
outrage engulfed by self-loathing. “Tell me about Miss Ryan,” he
urged.

Colette composed herself. “She is from Richmond and heard
of the governess position through Harold Browning. Harold’s wife
is related to her previous employers, the Harringtons. She worked
for them for three years and has had quite a bit of experience with
their grandchildren. She is well educated and—"

“—you highly recommend her for the position,” he finished
for her.

“Yes,” Colette murmured. She was losing this battle of wills.
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In an attempt to regain her poise, she retreated to a chair a few feet
away from him.

But he moved to where she sat, towering above her. “This is all
fine and good, Colette, but it doesn’t make one whit of sense to
me. You, who have never left your children unattended for even a
moment, are looking for someone else to tend them? And don’t tell
me this has anything to do with their education. You could teach
them all they’d ever need to know. Why, then, are you situating a
stranger in this house, forfeiting the care of our children to some-
one else?”

“I'm not forfeiting their care, but 'm not as strong as I was a
year ago. Robert insists the children are a burden. Though I do not
agree, I don’t want my limitations to restrict their activities.”

“You should never have had the boy,” Frederic stated sharply.
“You were told no more children after the twins.”

“It wasn’t Pierre. I was fine after his birth. It was the fever last
spring.”

Frederic’s scowl deepened, forcing her mute. The minutes
ticked uneasily by until he cleared his throat. “And Robert recom-
mended a governess?”

“His sister did.”

“She doesn’t approve of this one.”

“And how would you know that?” Colette asked suspiciously.

“She asked Paul to speak with me. According to Agatha, Char-
maine Ryan is too young and vivacious.” He limped back to the
adjoining door, paused, then faced Colette again, his eyes briefly
sparkling. “I’d say Miss Ryan is exactly the type of governess our
children need.”

Colette smiled, and for the first time in months, Frederic’s
heart expanded. Tears sprang to his eyes, and he swiftly turned
away. “I promised Paul I would speak to you on Agatha’s behalf,
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turned to his own chambers. Colette had won his approval.

Despite her tardy departure from the Browning house, Char-
maine arrived at the Duvoisin doorstep on time. Shaking her skirts
free of any wrinkles, she faced the formidable manor and, with the
deepest of breaths, began the short ascent up the portico steps. The
front door opened, and a man rushed out, head down, oblivious of
her. His pace increased, and Charmaine stepped aside to avoid the
collision. Too late! He ran headlong into her, nearly knocking her
to the ground. Impulsively, he grabbed her arms and steadied them
both.

“Excuse me,” he chuckled self-consciously, but as he set her
from him, his perusal turned fastidious, and his smile deepened.
“My, my!”

Charmaine couldn’t help but smile in return, completely at
ease with this lanky stranger.

“I shouldn’t have come galloping out of the house like that,
but bumping into you made it all worthwhile.” Without further
ado, he grasped her elbow and assisted her with the remaining
steps. “And might you have a name?”

Her eyes never left his lean face. “Charmaine Ryan.”

“Oh, the new governess.”

“Am [?” Charmaine queried.

His face sobered, and he groaned inwardly. “Not exactly, but
you are being considered. I'm sorry for getting your hopes up,
though I'm certain—"

“George, weren’t you supposed to help Wade sharpen the saw
at the mill?”

Paul Duvoisin stood in the main doorway, arms folded across
his chest, a scowl marring his face. Charmaine hadn’t noticed him
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there, and suddenly her cheeks burned crimson. “Well?” he que-
ried.

“It’s Sunday,” George replied defensively. “The saw can wait
until tomorrow. Besides, I've spent the better part of the afternoon
with your sisters, having just now returned them to my grand-
mother. The rest of the day is mine.”

Paul didn’t respond, yet Charmaine read the silent exchange
that passed between the two men. “I guess I could look in on Ala-
baster,” George added.

Paul’s brow lifted. “Why?”

“Phantom bit him a little while ago.”

“How in the hell did that happen?” Paul demanded.

George cleared his throat, adding emphasis to the slight nod
he effected in Charmaine’s direction. But Paul ignored the gesture,
unmoved by her presence. Finally, George answered. “Yvette was—"

Paul held up a hand, highly perturbed. “I don’t want to hear it!
But I promise you this—and you can tell Rose for me—one of
these days Yvette is going to go too far, and when she does, I'm go-
ing to put her over my knee and take the greatest pleasure in giving
her a damn good spanking!”

George coughed again, louder this time, and glanced at Char-
maine, whose face was scarlet. Paul was looking at her, too, a smile
replacing his scowl, and she became the recipient of his remarks.
“But, perhaps, where everyone else has failed, Miss Ryan will have
some positive effect on my sweet little sister. If she does, it will at-
test to her experience with children.”

“Ill check on Alabaster,” George broke in. “Good day, Miss
Ryan. I hope to enjoy your company in the near future. Good
luck!”

“Thank you,” she said, grateful that someone was interested in
putting her at ease. “It was nice to meet you, even though we were
never introduced.”
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“I'm George,” he replied. “George Richards.”

“Mr. Richards,” she nodded. “And thank you, again.”

“The pleasure was all mine,” he said. On impulse, he grabbed
her hand and kissed it. Then he was striding happily down the
steps and across the lawns, unable to suppress the urge to give Paul
a backward glance. His friend’s jealous scowl did not disappoint
him. Yes, Paul had been warning him off.

“Miss Ryan,” Paul said as he dragged his eyes from George, “I
see you have arrived promptly.”

“It was very kind of your family to send the carriage for me,”
she answered, her voice steadier than she believed possible.

“Yes . . . Shall we go into the house? I know Colette is anxious
to see you.” He didn’t wait for a reply, stepping forward to fill the
spot George Richards had vacated. With the slightest pressure to
her elbow, he prodded her forward.

Her breathing grew shallow with the trip-hammer of her heart.
No words were spoken as he directed her through the doors, across
the foyer, and up the south staircase, presumably to the Lady Co-
lette’s private chambers. Charmaine welcomed the silence, for it
gave her time to compose herself.

“It’'s not much farther,” he said. “Colette thought you’d be
more comfortable in her suite. Unfortunately, it’s at the far end of
the house.”

“I knew the manor was large, but .. .”

“You didn’t realize how large,” he concluded, a hint of a smile
tugging at the corner of his mouth.

“This is the south wing,” he explained, stopping at the crest of
the massive staircase. “The rooms on this side of the house are
relegated to the family. The north wing”—he motioned across the
empty cavity below, where the staircase dropped and rose again on
the other side—"is vacant for the most part, and used only when
my father entertains guests.”
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“I see,” Charmaine said with great interest, noticing that a
hallway ran the length of the front of the house, connecting north
wing to south wing. Ten other rooms opened onto this gallery.

Paul’s eyes followed her avid gaze. “The rooms at the front of
the house face east and receive the sun in the morning. My brother’s
former room”—he pointed out, not far from where they stood—
“and the children’s nursery, complete with bedchamber and play-
room,” which sat opposite the south wing corridor, “and if you
follow this closed hallway, you enter the south wing of the manor.”

He led her down that passageway now. She was becoming ac-
customed to his voice. Without thinking, she asked, “What of
your room?”

If he thought her brazen, he gave no such indication. “We just
passed them. They are directly opposite the staircase.”

“You have more than one?”

“Yes, a dressing room and a bedroom. Most of the rooms on
the second floor were designed that way. It allows the occupants
freedom and space.”

“Freedom from what?” Charmaine asked, astonished by the
grandeur.

“The world, if they choose. But if they decide differently, the
sitting room can be changed into a dressing room, as I have
done.”

“It is good to know you're not escaping from the world,” she
answered a bit too enthusiastically.

They had reached the end of the hallway, and Paul turned to-
ward her, smiling roguishly. He was so close she could see the
flecks of green in his olive eyes.

“No, I'm not doing that,” he reassured softly, sending shivers of
delight up her spine. “Shall we?” he asked, inclining his head to-
ward the last door on the left. When she nodded, he knocked, and

at Colette’s insistence, they entered the mistress’s private quarters.
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Colette Duvoisin’s sitting room was elegantly appointed, yet
far from grandiose. There were only a few items of great and expen-
sive beauty, catching the eye quickly and holding it. In the center
of the chamber was an Oriental rug, a miniature of the huge
carpet that adorned the oak floor of the drawing room. To one
side there was a high-backed ottoman, and in front of it, a serving
table with marble top. Two mahogany chairs were set to either
side, facing the divan. Across the room was an armoire and a chest
of drawers adorned with fresh cut flowers arranged in a tall vase.
Next to this was a dressing table with jewelry chest. On the far
wall, nestled between two sets of French doors, was a desk. Co-
lette had moved its chair slightly and sat in front of the open glass
doors.

She rose slowly, allowing Charmaine a moment to admire the
room, then suggested they sit on the sofa. Paul bade them good
afternoon and left, allowing them the private meeting Colette had
promised in her letter.

They spent an hour together, alone: no children and no intro-
duction to the master of Charmantes. Charmaine surmised this
interview had been arranged to ease her anxiety and to reach an
understanding that Colette would remain an active participant in
her children’s lives as long as her health permitted.

“Mrs. Duvoisin,” Charmaine dared to say, “excuse my imper-
tinence, but from what illness do you suffer?”

Colette leaned forward. “Please, you must call me Colette. I
insist.”

“Very well,” Charmaine ceded, “Colette.”

Satisfied, Colette said, “It is not an illness, really. I had a dif-
ficult delivery with the girls, and the doctor recommended no
more children. When I realized I was expecting again, everyone
grew concerned. Thankfully, my son’s birth proved easy. But when
I fell ill earlier this year, Dr. Blackford claimed the strain of carrying
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Pierre made it difficult to fight the unknown malady. I fear he is
right, for I have yet to recover. Robert is optimistic and foresees an
improvement if I don’t exert myself. Hence, daily Mass has been
suspended, excursions into town forbidden, and the need for a
governess a priority. And with that accomplished now, I leave the
rest in God’s hands.”

Charmaine sat stunned, uncertain of Colette’s meaning until
she stood and extended her arms with the words, “Welcome to the
Duvoisin family.” Charmaine laughed outright, then cupped a
hand over her mouth, rose, and fell into Colette’s embrace. She had
the job!

While sharing tea, they discussed her salary, a figure tanta-
mount to a king’s ransom in Charmaine’s eyes. Her wages would
be nearly thrice what she had earned while working for the Har-
ringtons. Once a month, the money would be deposited in the
town’s bank where she could draw upon it whenever she liked. Her
services would be required seven days a week, although only the
weekdays would be dedicated to lessons. The weekends could be
spent in any manner she wished, so long as the children were in-
cluded. Neither her room and board, nor her meals would be de-
ducted. After a few years in the Duvoisin employ, Charmaine
would be an independent woman.

As she rode back to the Browning house, she was both happy

and relieved and about to embark on a new life.



Chapler 4

Monday, September 19, 1836

HARMAINE arrived at the mansion early the next morning.

Colette had insisted she take a full day to settle into her room
on the third floor. Thus, she wouldn’t step into her role as govern-
ess until Tuesday. Loretta and Gwendolyn had accompanied her,
and together, they entered the huge foyer, where Charmaine stifled
the first of many giggles. Gwendolyn’s “oohs” and “aahs” were plen-
tiful.

“It is beautiful, isn’t it, Gwendolyn?” she whispered, awaiting
Colette’s introductions of the house staff.

Charmaine met Mrs. Jane Faraday, an austere widow and
head housekeeper of the manor. Falling directly under her author-
ity were Felicia Flemmings and Anna Smith, two maids, a bit older
than Charmaine, whose duties included housecleaning, laundry
service, and table waiting at each meal. Next, there were the
Thornfields, Gladys and Travis, and their two children, Millie and
Joseph. Millie was Gwendolyn’s age, and Joseph twelve. They accom-
plished odd jobs around the mansion and its grounds while their
parents attended to the personal needs of the master and mistress.
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When Travis was not serving as Frederic Duvoisin’s valet, he as-
sumed the role of butler. Unlike Mrs. Faraday and her two charges,
the Thornfields seemed very pleasant. But of all the servants Char-
maine met, Mrs. Fatima Henderson, the rotund black cook, be-
came her favorite. Warm and loud with a devilish twinkle in her
eye, Charmaine liked her from the start.

With Travis and Joseph’s help, Charmaine’s belongings were
carried up to the third floor via the servant’s staircase at the back of
the north wing. She spent the morning unpacking and arranging
the bedroom more to her liking, the finest she had ever slept in,
Loretta and Gwendolyn offering their advice.

Just before noon, Millie invited them downstairs for lunch,
not in the servant’s kitchen, but rather, the family’s dining room.

Forty feet long and nearly as wide, it was situated between the
library and kitchen of the north wing’s ground floor. Two of its four
walls were comprised of continuous French doors, all open, leading
out to the wraparound veranda on one side and an inner courtyard
on the other. Like a crystal palace, the chamber dazzled the eye in
the midday sun. In the center was a lustrous red mahogany table,
with matching chairs to seat fourteen. The table could accommo-
date twice as many, yet was dwarfed in the magnificent room. Sus-
pended above it were three chandeliers, sparkling in imitation of
the French doors. On the wall abutting the library was a liquor
cabinet, opposite that, a baroque cupboard displaying an array of
fine chinaware.

A splendid meal awaited them. The children were there, and
in a matter of minutes, the discourse turned spontaneous, the girls
delighting in the company they were entertaining. When Char-
maine marveled over the manor, they insisted on showing her the
entire house, but Colette told them that would have to wait for the
next day, as Charmaine’s duties didn’t begin until then.

When the last dish was cleared away, Charmaine walked
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Gwendolyn and Loretta to the front portico, taking a deep breath
when Loretta turned to hug her goodbye. Charmaine read joy in
her eyes.

“You are going to be fine here, Charmaine.”

“I know I am,” Charmaine concurred, battling a pang of mel-
ancholy. “You'll be leaving for Richmond soon, won’t you?”

“Not until I'm certain you're happy. I can withstand my sister’s
company for another week or two.” When Gwendolyn laughed, so
did Loretta and Charmaine. “Besides,” Loretta added, “we don’t
know when the next ship will put into port.”

Charmaine watched as they boarded the carriage and drove
away. Turning back into the mansion, she realized the rest of the
afternoon belonged to her. With nothing to do, she wished she had
taken the girls up on their offer to investigate the house. Neverthe-
less, Colette had told her the manor was her home now and she
was free to roam wherever she liked.

She ambled into the front parlor and was drawn to the piano.
Ever so carefully, she lifted the lid and stroked the beautiful ivory
keys. But before she could sit down to play, a voice came from the
doorway. “There you are!”

It was Yvette, and she was alone. Paul’s words of yesterday sur-
faced: One of these days Yvette is going to go too far . .. But perhaps
Miss Ryan will have some positive effect on my sweet little sister. If she
does, it will attest to her experience with children . . . Obviously,
Paul’s opinion of her remained unfavorable. What Charmaine
wouldn’t give to prove him wrong and, in the process, demonstrate
that children could be handled without need of a spanking,.

“Yvette?” she queried. “You are Yvette, aren’t you?”

“Yes, it’s me,” the girl replied. “Have you finished unpacking?”

With Charmaine’s affirmation, she continued. “Perhaps you
can spend the rest of the day thinking of some fun things to do
with us tomorrow.”
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“Fun things?” Charmaine asked. “Why do you say that?”

“Everything has been so boring lately. Nana Rose is old, very
old! And with Mama feeling ill all the time, we never do anything
that’s fun or exciting anymore. We’re always cooped up in that silly
nursery!”

“I see. I will think about it. How does that sound?”

Unconvinced, Yvette’s shoulders sagged. She flung herself into
a chair and mumbled, “It sounds wonderful.”

Charmaine took stock; the child’s discontent might work in
her favor. “I've an idea. You look like the kind of a girl who enjoys
a good bargain.”

She had Yvette’s complete attention. “Yes?”

“Pve heard you can be very difficult.”

“Who told you that?”

“It’s not important. But if we could come to an agreement, I'm
certain we’d both be happy with the outcome.”

“What sort of an agreement?” Yvette asked suspiciously.

“Last Friday you mentioned your brother, John, in Rich-
mond.”

“What about him?”

“I could possibly get a letter to him.”

Yvette’s eyes widened. “Really?” Then, as if she knew she was
being duped, she said, “How? You're staying here now.”

“But my friends, the Harringtons, are returning to Richmond
in a few weeks. And Mr. Harrington has met your brother. He
could locate him.”

“Truly?”

“I believe so,” Charmaine replied, tickled by the girl’s renewed
exuberance.

Yvette grew cautious again. “What do I have to do?”

“Be well behaved,” Charmaine answered simply.

“Well behaved? That’s it?”
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“From what I've heard, that will be a great deal for you. You
are to obey and respect me the way you do your mother. No mis-
chief making.”

A myriad of expressions ran rampant across the girl’s face as
she weighed the pros and cons of the pact.

“Of course,” Charmaine pursued, “it might be too difficult
for—”"

“Pll do it!” the girl cut in. “Do you want to shake hands?”

Charmaine nodded, reaching for Yvette’s extended hand, puz-
zled when it was abruptly withdrawn. “One other thing,” Yvette
said, arm tucked behind her back. “You had better not tell Mama
or Papa, or I won’t be allowed to send it.”

Charmaine was perplexed. Certainly the child’s parents
wouldn’t forbid her to write a simple letter to her older brother.
“Why would they mind?”

“They are angry with Johnny. That’s the real reason I haven't
been able to send him a letter. 'm not supposed to tell you this, but
he caused Papa’s seizure. It’s the big family secret! But you were
bound to find out. Everybody in the house knows what happened.
Johnny didn’t mean it, I know he didn’t. At least Papa didn’t die.”
The girl sighed. “Now I'm not even allowed to mention his name.
I know they won’t let me write to him.”

“I'll speak to your mother about it,” Charmaine reasoned
gently.

“No!” the girl persisted. “No secret, no deal! Because if you tell
her about the letter, it will never leave this island.”

Charmaine frowned. She didn’t like being manipulated, and
she certainly didn’t want to go behind Colette’s back. “I shall have
to think about it.”

“Never mind,” Yvette groaned, clearly upset. “I knew you'd be
too scared to do something daring.”

“Yvette,” Charmaine cajoled, certain she was courting an enemy
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now rather than a friend, “if it means that much to you, I promise
we'll get a letter to your brother one way or another.”

A long silence ensued. Charmaine stood her ground, allowing
Yvette her assessment. She smiled hesitantly. “Are you certain?
You're not just saying that?”

“I'm certain, and I do promise. Now come, I’ll take you back
to the nursery before Nana Rose or your mother comes looking for
you.”

Yvette artfully turned to the piano. “Do you play?”

“Yes, [ do.”

“Would you teach me?”

“I suppose I could. You'll be my first student, though.”

“I don’t care. I'd like to learn. Johnny plays very well,” she
imparted, striking one key. “He’d be very surprised if he came
home and could hear me play. I'd really like to surprise him.”

Charmaine smiled down on the girl, who so obviously cherished
her elder brother. “Very well, Miss Duvoisin. If you are willing to
practice an hour a day, by Christmastide you should be able to play
a number of simple melodies. Would you like to begin now?”

Receiving an alacritous nod, they sat at the piano. “Now, this
is middle C.”

It was thus Colette found them. She smiled contentedly.

When Yvette tired of the piano, Charmaine accompanied her
back to the nursery and insisted the girls give her the grand tour.
She was in awe of all the things they pointed out, most especially
the water closet situated near the crest of the south wing staircase
and its companion washroom on the first floor directly below.
Complete with washstand and chamber seat, its interior plumbing
was fed by a water system devised by the girls’ grandfather at the
time of the mansion’s construction. Rainwater was collected off
the roof and funneled into a holding tank one story above. Char-
maine jumped back when Yvette cranked a huge lever and a surge
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of water “flushed” the toilet. The girl laughed merrily. “Haven’t
you ever seen a privy before?” This type, she hadn’t. Not even the
Harringtons had so modern a lavatory facility.

In the south wing, she was shown the grand ballroom and
banquet hall, huge and empty, comprising the entire ground floor
of that wing, echoing their hollow footfalls as they crossed to a side
doorway that led to the family chapel. The stone edifice was built
eight years ago, and was the only structure oddly out of balance
with the entire house.

Next, the girls took her to the gardens nestled in the courtyard
between the north and south wings. Frederic’s father had hired a
gardener to plant out the nearly enclosed area with various shrubs
and exotic flowers. Travis and Gladys tended it now. It was re-
markably cool amongst the many overhanging boughs of scarlet
cordia and frangipani trees, their abundant blooms of deep orange,
white, pink, and yellow vibrant and sweet smelling. Marble benches
were placed along the cobblestone walkway, beckoning any wan-
derer to sit and enjoy the placid beauty and fragrant flowers. A
grand fountain graced the very center, water spurting upward, drop-
ping back to marble basins of graduating diameter, three melodi-
ous waterfalls spilling to a shallow pool below.

“You have a little paradise right here,” Charmaine said to the
girls.

“Still,” Yvette commented, “once you've gotten used to it, it’s
boring.”

“Yes,” Jeannette agreed, “it’s much more fun to go on picnics
or riding the way we used to before Mama became ill.”

So, Charmaine thought, there is the crux of the matter. They
were tired of the same old thing, and she couldn’t really blame
them. Children were meant to run free. Tonight, she would start
planning how she could make their lives more adventurous. Though
she knew their studies were important—Colette had already made
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certain her daughters could read and write—Charmaine remem-
bered the manner in which they spent the weekends would be up
to her choosing. Perhaps a few picnics would be nice, so long as the
rainy weather they were due to experience cooperated.

At seven o’clock, everyone headed for the dining room. Char-
maine was to have her first supper with her new family. As at
lunch, Rose and Yvette walked to the far side of the table and took
two center seats. Colette helped Pierre into the chair adjacent to
her own, there at the foot of the table, nearest the kitchen. Char-
maine assumed that when Frederic joined them, he would sit op-
posite his wife at the head of the table. Colette beckoned Charmaine
to once again take the chair to Pierre’s right, and Jeannette quickly
sat next to Charmaine.

“Is this all right, Mama?” she asked politely.

“As long as Nana doesn’t mind being cast aside.”

Rose shook her head. “Let Jeannette sit near Charmaine.
That’s fine.”

Voices resounded from the hallway, and George Richards and
Paul appeared. To Charmaine’s utter surprise, Paul sat at the head
of the table, while George took the chair to his right. Evidently,
Frederic Duvoisin would not be joining them. Unbidden came the
thought of Paul and Colette as husband and wife.

Agatha Ward was the last to enter the room. Charmaine had
only seen the dowager once the entire day, when she had insisted
Colette take a nap. She graciously greeted everyone, then sat across
from Pierre.

The family fell into easy banter, and dinner was served. Char-
maine enjoyed the food immensely, not realizing how hungry she
was, although the noontime fare had been delectable. She helped
with Pierre’s plate, while talking with the girls, Rose, and Colette.
Halfway through the meal, George spoke to her. “Well, Char-

maine Ryan, how was your first day as governess?”
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“It was wonderful.”

Colette chuckled. “Charmaine wasn’t supposed to begin her
duties until tomorrow. However’—she sent a mock frown down
the table toward her daughter—“Yvette took it upon herself to
obtain a piano lesson from Miss Ryan.”

All eyes went to the girl, save Paul’s, whose gaze rested on
Charmaine.

“That’s right,” Yvette piped up, “Mademoiselle is teaching me
how to play.”

“She’s going to teach me as well!” Jeannette chimed in.

Paul leaned back in his chair. “Miss Ryan is full of surprises,
isn’t she?”

Charmaine looked directly at him. “There is nothing surpris-
ing about playing the piano, Mr. Duvoisin. Mrs. Harrington spoke
of my ability to do so during Friday’s interview.”

“So she did,” Paul agreed with the hint of a smile. “Tell us,
Mademoiselle, what else do you intend to teach my sisters and
Pierre?”

“Whatever they would like to learn.”

As his smile broadened, butterflies took wing in her stomach.
Flustered, she looked away.

“We've shown Mademoiselle Charmaine the entire house,”
Jeannette supplied. “And she thinks it’s beautiful.”

“Yes,” Paul mused, “I'm certain she does.”

Charmaine was grateful when the conversation turned to other
things. Having dinner night after night with Paul in attendance
was going to be disconcerting. But at least he had noticed her, and
of course, his presence at the table was preferable to his absence.

She wondered why George was there. Then his last name reg-
istered. George Richards, Rose Richards. .. I've just now returned
your sisters to my grandmother. George was Rose’s grandson. She
remembered Yvette’s remarks during her interview. She can’t keep
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up with us the way she did with Johnny, Paul, and George. Appar-
ently, Rose had been a surrogate mother to all three boys. Now she
understood why George was at the table and why there appeared to
be a great camaraderie between him and Paul. Like his grand-
mother, he was more than an employee; he was considered a part
of the family.

When the meal was over, Anna and Felicia cleared the dishes
away. Charmaine watched as the latter fawned over Paul a second
time. Earlier, Charmaine had been uncertain of the serving girl’s
intentions, but there was no mistaking the signals Felicia was send-
ing now: the batting eyes and swinging hips. With olive skin, dark
hair, and shapely curves, Felicia Flemmings was fetching. More
than once, Paul leered at her.

Colette noticed it, too. “Felicia,” she sharply remarked, “I'd
like to speak with you tomorrow morning, in my chambers.”

The maid’s face dropped. She curtseyed and scurried away,
not to be seen again for the remainder of the evening.

After dessert, Colette rose, and the family retired to the draw-
ing room. Paul and George declined to join them. “We have a
number of things to accomplish in the study,” Paul told Colette.
“Unfortunately, a few of these matters I need to discuss with Fa-
ther. Nothing taxing, just—"

“That’s fine, Paul,” Colette interrupted. “It would be good for
him to get involved in Duvoisin business, the more taxing the bet-
ter. He’s sat too long.”

With a nod, he and George entered the library. Charmaine
suddenly realized the library and the study were one and the same
room.

By nine o’clock, the children were asleep, and Charmaine re-
turned to her room on the third floor. So much had happened dur-
ing her first day in the grand house, and both her mind and heart
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were full. It had been a good day, and she looked forward to tomor-
row. With a sigh, she climbed into bed and fell swiftly to sleep.

But her dreams were disturbing. At first, she was on the
wharf, watching Paul scowl at Jessie Rowlan. Then, Jessie Rowlan
was her father, and Paul was lifting him clear off the dock, his fist
knotting the shirt at the base of her father’s neck. Next, John
Ryan lay sprawled on the floor of the meetinghouse, and Paul was
snarling to the island priest, “Tell Mr. Ryan who his daughter is
married to.”

She awoke in a cold sweat. Though her heart fluttered with
Paul’s insinuation that she was his wife, images of John Ryan re-
mained vivid. You're safe now . . . Paul will protect you. That’s what
your dream was telling you. He will protect you. Even with that
thought, it was a long time before she fell back to sleep.

Sunday, September 25, 1836

Charmaine’s first week as governess passed without incident.
True to her word, Yvette was the perfect child, and Charmaine
began to wonder if Paul’s anger of the Sunday past had been exag-
gerated. Nevertheless, Rose and Colette commended the girl on
her good behavior. When her praises were sung, Yvette’s eyes would
travel to her governess, a silent reminder of Charmaine’s end of the
bargain. A wink sufficed to confirm their pact.

Yvette continued with her piano lessons, her sister in atten-
dance. Their interest had not diminished; both girls practiced over
an hour each day, and by Friday, they were able to play a few simple
tunes with ease.

When Saturday proved sunny, Charmaine decided to take
them on a picnic. Dr. Blackford had arrived early in the day, and
Colette was closeted away with him. When Rose insisted on caring
for Pierre—“You'll have a better time with the girls if he stays
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behind”—Charmaine and the gitls set out for the nearby southern
beaches, a hearty picnic lunch in hand. They collected seashells,
waded knee-deep in the warm water, ran and laughed and told
stories. The girls wanted to hear all about Charmaine’s past, which
she recounted, omitting the sordid details of her family life. They
were interested in “being poor” as they put it and decided it would
be a far more exciting life than the one they led “being rich.” Char-
maine snorted. She wished she’d had so terrible a childhood as
they.

On Sunday, everyone attended Mass in the small stone chapel,
everyone except Frederic. Charmaine began to wonder if she were
ever going to meet the Duvoisin patriarch.

Like the week before, Father Benito’s verbose sermon was un-
inspiring and fraught with condemnation. Charmaine’s mind
wandered to Father Michael Andrews. His homilies had been elo-
quent, his redeeming message of love and forgiveness, fulfilling.
She thought of her mother, recalling her words of praise whenever
she spoke of the spiritual priest. Father Benito could derive some
inspiration from Father Michael.

Charmaine was glad when the Mass came to a close. The girls
had fidgeted, Pierre was cranky, and Paul’s eyes were constantly
upon her, leaving her ill at ease. Did he think it was her fault the
children could not sit still? Colette withdrew to her chambers, say-
ing she was not feeling well, and it fell to Charmaine and Rose to
care for the children for the remainder of the day. After the noon-
day meal, Charmaine took Pierre upstairs for his nap. The gitls
wanted to practice their piano lesson, so Rose decided to remain
downstairs with them.

The boy fell asleep almost immediately, and Charmaine tip-
toed from the room to retrieve a book from her bedroom. Fear
gripped her when she returned to the children’s chambers: Pierre’s
bed was empty. Where is he? She ran from the nursery in a
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panic, reaching the stairs in a heartbeat. Then she heard it: gig-
gling coming from the apartments directly behind her. Relief
flooded in. The door was standing slightly ajar, and Charmaine
pushed it open. There stood Pierre, thigh-deep in Paul’s riding
boots.

“Pierre!” she scolded, her eyes darting about the dressing room.
“Come here this instant!” He only giggled again, attempting to
walk with the boots on. “Pierre, you're not supposed to be in here.
Come here, please!”

He tripped and laughed harder, wriggling out of the boots and
scurrying into his older brother’s bedroom. The chase was on; she
had no choice but to dash across the suite, stopping just shy of the
bedroom doorway. Thankfully, it was empty as well, save a huge,
four-poster bed, under which Pierre was crawling.

“Don’t make me come after you, young man!” Charmaine fu-
tilely admonished. Groaning, she rushed forward, realizing the
faster she got the boy out of Paul’s private quarters, the better. Ly-
ing flat on the floor, she caught hold of his legs and was just pulling
him out from under the bed, when a cough startled her. Afraid to
look, but knowing she must, she let go of Pierre and, standing,
turned to face Paul, her cheeks flaming red.

“Have you lost something, Miss Ryan?” he asked devilishly,
his shoulder propped against the doorframe, arms and legs casu-
ally crossed. “Or perhaps you've come to my chambers for another
reason?”

“No, sir—I mean—yes, sir,” she stammered, her mortification
nearly unbearable. “I've lost something, sir.”

“Have you?”

Mercifully, Pierre wriggled out from under the bed and ran
directly into his older brother’s arms. Paul scooped him up, his
brow cocked in Charmaine’s direction. “So, it’s Pierre you've lost?
Amazing . . . Rose is minding the girls in the drawing room, and



106 ‘DeVa Gantt

you were supposed to be caring for Pierre. Tell me, Miss Ryan, is it
too difficult to keep track of one small boy?”

“I thought he was sleeping, sir,” she answered, highly offended.
“I left him for only a moment to—"

“No need to explain, Miss Ryan. As I mentioned during your
interview, running after a child can be quite demanding, perhaps
too much for you.”

“Sir, you are wrong,” she bit out, “and someday, you will eat
your words.”

He burst into hearty laughter, inciting another round of gig-
gles from Pierre.

Charmaine’s temper peaked, and she had to quell the urge to
step forward and slap the mirth from his face.

He recorded her anger, and though his eyes remained merry,
his demeanor changed. “I think you've proven your worth to my
family, Miss Ryan. You've done a fine job with the children, espe-
cially where Yvette is concerned.”

His unexpected words were sincere. She didn’t know what to
say.

“Do you accept my compliment, then?” he asked with a lop-
sided grin.

“Yes, sir,” she replied, her throat dry and raspy.

“Why don’t you call me Paul? That is, if you’ll allow me to call
you Charmaine? We're not so formal on Charmantes, leastwise not
as formal as Richmond society can be. I promise, it is quite easy to
pronounce.”

The mild barb prompted her to reply. “Paul,” she said softly.

“Charmaine,” he returned with a slight nod. “Now, Char-
maine, let’s get Pierre back to his playroom. We wouldn’t want
Mrs. Faraday to find us alone in my bedchamber. I fear she’d be
scandalized.”

Charmaine’s cheeks burned anew, and again Paul chuckled.
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In a matter of minutes, Pierre was back in his bed and Paul
had left them. But Charmaine trembled for a good hour afterward,
her insides pleasantly warm. Paul approved of her, he finally ap-
proved of her!

Later that afternoon, Gwendolyn and Loretta paid her a visit.
They spent an hour on the portico while the girls and Pierre played
hide-and-seek nearby. Gwendolyn nearly suffered the vapors when
Paul emerged from the manor and greeted them. He headed to-
ward the stable and carriage house, which comprised the southern
front lawns of the compound. When he was out of earshot, she
said, “You are so lucky, Charmaine!”

Loretta frowned disapprovingly. “Charmaine had best keep a
level head.”

“Don’t worry, Mrs. Harrington. I know I'm only the governess.
But it is nice to dream.”

“So long as it remains a dream.”

Soon it was evening, and Charmaine’s first week in the Duvoi-
sin employ came to a close. But as she tucked the gitls into bed,
Yvette whispered to her, “You haven’t forgotten about my letter,
have you?”

“No, I haven’t forgotten,” Charmaine whispered back.

“Good, because I finished it yesterday. I even drew a picture!
When are your friends leaving for Richmond?”

“Not for another week or so. They have to wait for a ship to
make port. But I haven’t forgotten, Yvette, and I promise I'm stick-
ing to our pact. May I read your letter tomorrow?”

Yvette’s eyes widened. “Of course not! It’s private.”

Charmaine chuckled and gave her a kiss. “You've been a fine
girl this week, Yvette. I hope that after your letter leaves the island
you’ll continue to behave.”

“Don’t worry, Mademoiselle,” she yawned. “I like you, so I'll be
good.” With a contented smile, she snuggled under her blankets.
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Jeannette was already asleep, but Pierre grew obstinate, crying
for his mother, whom he hadn’t seen for most of the day.

Thankfully, Colette appeared, her face pallid, her legs un-
steady. It didn’t look as though Dr. Blackford’s Saturday visit had
done her much good. She stayed only long enough to rock her son
to sleep. Charmaine decided that as soon as Colette seemed up to
it, she would broach the subject of Yvette’s letter.

Monday, September 26, 1836

The second week began much like the first with the exception
of her newly won respect from Paul. She was glad he no longer
treated her with indifference. During that first week he’d been
courteous to a fault: Good morning, Miss Ryan. Good evening, Miss
Ryan. By Saturday, Charmaine had been certain the man didn’t
know how to be friendly, only polite. All that had changed on Sun-
day, and she smiled with the memory of it. By the end of Monday,
she had become comfortable calling him Paul, and he in turn
called her Charmaine, inquiring pleasantly as to how her day had
been with the children.

Her new “friendship” with Paul did not go unnoticed by the
two maids of the manor, and late that night when she reached her
room on the third floor, Felicia and Anna cornered her there. “So
it’s Paul, is it?” Felicia sneered. “You wouldn’t be falling into his
bed now, would you?”

Charmaine was appalled by the maid’s vulgarity. “Are you
jealous, Felicia? I don’t suppose Paul respects a woman who throws
herself at him. I know Miss Colette doesn’t approve.”

The housemaid’s eyes flashed. “I don’t care about Miss Colette.
And what would you know of Paul’s likes or dislikes, anyway? Just
stay away from him, you hear me? Stay far away!”

“Please step aside,” Charmaine replied condescendingly.

Stunned, the voluptuous woman threw a vexed look to her
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cohort, the considerably plainer Anna Smith. Charmaine seized
the moment and pushed into her room, shutting the door in the
servant’s face. Leaning back against the door, she closed her eyes
and breathed deeply, wishing her room wasn’t on the same floor as
Felicia Flemmings’s. She didn’t think the taunting would end with
this one confrontation. Annoyed, she grabbed her book and de-
cided to read until her eyes were tired and she’d be able to sleep.

Tuesday, September 27, 1836

Where Monday had been rainy, Tuesday dawned sunny. On
Colette’s request, Charmaine spent the morning in town. Tomor-
row was the twins’ birthday, and Colette needed someone, prefer-
ably a woman, to travel to the mercantile. She provided the carriage,
and Charmaine had the driver stop at the Browning house to see if
Gwendolyn would like to join her. They had great fun fetching the
gifts Colette had ordered for her daughters months ago, the most
remarkable, two miniature glass horses to add to their animal col-
lection. “The girls love the stable,” Colette had said. “Now they’ll
have horses of their own.”

As noon approached, Charmaine said goodbye to Gwendolyn
and had the driver take her back to the manor. Once there, she
rushed up to her bedroom and deposited the packages on her bed.
She reached the table just in time for lunch.

“Where have you been?” Yvette demanded.

“You’ll find out tomorrow,” was all Charmaine would say.

Later that evening, when everyone was abed, Charmaine
wrapped the gifts, spending a great deal of time on the ribbons.
Colette had recommended she hide them in the back of the girls’
armoire, behind all their dresses. It was best if she crept down
there now, when they were sound asleep. Sure enough, no one
stirred. When she was finished, she headed down to the library,

crossing paths with Jane Faraday on the stairs.
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“Is there something you require, Miss Ryan?” the head
housekeeper queried brusquely.

Charmaine decided not to take offense. The older woman’s
comportment was generally curt. “I was going down to the li-
brary.”

“At this time of night?”

“I'm not tired, but I find reading by lamplight makes me so.”

The woman eyed her suspiciously. “Then I suggest you choose
a book quickly and take it back to your room on the third floor.”
Without further explanation, she continued her ascent.

Puzzled, Charmaine proceeded on her quest, selecting a
novel entitled Pride and Prejudice. The study was inviting, the
lighting good, and because she had spent a great deal of time in
her bedroom already, she ignored the matron’s directive and set-
tled into one of the high-backed chairs. For an hour, she was lost
to the story, unlike any she had ever read, and the characters of
Mr. Darcy and Elizabeth Bennet, imagining Paul and herself as
the hero and heroine. Oh, to live such a romance!

Muffled giggles interrupted her revelry. Mrs. Faraday thought
everyone was abed. Not so. Charmaine recognized the voices: Feli-
cia and Anna were scurrying about. Paul hadn’t dined with them
this evening, and Charmaine wondered if he had just come in.
Whenever he was in the house, Felicia and Anna were never far
away. What are they doing?

Charmaine lit a candle and doused the lamp, then crossed the
room and cautiously opened the door. The hallway was surpris-
ingly empty and dark, though light cascaded through the French
doors in the dining room. She walked toward them, head cocked.
No one was there either.

She stepped into the courtyard, breathing in the soft fragrance
of the garden flowers. The breeze was a bit chilly, yet refreshing.
The cool air carried the scent of ocean spray, sweet against her face



A Silent Ocean Away 111

as it washed away the remnants of the hot day. On impulse, she
wandered along the garden path, her candle unnecessary, for lamps
were lit here and there and a full moon bathed the sanctuary in
heavenly light. She blew it out and set it atop her book on a nearby
bench.

She sat down and closed her eyes, thinking about her new life
and all that happened over the past month. So many changes, all
for the better, she realized. Was she happy? Yes, she answered; she
had made the right decision in coming to Charmantes. Like Yvette
and Jeannette, she had yearned for adventure and had miracu-
lously found it. Her life was no longer dull, but exciting.

The hour grew late. It was time to retire. Sighing, she finally
rose.

“Going so soon?”

Startled, she spun halfway around to confront the deep voice
that spoke from the shadows. “I'm sorry,” Paul said as he stepped
away from the tree he had been leaning against, “I didn’t mean to
frighten you.”

“How long have you been standing there?”

He walked closer. “Long enough to watch you meander through
the gardens and sit down on that bench. Actually, I've been in-
trigued. So many emotions crossing your brow, some of them quite
vexing, I'd say.”

Charmaine stepped back, her legs connecting with the bench
she had just vacated. “Vexing?” she queried. “They weren’t vexing,
[ assure you.”

“What could someone so young be worrying about?” he pon-
dered aloud, ignoring her remark to the contrary, stilling the hand
that wanted to caress her cheek. Her blushes were intoxicating,
and he had found himself thinking of her often during the past
week, more often since Sunday.

“I told you, sir, I wasn’t worrying about anything.”
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“Sir?” he queried. “I thought we’d dispensed with that formal-

ity.

“Paul,” she acquiesced, heart hammering in her chest.

“Are you content here?”

“I think so,” she whispered. “Actually—I am content. That is
what I was thinking about before you spoke.”

“You've been here less than a fortnight. How can you be cer-
tain?”

“I can’t, but for now, my heart tells me I'm content.”

He chuckled softly as if he approved of her conclusion, then
stepped in so close their bodies were nearly touching. Charmaine
closed her eyes, certain of his next move. She was desperately
frightened, yet scintillatingly excited. But he didn’t take her in his
arms, and her eyes flew open, both relieved and annoyed to find he
was now sitting on the bench.

“Stay awhile longer,” he demanded, grabbing hold of her wrist
and pulling her down beside him. “There’s no reason why we
should feel uncomfortable in one another’s presence. I know you
think of me as your employer, but I'd much prefer our relationship
to grow into that of . . . friends. Would you like that?”

“Yes,” she replied. “I'd like that very much.”

“Good . . . And perhaps, in time, our friendship will blossom
into something more. Would that be agreeable to you?”

He edged closer, his warm thigh coming in contact with hers,
branding her through her dress, making it difficult to concentrate
on his words. “I think so,” she whispered tremulously.

He threw his arm around the back of the bench and leaned
forward. “Life can be full for you here, Charmaine. I can see to
that. You're a very beautiful young woman, and I can offer you
fulfillment.” With a rakish smile, he leaned back, allowing her to
take his lead. She seemed to puzzle over his words, leaving him to
contemplate the depth of her innocence.
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“You've been too kind already, Paul. Just this past Sunday, you
could have been angry when I allowed Pierre to run into your
rooms, but you weren’t. You've insisted I use your given name. I
couldn’t ask for more than that. Between you and Colette, I've
been made to feel very welcome.”

So, she believed him to be a gentleman, he mused, in the
strictest sense of the word. He had played the game well thus far.
But she had been living under his roof for nearly ten days now, and
governess or not, she had caught his fancy. He knew she found
him disconcerting. How many times had she blushed in his pres-
ence? More times than he could count. But those blushes were
born of an attraction as well. Just now she was longing to have him
kiss her. But he wanted more than a casual kiss. He would have
preferred bedding a housemaid than the children’s governess.
When his efforts to hire her on as a servant had been thwarted,
he’d changed his tactics. He had played the gentleman, until to-
night. Suddenly, his need to have her was great, the time for the
plucking, ripe.

“I'm not speaking of kindness, Charmaine. 'm speaking of
comfort.”

“I'm quite comfortable, Paul,” she replied, completely misread-
ing his cue. “My room is immaculate and finer than any other I've
ever had. As for the rest of the manor, it’s beautiful, and I feel for-
tunate to be allowed to roam about, using the library and the piano
whenever | wish. From the very first day, everyone has made me
feel at home.”

Paul ran his hand through his hair in mild derision. Musz 1
spell my meaning out for her? Has she no knowledge of men? He found
that hard to believe; her comeliness must have captured many a
young man’s eye. It wasn’t as if she were a Southern belle, smoth-
ered every minute of the day by a hovering chaperone. No, Char-
maine Ryan must have had experience in the realm of domination
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and submission. She was only playing her own game here, perhaps
to further her own reward, but that would soon end.

“Miss Ryan,” he began again, “I'm certain you are not as na-
ive as you would lead me to believe. I'm pleased you find my
house satisfactory. At present, however, that is the furthest thing
from my mind. Let us say 'm more interested in our sleeping
arrangements—yours and mine.”

Slowly, the light began to dawn, and Charmaine’s cheeks
flamed scarlet. She tore herself away from the bench and the hand
that had come to rest on her thigh. “How dare you suggest such a
thing?” she spat out, her ire conquering her shame. “I'm a good girl,
and I'd never, never do what you are suggesting. I was hired to see
to the children’s care—not yours!” Her eyes flooded with unwanted
tears, and she suppressed the urge to run from the courtyard; she’d
not grant him the satisfaction of laughing at her as well.

Groaning inwardly, Paul cursed himself for the fool he was.
He had known she was different, but in his eagerness to have her,
he’d ignored the signs of her possible virtue. Was he so conceited
to believe every girl on the island would eagerly jump into his bed?
He should have waited. But no; he had overstepped the bounds of
propriety. She would leave the gardens tonight with her chastity
intact, and he, with the brand “cad” stamped across his chest.
From this evening on, she’d be wary of him. Somehow, he must
mitigate the damage done, perhaps purge her mind of its dark con-
clusions.

“Charmaine, whatever is the matter?” he asked with great con-
cern. “Is it something I said? What has brought you to tears?” He
stood, produced a handkerchief, and moved toward her.

“Don’t come near me!”

Her tone, rather than her command, stilled his advance. With
five paces between them, he spoke. “Please, tell me what I've said

to upset you.”
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“You know what you've said. I'll not explain it to you!”

“I fear you misjudge me,” he cajoled, a simple plan germinat-
ing. “Surely you don’t think I was suggesting you . . .” He allowed
his shocked query to trail off as if embarrassed. “Charmaine,” he
breathed, braving a step closer, “you’ve misconstrued my remarks.
Please believe me when I tell you I was only considering the “sleep-
ing” arrangements. There, I've said it again!”

She eyed him skeptically, uncertain of herself. He seemed bent
upon exonerating himself. If his intention had been to proposition
her, why would he bother? She relaxed somewhat, accepting the
handkerchief he held out to her.

“Charmaine,” he whispered again, taking another step forward.
“I'm sorry, truly I am. I didn’t mean to offend you. We're blunt on
Charmantes. But if you’d indulge me a moment longer, I think
I can explain. I've been considering your room on the third floor.
You're far too removed from the children there, and with Colette’s
poor health, it seems more practical for you to take up quarters next
to the nursery. In that way, you'll be able to comfort them, especially
liccle Pierre, should they awaken in the middle of the night.”

He was winning her over. He could see it in her eyes, in her
very being, her body no longer rigid. Inspired, he pressed on. “In
fact, if you took the room adjacent to the children’s bedchamber, I
could have a door installed between the two, opening your room
onto theirs.” He stepped closer still, watching her dab at her eyes.
“If that would be agreeable?”

“I don’t know, sir,” she faltered, relying on a formal address for
fortification.

“Charmaine, youre not going to revert to calling me that
again, are you?”

“I think ‘sir” is more appropriate. Perhaps you think I'm naive,
and I suppose I am. However, being naive does not make me a

fool. I know right from wrong, decency from indecency. If I accept
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your offer, the move will be for the children’s comfort, not yours.
I hope my meaning is understood.”

He had misjudged her. By the end of her reproof, he was sim-
mering. Who does she think she is, berating me as if I were a school-
boy? Why did I attempt to placate her? I should have kissed her
passionately and been done with it—to hell with her objections. But
the moment was lost, and now he said, “Our meanings are the
same, Mademoiselle. What is your answer?”

She hesitated. “Yes, but—"

“But what?” he queried snidely.

“The playroom abuts the children’s bedroom on one side, and
according to Yvette, your brother’s chambers, the other side. Cer-
tainly either room is out of the question.”

“John’s room sits unoccupied. I'll have George break through
the wall and mill a door for the frame.”

“But what if your brother should return? Surely he won’t be
happy to find the governess in his room.”

“He won't.”

“He won’t what?”

“Return. John won’t return.” The declaration was delivered
with such conviction that the matter was closed as quickly as it
had been opened. “Now,” he proceeded, his temper poorly con-
cealed, “if we're in agreement, I'll say good night. The hour grows
late, and I have to be at the dock at sunrise. I'm expecting a ship
from Europe.”

“Yes,” she replied. “Good night and thank you .. .”

Her words were directed at his back. He’d already dismissed

her, quickly retreating through the gardens and leaving her per-
turbed.

Paul was glad to reach his room, fulminating over the wretched
scene he had generated. He was grateful for only one thing: his
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brother John hadn’t witnessed the complete ass he’d made of him-
self; otherwise, he’d never live it down. Well, Miss Ryan, he thought
as he stretched out on his bed, zomorrow you can have your fancy room
and your fancy airs all to yourself! I want no part of them. There are too
many women on the island just clamoring for my attention. I have no
need of one lovely governess. Bur when you grow lonely, when you're
ready to become a woman, then you can come crawling back to me, and

perchance, I'll take you to my bed. Satisfied with that thought, he
slept.
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Wednesday, September 28, 1836

@ ONSTRUCTION on the new door began the next morning. The
sound of splintering wood echoed throughout the house, con-
founding those at the breakfast table. The twins dropped their
spoons and ran from the room, ignoring their mother’s admonition
to wait. Charmaine and Colette found them in the nursery, wide-eyed
over the hole in the wall and the debris littering the floor.

“What is this?” Colette demanded as Rose and Pierre drew up
alongside her.

George peeked through the opening from the bedroom be-
yond. “The new doorway,” he offered.

“Doorway?” Colette queried, clearly irate. “What doorway?”

“The one Paul told me to begin working on today.”

“Why would Paul ask you to break a hole through that wall,
George?”

George’s eyes flew to Charmaine, and she cringed. “For the
children’s benefit,” he replied. “Paul thinks Miss Ryan should be
nearer the nursery, so he’s given her this room—and a door in or-
der to provide easy access should they awaken during the night.”
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“That’s John’s room!” Colette fumed. “You've no right to des-
ecrate it.”

“Desecrate it? I'd hardly say I was desecrating it. And it’s not
my idea, anyway. I'm just following orders.”

“And what if John were to come home?”

“He’s not coming home, Colette. You know that.”

“Someday he will,” she murmured, her anger spent, “and he’ll
be hurt to find his chambers have been given to someone else.”

Jeannette grabbed hold of her mother’s hand. “Don’t be upset,
Mama. There are so many rooms in our house, I'm sure Johnny
won’t mind using another one. Besides, it will be nice to have Ma-
demoiselle Charmaine nearby. Maybe that was Paul’s birthday gift
to us.”

Colette smiled down at her daughter. “Perhaps you are right. I
just wonder what your father is going to say when he sees this
mess.”

George said, “According to Paul, he approved the project.”

Colette rubbed her forehead. “Yes, I suppose he would.” She
motioned to the children. “Come, let us step out of George’s way.”

“Oh, please, can’t we watch?” they begged.

Colette relented, advising them to remain seated on the far
bed.

For a full hour, they chatted happily away. George, Travis, and
Joseph indulged them whilst sawing, banging, and removing the
wood and plaster that seemed to be everywhere.

When Pierre tired of the spectacle, Colette and Charmaine
withdrew into the adjoining playroom. Realizing she was not
needed, Rose excused herself.

Charmaine inhaled. “Colette,” she said, “I'm sorry Paul didn’t
speak to you about the room. I didn’t know he was going to start
on it immediately. I should have insisted he get your permission
first.”
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Colette’s brow dipped in consternation. “You knew about
this?”

“Paul mentioned it to me last night. He suggested—"

“Last night? Paul arrived home late last night.”

Charmaine was too embarrassed to reply, and Colette deduced
the obvious.

“Charmaine,” she began, folding her hands as if in prayer and
bringing them to her lips. “I think I should warn you about Paul.
Perhaps I should have done so sooner. He’s a ladies’ man.” When
Charmaine hung her head, Colette attempted to ease her distress.
“I don’t want to see you hurt.”

“Don’t worry, Colette, I won’t bring shame to your home.”

“I'm not speaking about shame, Charmaine. I'd hate to see
you give your heart to someone who has no intention of returning
your love.”

Charmaine was stung by the words, though she knew they
rang true. Her initial assumption had been correct: Paul /ad prop-
ositioned her. When he’d realized she was not about to be compro-
mised, he’d enacted a grand charade of misunderstanding. Her
mother had warned her of such men, and Colette was doing the
same. There was only one thing Paul desired from her, and it
wasn’t “friendship,” not even love.

“Pll take heed,” she whispered and added as a dismal after-
thought, “If you don’t want me in that room—"

“Nonsense,” Colette countered. “Moving you into John’s room
is actually a fine idea, and the damage to the wall is done.”

Charmaine reflected on the Duvoisin son she had yet to meet,
the strange reaction his name had evoked that morning. Her
thoughts circled to Yvette and the letter she’d written. Best to ask
now and get it over with. “Yvette would like to send a letter to her
brother in Richmond. I promised if she were good, and you gave
your permission, I'd ask Joshua Harrington to deliver it.”
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“Let Yvette write her letter,” Colette answered without hesita-
tion. “I'm certain John could use some happy news from home.”

Relief washed over Charmaine. “She already has.”

Colette didn’t seem surprised.

After a time, she called to the girls, insisting they do a bit of
reading. Together, they finished a narrative on Eleanor of Aqui-
taine, the French noblewoman of the twelfth century, who, at the
age of fifteen, married the king of France, and later, the king of En-
gland. The girls pestered their mother for details, knowing Colette’s
family, the Delacroix, hailed from Poitiers, the same village where
Eleanor grew up. When Colette spoke of the death of Eleanor’s
twenty-seven-year-old mother, Jeannette lamented. “That is so sad,
Mama. You will be twenty-seven soon.”

Colette squeezed her, promising to live a long life, then sent
them over to Charmaine, who had been preparing a series of spell-
ing lists. The girls were already good readers, but she was showing
them the letter patterns in words.

Not five minutes later, Yvette was complaining. “This doesn’t
make sense!”

Charmaine looked over her shoulder. “What doesn’t?”

“This stupid list,” she grumbled. “Oil, boil, soil, foil . . .”

“Yes, what about it?”

“Well, if ‘o-i" makes the ‘oy’ sound in those words, Du-vwah-
zan should be pronounced Du-voy-zan . ..and Mademoiselle . . .
Madum-oy-zel.”

Charmaine chuckled. “Very good, Yvette,” she praised. When
the girl eyed her skeptically, she added, “It shows you're paying at-
tention and really learning. As for your surname and Mademoi-
selle, I think the ‘o-i” is pronounced differently because both words
are French.”

Colette looked up from where she was now reading to Pierre.
“Mademoiselle Charmaine is correct, Yvette,” she interjected. “In the
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French language, ‘o-i’ is pronounced ‘wah.’ But you know that.
There are quite a few French words that have made their way into
the English language: ‘armoire,” ‘reservoir,” and ‘repertoire,’ for in-
stance. Your papa’s other island ‘Espoir’ is also pronounced with
the ‘wah’ sound.”

“It’s very confusing,” Yvette grumbled.

“That is English,” Charmaine concluded. “Some say it is the
most difficult language to learn because it has so many varia-
tions.”

“Is that true, Mama?” Jeannette asked.

“Is what true?”

“That English is difficult to learn?”

“Yes, I suppose it is. I learned the rudiments when I was
young, but I didn’t become proficient until ... until I moved
here.”

“Did Papa teach you?”

Colette grew reticent. “A bit,” she whispered. When Jeannette
probed further, she said, “It is nearly lunch time. Let us finish up.”

After the meal, the girls rushed to the piano for their daily les-
son. An hour later, everyone retreated to Colette’s chambers where
it was considerably quieter. The promise of birthday gifts was more
enticing than the construction site. Charmaine volunteered to get
the presents from their hiding place. She had just reached the end
of the corridor when Agatha Ward appeared.

“Miss Ryan,” the matron criticized, “are you being employed to
decorate the hallway or were you hired to care for the children?”

The obtrusive statement left Charmaine dumbfounded, for
she had had little contact with the woman, passing a friendly
“good day” now and then, but nothing more. Agatha avoided the
children, and Charmaine only saw her at mealtimes or when she
insisted Colette rest. Most days, Colette politely ignored her.
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“Well, Miss Ryan?” she pressed.

“I've been sent on an errand”—Charmaine stammered—*“for
Miss Colette.”

“An errand?” Agatha scoffed. “And where are the children?”

“With Miss Colette, in her chambers.”

“Young lady,” she scolded, “Miss Colette is not well. You are
the one who should be looking after the children, not she! They
continue to contribute to her failing health.”

Charmaine’s ire had been primed. “Miss Colette seems most
indisposed after she passes an afternoon with your brother, Mrs.
Ward. On the other hand, her health always improves when she
spends time with her children.”

Agatha Ward’s eyes widened briefly, then narrowed into slits
of animosity. Charmaine realized too late she had just made an
enemy. “What are you inferring, Miss Ryan—that my brother is
incompetent? Let us hope you are never in need of a physician’s
care while on this island. I don’t think Robert would appreciate
ministering to someone who eagerly maligns his good name.”

“I didn’t mean—"

“Didn’t you?” the widow hissed. “You had better scurry back
to your—"

“What goes on here?”

Startled, Agatha’s hostility faded, her attention focused over
Charmaine’s left shoulder. “Why Frederic,” she recovered, “isn’t
this a surprise?”

Charmaine pivoted around, stunned to find the splendent
Frederic Duvoisin standing before her. He leaned heavily on a pol-
ished black cane, his posture crooked. Even so, he radiated a power
that negated the rumors she had heard. He was taller than Paul,
his attire casual, yet finely tailored, and he was handsome, posi-
tively handsome. Liberal touches of gray highlighted a full head of

hair, not quite as dark as his son’s. He was clean-shaven, with
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squared jaw, long, curved nose, and thin lips. His steely eyes were
keen and bore through her, scrutinizing her more surely than she
did him.

“Are you pleased with your assessment, Miss Ryan?” he asked,
irony lacing his deep voice, his speech slightly slurred. He knew
who she was! “I asked you a question, Mademoiselle. Does the in-
valid meet your expectations?”

“You're not an invalid, sir,” she answered truthfully.

The remark surprised him, but he snorted derisively, then con-
fronted Agatha. “Has Miss Ryan done something to annoy you?”

“She has left the children unattended.”

“Where?”

The dowager lifted her nose a notch. “In Colette’s chambers.”

“And where is my wife?”

“With them.”

“I'd hardly call that unattended, Agatha. Colette is, after all,
their mother.”

“Yes, Frederic, but she is not well. That is the only reason Miss
Ryan was hired. What is the point of a governess, if she does not
tend to her pupils?”

“Miss Ryan?” Frederic queried, giving her the chance to de-
fend herself.

“Your wife asked me to get the twins’ birthday gifts, sir.”

“I see,” he said, focusing on the widow again.

“Had 1 known,” Agatha lamely objected. “Miss Ryan said
nothing of gifts.”

“You didn’t give me a chance,” Charmaine rejoined.

Agatha gritted her teeth. She was losing this debate. Best to
swallow her pride, apologize, and quickly excuse herself.

Charmaine watched her hasten down the stairs, then faced
Frederic again. Suddenly, she understood why Colette might be
attracted to a man old enough to be her father. Unlike Paul, who at
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times possessed a youthful mien, this man was hardened, lordly,
and completely disarming. In his younger days, she could only
wonder over the women who fell at his feet. Did he know how in-
triguing he was? Yes, he definitely knew. Even now, in his crippled
state, he knew.

Presently, he was awaiting her next move. “Miss Ryan,” he
said, breaking the prolonged silence. “I believe you were sent to
retrieve something for my wife?”

“Yes,” she said and headed toward the nursery, intimidated
when he followed her, acutely aware of his handicap now that he
attempted to walk. She knew he would not appreciate her pity, so
she kept her gaze averted, rummaging instead inside the armoire
for the girls’ presents. When she turned around, he was standing
before the broken wall, studying it. According to Paul, he’d agreed
to the door’s installation. She wondered what he was thinking
now. Work had come to a halt; the men must have gone off for
lunch.

As if reading her thoughts, he said, “I heard all the banging
and wanted to see for myself the progress. I also wanted to spend
time with my daughters.”

He faced her. “My wife is very pleased with you, Miss Ryan.”

“I'm happy to be here, sir. I like your children very much, and
Miss Colette is a lovely woman.”

“Yes, she is,” Frederic agreed, his eyes intense. “And with your
new room, she shall sleep soundly knowing you are not far from
the children.”

“Yes, sir,” she replied, thinking, he had given his permission.
Although Frederic Duvoisin might not often leave his chambers,
he was fully aware of everything that happened in his home. Most
of the gossip was untrue.

“I see you have all your packages. Shall we?” He inclined his
head toward the hallway, intending to accompany her.
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“Yes. The girls will wonder what has kept me.”

Again, Frederic followed, and she slowed her pace in an effort to
diminish his incapacity. The gesture annoyed him. “Hurry up, Miss
Ryan, we don’t have all day!” Flustered, she quickly complied.

When they reached Colette’s suite, he asked if she might fetch
another three parcels. “There are additional gifts in my dressing
room.”

The master’s apartments were congruent to Colette’s boudoir:
the same dimensions, doors equally positioned. Yet the similarity
ended there. These lavishly appointed quarters were masculine:
bold and ornate, dark and somber, with heavy, elaborately carved
furniture.

Charmaine didn’t dally. She skirted across the spacious room,
re-stacked the parcels, and returned to the passageway moments
later. The packages were cumbersome, and she shifted them un-
easily, relieved when Frederic rapped on his wife’s door.

Yvette opened it, clearly surprised to find him there. “Papa?”

He raised a dubious brow. “Yvette, am I to stand forever in the
hallway? Or will you invite us in? Miss Ryan is overburdened with
birthday presents.”

“Come in, Papa,” she invited, stepping aside. “We didn’t ex-
pect you to visit us today. Mama promised to take us to your room
after dinner tonight.”

“The schedule has been changed,” he said, limping into the
chamber. “T heard the racket coming from the nursery and went to
have a look at the door being installed for your benefit. But you
weren’t there. Instead, I have had the pleasure of meeting your new
governess.”

Yvette wasn't listening, her attention diverted. “Oh, my!” she
exclaimed, scanning the packages Charmaine carried. “How many
are there?”

“Allow Miss Ryan to put them down, Yvette.”
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Frederic reached the settee and fell into it with an exhaustive
“oomph,” his face drawn as if in pain. When the moment passed,
he looked about the room. “Where is your mother?”

“In the bedroom, with Pierre. He needed to have his nappy
changed. There is an odd number of packages here,” she observed,
lifting the largest.

“One is for Pierre,” her father explained.

“Pierre? Why does he get a present? His birthday isn’t until
March.”

“Now, Yvette, would you deny him the pleasure of opening a
gift? I realize it’s not his birthday, but he’ll be upset if there’s noth-
ing for him to tear into.”

Charmaine was taken by the man’s thoughtfulness, his tender
voice.

“May I open one of them now, Papa?”

“First, tell your brother and sister I have come for a visit.”

She jumped to do his bidding, calling from the doorway,
“Papa is here.”

Jeannette scampered into the room and embraced him. “Papa!”

“You are looking well, Jeannette.”

“So are you, Papa. I'm glad you came to visit us today! Does
this mean you are getting better?”

“If T am, it is because of you.” He stroked her hair, his eyes
glowing.

The endearing moment was broken when Colette stepped into
the room, Pierre in her arms. Frederic looked up, missing her smile
of greeting, and spoke sharply. “Do you think that wise, Colette?”

Her face dropped. “Wise?”

“Carrying the boy so,” he replied. “You've been told not to exert
yourself.”

She bit her bottom lip and immediately set Pierre on his feet.
He was off and running, crying, “Mainie’s back!”
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“Mainie?” Jeannette and Yvette asked in tandem.

Colette understood and laughed, shaking off Frederic’s stern
disapproval and reveling in Pierre’s candid joy. “I think you have a
new name, Charmaine.”

Charmaine scooped the child up and gave him a hug. “And I
like it.”

“Mainie,” Pierre said again, before giving her a big, wet kiss.

Charmaine returned the affectionate gesture, which elicited a
repeat performance from the lad. After a moment, she walked over
to the sofa. “Your father has come to see you, Pierre,” she said,
placing the boy on the man’s lap.

Pierre immediately began to squirm, and Frederic struggled to
hold him in place. Before he could wriggle free, Colette crossed the
room and sat next to them. Frederic shifted closer to her, their
thighs touching, eyes meeting. He relaxed his grip, and Pierre
crawled into her lap, happy again.

The minutes gathered in silence, an uneasy quiet. Charmaine
grew uncomfortable. No words had passed between the couple,
and yet much had been said, the tension mounting. Even the girls
could feel it, for they remained mute, waiting for someone else to
speak. Only Pierre appeared oblivious, happily playing with the
buttons on his mother’s dress.

“Perhaps you'd like some time alone,” Charmaine suggested
awkwardly and, not waiting for a reply, turned to leave.

“A moment longer, Miss Ryan,” Frederic commanded. “Would
you please distribute my gifts to the children? Each one is marked.”

Charmaine attended to his request. Yvette ripped the wrap-
ping from the present. Jeannette held her parcel a moment longer,
studying her parents instead.

Frederic looked up at her. “Aren’t you going to open your gift,
Jeannette?”

“Yes, Jeannette,” Yvette urged, “open it quickly. I want to see if
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you got something better than a silly old doll so we can trade.” She
held up a lovely china doll with eyes that opened and closed.

Charmaine winced, wary of Frederic’s reaction. Would he ad-
monish the girl? He only chuckled, as if the declaration were in-
genuous, rather than pert. “What is this, Yvette? I thought all lictle
girls played with dolls.”

“No, sir. I'd much prefer to have a horse!”

“A horse?” he pursued in jest. “And how would I manage to get
him in a box of that size?”

“He wouldn’t have to be in a box, Papa,” she replied in earnest.
“You could have him hidden in the stables, with a big blue ribbon
around his neck!”

“Really? And what would you do with him once you’d found
him?”

“Ride him, of course!”

“But horseback riding isn’t ladylike.”

Yvette mistook his facetious remark and wrinkled her nose
disdainfully. “I don’t want to be a lady, Papa. I'd much rather be a
boy.”

“Would you now? And why is that?”

“It’s no fun being a lady, that’s why! You always have to worry
about keeping your dress clean. You always have to wear a dress!
Boys can wear trousers. They can be rude and spit. They can learn
to swim and climb trees! But if you're a girl, youre not allowed to
do any of those things. A girl has to have proper manners, and I
hate it! I want to do the things my brother does.”

“Pierre?” Frederic asked, baffled. “Surely you're allowed more
than he?”

“Not Pierre, Papa. Johnny. He always does fun things. When
he was living here, we had such a wonderful time! Every day we
did something new, and he never once told me I couldn’t because
I was—"
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“Yvette,” her mother remonstrated, “that’s enough.”

“No, it’s not enough! I'm tired of being told not to mention his
name. [ love Johnny!” With arms akimbo, she turned accusatory
eyes on her father. “And when is he coming home, anyway? When
are you going to stop being angry with him? When?”

“Not for a very long time,” Frederic snarled irascibly, jaw
clenched.

“Why?” she demanded, stomping her foot.

“He is a menace to certain members of this household. Now,
you’ll not speak of him again! Is that understood, young lady?”

Undaunted, Yvette’s eyes flashed fire for fire, refusing to an-
swer.

“Is that understood?”

“No—it’s not!” she shouted, throwing down the doll. Its head
shattered into a thousand pieces, shards of glass flying everywhere.
She tore from the room, ignoring her father’s repeated bellows of:
“Yvette, come back here!”

Colette appeared to weather the storm, speaking softly yet
firmly when he leveled his wrathful gaze on her. “There was no
need to speak to her that way.”

“You think not?”

“She loves her brother and doesn’t understand—"

“Damn it, woman!” he roared, as if astounded by her audacity.
“Why do you defend him? It is time you taught the children to
respect me! I refuse to tolerate such insolence from an eight-year-old
child. My daughter will not decide 7f'she obeys. She wil/ obey!”

Colette bowed her head to his public chastisement.

Belatedly, Frederic seemed to remember the governess was
there. “Where is Pierre’s present?” he asked gruffly.

Charmaine relinquished the package she held for support, and
Frederic extended it to his son. “Look, Pierre, I have a gift for you.
Come, sit here and open it with me.”
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The boy would not budge from Colette’s protective lap.
« » . . « .
Come,” Frederic persisted, “sit on my knee so you can open

this. Your mother is right here. She would like to see what’s in-

side.”

The more he cajoled, the more the child withdrew, balled fists
holding tightly to his mother’s dress, face buried in her bosom, his
muffled whimpers echoing in the turbulent room. He had no in-
terest in the package with its pretty ribbons.

Colette began her own appeal. “Here, Pierre, I will help you.
Voici, mon caillon, your father would”—the statement caught in mid-
sentence, a minute flinch as her gaze clashed with Frederic’s —“come,
Pierre, we can open it together.”

Clearly, Frederic had had enough. “Give me my son!” he de-
manded, grabbing hold of the boy’s arm. “Give him here—now!”

Defeated, Colette allowed Frederic to pry Pierre loose. At last,
she was free and stood quickly. She averted her face, squared her
shoulders, and walked with dignity from the room.

The door closed, and Colette ran—ran to escape the demon
that chased her, ran down the passageway, the stairs, ran until her
side hurt, coming up abruptly as the main door in the foyer swung
open and Paul strode in. She turned from him and ran again, to
the back of the house and into the gardens.

“Colette?”

Jeannette was silently weeping when her father spoke to her.
“Come, Princess, help your brother open his package.”

The girl looked from Frederic to Charmaine as if she hadn’t
heard. “What was the matter with Mama?” she asked.

“I don’t know, Jeannette,” Charmaine whispered.

Hoping to still her quaking limbs, she scooped up the dis-
carded doll and began picking up the pieces of glass that littered
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the floor. Perhaps it could be mended. Jeannette crouched down to
help.

“Leave that!” Frederic barked.

Charmaine dropped the fragments. “I'd best see to Yvette,”
she said, determined to escape the wretched room. But unlike Co-
lette, who had maintained her composure, she fled like a petrified
rabbit, the broken doll still in her arms.

Jeannette was right on her heels, until Frederic stopped her.
“Jeannette, come help your brother.” With a sigh, she complied.

Paul walked briskly into the dining room; it was empty. Noise
from the kitchen sent him in that direction. He was surprised to
find Travis, Joseph, and George sitting at the rough-hewn wooden
table. Fatima was serving the three men a late lunch, the very meal
that had brought him home. “Have you seen Colette?” he asked.

“No,” George replied. “Why?”

“She wasn’t upset about the new door, was she?”

“In the beginning. But not anymore. Why?”

“She was crying. Just now—in the foyer.”

George shook his head. “She wasn’t that upset.”

Paul ran a hand through his hair. She was upset. He had to
find her. The gardens—she must have gone into the gardens.

Charmaine found Yvette on her bed, toying with an envelope
she tapped on her knee. She looked up, her eyes red. “I may as well
burn this,” she said, and Charmaine realized it contained the letter
she had written to John.

“No, Yvette. It’s being sent directly to your brother just as I
promised. Your mother gave her permission this morning.”

Yvette frowned in momentary disbelief, then smiled, wiping
away the last of her tears. “Thank you.” She turned serious again.
“I don’t know why Papa is so angry with Johnny. His seizure hap-
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pened three years ago! Johnny is his son. Why won’t he forgive
him?”

“It’s not just a matter of forgiveness, Yvette. I think your father
is embarrassed about the way he looks right now. His arm, his leg,
the way he walks, the cane he has to use for support. He sees him-
self as a cripple, and that’s not an easy thing for any man to live
with. If an argument with your brother caused that condition, I
can understand his bitterness. The pain and humiliation that’s
deep inside of him has turned into anger.”

“He’s more than angry, Mademoiselle Charmaine. He hates
Johnny.”

Charmaine shook her head. “No, Yvette, I don’t believe your
father hates him. No man hates his own son.” Even as she spoke
the words, she wondered if she were wrong. After all, she hated her
father. And if that were possible, why couldn’t Frederic hate John?
She shuddered with the thought of it, for in this relationship, so
many others were involved.

“Yvette,” she began cautiously, “I'd like you to do something I
know will be difficult. I'd like you to go back to your mother’s
apartments and apologize to your father.”

Yvette’s face turned crimson. “Apologize? You want me to apol-
ogize after what he said? He should apologize to me and to Johnny!
I'll never apologize to him! He’ll be lucky if I ever speak to him
again! I thought you understood!”

Charmaine allowed the barrage of protests to ebb before she
attempted to explain. “Do you want your brother to come home
again, Yvette?”

“Of course I do!”

“The only way you're going to get your father to change his
mind about John is by setting the example you want him to fol-
low.”

Yvette weighed the wisdom of her governess’s supposition and
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grimaced in revulsion. “Bur apologize?1 don’t see how that can pos-
sibly help.”

“Your father is resentful, Yvette. How much greater will that
resentment become if he thinks he’s lost your love to John as well?”

“He’ll only hate him more,” she muttered, realizing she’d only
make matters worse if she stayed angry with her parent. “I suppose
I have no other choice,” she groaned. “And I've ruined that silly
doll. I can’t fix that!”

“I don’t think your father cares about the doll. But he does
love you.”

“I know he does,” she ceded. “Will you come with me?”

“I'll be along in a minute,” Charmaine promised as the girl
walked to the door. “But Yvette, don’t mention the letter to your
father.”

The girl rolled her eyes. “Don’t worry. I'm not that stupid!”

When Yvette had gone, Charmaine went in search of Colette.

Was there nowhere to turn? No quiet haven where the past
wouldn’t haunt her? How much longer would she bear this heavy
burden of guilt? How much more could she endure? Colette was in
the courtyard before the kaleidoscopic questions converged into
one ostensible answer, too terrible to face. Peace, there will be no
peace until I die. She sat hard on a bench deep in the garden, buried

her face in her hands, and wept.

Where is she? Paul scoured the pathways, hearing, rather than
seeing her first. He knew who had reduced her to tears. This had
nothing to do with the new door. Or did it? He regarded her for
countless minutes, uncertain how to confront her misery. It had
been years since she’d cried on his shoulder. His chest ached at the
sight of her anguish.

“Colette?” he called, his throat constricted.
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The golden head lifted, and her face glistened with moisture,
her eyes red and swollen. Embarrassed, she stood and quickly at-
tempted to wipe her cheeks dry. But the tears spilled forth faster
than she could brush them away.

“Colette,” he breathed again, this time stepping closer, gather-
ing her into his strong arms, a bulwark to shoulder her pain. When
she tried to push him away, he pulled her tighter into his embrace,
murmuring tender words to soothe her. “Ssh ... there now. ..
Cry . .. cry if you need to cry.”

It had been too long since she’d been held—too long. Relin-
quishing the battle, she collapsed against him, crying until it hurt,
until the well was dry and a strange calm settled over her.

“Cela est fini,” he murmured against the top of her head.

Charmaine reached the gardens through the ballroom. She
didn’t want to meet Mrs. Faraday, or worse still, Agatha Ward
along the way, so she took a route that avoided the main house.
Surely Colette would be there, for the courtyard offered a secluded
sanctuary.

Soft words spoken in melodic French caught her ear. Colette
used it every day when instructing her children, and Charmaine had
learned quite a few phrases, but this was the first time she had been
privy to an entire conversation. She peered through the branches
and watched Paul lead Colette to the very bench they had shared the
night before. And like the night before, he produced a handkerchief,
pressed it into her hand, and said, “7u vas mieux maintenant?”

“Me pardonnera-t-il jamais?” came her desperate response.

He shook his head, studying the delicate hand he held. “/*éspére
que je pourrais te donner la réponse que tu désires entendre.”

She lowered her eyes. “Comment est-ce-que je peux demander
pardon quand je sais ce que juai fait? Je ne devrais pas te demander
d’étre compréhensif- Tu devrais me reprocher aussi . ..~
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His voice grew hard, and he released her hand. “7u sais que cela
nest pas vrai! Je ne tai jamais reprochée.”

She began wringing the handkerchief. “Je ne muttends pas a ce
qu’il me pardonne,” she whispered, her eyes raising to his. “Peut-
étre pourrais-je supporter sa douleur ainsi que la mienne.”

“Sa doulenr?” he snorted.

“Oui. Je lui ai fait plus de peine qu’a moi-meme.” She inhaled
and shuddered. “Il ma aimée. Le savais-tu? Il ma aimée, mais j étais
trop aveugle pour le voir. Je croyais que ma vie était terminée, alors j ai
choisi de mener une nouvelle vie, plus désastreuse que la premiére . . .
Mon Diew . . . Je me suis mentie a moi-méme pendant si longtemps, je
ne sais pas oi se trouve le vrai bonbheur.”

“Avec les enfants,” Paul answered. “You have the children.”

“Yes,” she sighed, “I have the children.”

The words were spoken reverently, as if she were drawing sus-
tenance from them. But as the conversation continued in English,
Charmaine tiptoed away, not wanting to eavesdrop. She knew Co-
lette was in good hands.

She returned to the mistress’s chambers, surprised to hear
happy voices. Yvette was nestled next to her father, his arm around
her shoulders. Someone had cleaned up the mess; there was no sign
of the madness that had trespassed there only a short time ago.

Realizing Charmaine was there, Frederic struggled to his feet.
He stared down at his children, then at her. “Thank you,” he even-
tually murmured, and she knew he was speaking of Yvette. She

nodded slightly.

Saturday, October 1, 1836

Charmaine woke to the sun in her eyes. She blinked once and,
realizing she’d overslept, jumped from her bed. Muttering under
her breath, she flew about the room, splashing water in her face,



A Silent Ocean Away 137

dressing quickly, and brushing her hair haphazardly. She had no
time to pin it up; instead, she tied it back with a ribbon, unmind-
ful of the curly wisps that refused to be tamed.

The Harringtons were leaving at seven, and Paul had prom-
ised to take her into town to see them off. She was supposed to be
ready at the crack of dawn, but she hadn’t slept well. Felicia had
cornered her in the hallway again, making ribald comments about
her new sleeping quarters. “Couldn’t be much closer to Paul’s.”
Now Charmaine was terribly late. She ran from her room on the
third floor and down the servants’ stairwell that led to the
kitchen.

Fatima Henderson bustled between table and woodstove, the
smell of bacon and eggs filling the air. She was humming to her-
self, but one look at Charmaine and she clicked her tongue. “Miss
Charmaine, why are you running like that?”

“I'm late!” she heaved, completely out of breath. “Have you
seen Master Paul? He hasn’t left without me, has he?”

“Slow down. He’s in the dining room waiting for his break-
fast. Now, sit yourself down and I’ll fix you something, too.”

“I couldn’t eat a thing. Are you certain Master Paul hasn’t
lefe?”

“See for yourself.”

Paul was indeed at the table. As she entered the room, he
stood, his eyes raking her from head to toe, causing her heart to
race.

She hadn’t spoken two words to him since the night in the gar-
dens, save a courteous good morning or good evening. That had
changed last night when he informed her the Destiny would be
leaving with the tide first thing in the morning. Her beloved Har-
ringtons would be aboard, and it would please him to accompany

her to the harbor to bid them farewell. When she had fretted over
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the imposition, withholding her reservations about riding into town
with him alone, he brushed her objection aside, saying he needed
to inspect the cargo. It was all arranged; he would escort her.

He was still staring at her, a lopsided grin that amplified the
leering quality of his perusal. Charmaine glanced down at her
dress, wondering if something in her appearance was amiss. “Is
something wrong?” she asked.

“On the contrary,” he answered, coming around the table and
insisting she join him. “You look lovely.”

She blushed. Suddenly, she felt lovely.

He led her to the chair on his left and pulled it out for her.
When she hesitated, he said, “Charmaine, we don’t have all day. I
promise, I won’t bite.”

She cringed and sat quickly, cursing her Irish blood, which
advertised her every emotion. Obviously, her blushing amused
him. She must learn to control her feelings. But how?

“I'm sorry I've kept you waiting,” she said when he was seated
again.

“You haven’t. I've just come in to eat,” and he took a sip of his
coffee.

Fatima was there, filling his plate. When she made her way
round the table, Charmaine declined the aromatic food. “I'm not
hungry, really 'm not.”

Paul’s brow raised. “You’ll be famished by lunchtime.”

“I'll have coffee instead. I don’t want to miss the ship’s depar-
ture.”

“The captain won’t set sail until I give the order.”

When they left the house, she was surprised to find a chaise
waiting for them. “I was busy while you were sleeping,” he needled
as he helped her in. This time she willed her face passive. He cir-
cled round the back of the vehicle and climbed in, taking up reins
and flicking the horse into motion.
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The trip was pleasant, and Charmaine was amazed at how eas-
ily Paul drew her into casual conversation. By the time they reached
the town, she felt comfortable with him, more comfortable than
ever before.

The Destiny was waiting just as he had promised. With heavy
heart, she boarded the ship, knowing this farewell was going to be
difficult.

Loretta and Gwendolyn were just emerging from their cabins,
and Charmaine’s eyes immediately filled with tears. She fell into
Loretta’s embrace and hugged her tightly. Finally, she drew away,
wiping her face.

“I'm going to miss you,” she whispered hoarsely.

“And I you, Charmaine. But you have a new life here. I will
write.” Loretta faced Paul, who had stepped to one side, permitting
them their maudlin farewell. “Charmaine is like a daughter to me,
Mr. Duvoisin,” she imparted pointedly. “Today I leave her in your
care. | pray I am not remiss in doing so.”

Paul responded urbanely. “Your misgivings are unwarranted,
Madame. Miss Ryan will be well protected while residing in my
home.”

“Good,” Loretta replied.

Charmaine went in search of Mr. Harrington who was with
the ship’s captain. She was glad she had stuffed Yvette’s letter in
her apron pocket the night before. After bidding the man farewell,
she pressed the correspondence into his hand, asking if he would
see it delivered. He nodded and gave her another hug. She looked
up to find Paul closely watching her, a strange expression on his
face.

Then it was time to leave. She forced a smile from the board-
walk as the Destiny cast off. Paul remained at her side, watching
as she continued to wave to her friends. As the vessel slipped far-
ther south toward the mouth of the cove, she turned away. Loretta
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and Gwendolyn were no longer visible; there was no point in
staying.

She was frowning when she faced Paul. “I thought you had to
check on the ship’s cargo before she left.”

Paul rubbed his chin. “Everything was in order, just as I had
hoped.”

“So you weren’t needed to see the Destiny off.”

“Now, Charmaine, if you had known that, you would have
insisted upon journeying to the harbor on your own this morning,
and I would have been denied the pleasure of your company.”

“Are you saying you lied to me?”

“Something like that.” He was smiling, his deviltry irrepres-
sible.

“Come, Charmaine. There is another reason I accompanied you
into town today.” He read her confusion and took hold of her elbow,
leading her away from the wharf. “Colette asked me to take you into
the bank and introduce you to Stephen Westphal. He is the town
financier and will calculate the deposits made to your register each
month. Unconventional by Richmond standards, but expedient on
Charmantes. I'd like to check and make certain the account is in
force and you are able to withdraw your salary whenever you like.”

They spent the next hour conversing with Mr. Westphal, a
strange man by Charmaine’s estimation. He was of medium
height, balding, probably a bit younger than Frederic Duvoisin,
but not at all handsome. His eyes were too small, his eyebrows too
feminine, and his lips too thin. He looked every bit the European
aristocrat, which Paul confided he was; his family boasted a duke
as a distant relative, though he himself was born in Virginia. His
fingers were long and perfectly manicured. His clothing was ex-
pensive and accentuated his paunch, attesting to his own wealth
and good fortune. He knew who Charmaine was. News of the
Duvoisin governess had spread rapidly on Charmantes.
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“Why don’t you join us for dinner this evening, Stephen?”
Paul asked. “In fact, come a bit earlier, perhaps six? My father and
I have a few matters we’d like to discuss with you.”

The man eagerly accepted the invitation, then nodded to
Charmaine.

As they left the bank, Paul inquired whether she’d like to get a
bite to eat. They strolled across the street, and Charmaine felt
many eyes on them. She was thrilled knowing she was the envy of
every young maid today. However, the pleasant feel of Paul’s arm
beneath her own evaporated when they reached the saloon. “I can’t
go in there!” she gasped.

“It’s not a brothel, Charmaine,” he chuckled. “I assure you,
Dulcie’s food is quite good.”

“I—I didn’t suggest it was!” she stammered. “I must get back
to the house. The gitls are waiting to help me move my belongings
into the new bedroom.”

“Ah yes, the new bedroom.” He chuckled again, but said no
more.

The ride home was disconcerting. Unlike their eatlier conver-
sation, Paul set her heart to palpitating, touching on indelicate
subjects best left alone. Did he enjoy making her uncomfortable
now that the Harringtons were gone? Was he reminding her she
had nowhere to turn with them far from Charmantes?

“I hope you find your new bed pleasing,” he began. “It might
be overly large for just you.”

Charmaine’s cheeks burned. “If Pierre awakens in the night,
there will be plenty of room for him to join me,” she courageously
returned.

“Hmm . . . best not to nurture that type of habit. He’ll be-
come spoiled.”

“I doubt Pierre will ever be spoiled. He’s a dear little boy.”

To Charmaine’s dismay, Paul revisited the subject of her new
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bedroom. “Now that you are on the second floor with the rest of
the family, you will enjoy having the French doors at your dis-
posal.” When she didn’t respond, he expounded. “During the sum-
mer, they are left open to catch the ocean breezes. The rooms on
the second floor are always pleasantly cool. And of course, there is
the other convenience they afford.”

Charmaine knew he wanted her to ask him about that ozber
convenience. She resolved not to, then did. “What convenience?”

“Every room opens onto the balcony: my bedroom, the chil-
dren’s rooms, even your room now. It’s an inconspicuous way to
travel from one chamber to the next . ..” His gaze, which had re-
mained fixed on the road in front of him, now rested on her. “Just
another convenience.”

The lecherous overture evoked Colette’s warning: He's a ladies’
man, Charmaine . . . I wouldn’t want you to get hurt . . . Was Paul
propositioning her here, in the chaise, in broad daylight? “What
are you suggesting, sir?” she bit out.

“Sir?” he queried. “Charmaine, when are you going to drop
the formal title? What is it going to take to have you call me Paul
permanently? You're not still upset by what you #hink happened in
the gardens the other night, are you?”

He was trying to confuse her again. “I shall never call you
Paul.”

“Perhaps an agreement,” he continued, completely ignoring
her declaration, his brow raised in thought. “What if I promised to
never again say anything to embarrass you?”

“I would say—that is impossible for you.”

He threw back his head and laughed. When his glee subsided,
he pressed on in the same vein. “What if I vowed to never do any-
thing you yourself didn’t want me to do? Would you drop the title

‘sir’ then?”
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Is he serious? What should I say? She decided it was safer to say
nothing.

“Well, Charmaine?” he probed. “Were almost home. Perhaps
you’d like to think on it. But when you do, remember what I said
to your Mrs. Harrington this morning. I meant every word.”

They were home, and Charmaine inhaled before facing him.
The buggy stopped, and their eyes locked as each tried to read
the other’s thoughts. The approach of another carriage intruded
upon the moment. Dr. Robert Blackford had arrived for his
weekly visit. Paul swore under his breath, jumped from the
chaise, and rushed around to help her down. The faintest “thank
you” fell from her lips as she hastened up the steps and into the
house.

Paul stared after her, a wide grin mirroring his mood. She was
something to behold, and all the more enchanting in her inno-
cence and ire. Yes, she was innocent. He was certain of that now,
and for that reason alone, he couldn’t remain angry with her. She
was too lovely for that. Today, he had enjoyed teasing her, but he
also wanted her to feel at ease in his presence. Perhaps this “agree-
ment” he’d contrived was the best way to do that. He also had to
consider what Colette asked of him in the courtyard the other day.
1 don’t want you toying with Charmaine’s affections. I don’t want her
to become another conquest. The children will need her should any-
thing happen to me. Please promise me you won’t hurt her. Because he
respected Colette, he had reassured her he would be on his best
behavior. As for Charmaine, he’d make good his “agreement.” He
was certain if he did, she would come to enjoy his company. It
would only be a matter of time before she recognized her own de-
sires, and he’d be there when she was ready to enjoy them. Yes,
Charmaine Ryan, I can wait.

Robert Blackford interrupted his musings, and they exchanged
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a few words before going into the house. The doctor was early; it

was just after twelve.

“Quickly, Jeannette!” Yvette implored on a strained whisper.
She was crouched near the top of the staircase, peering through the
rungs of the balustrade into the nursery. “If you don’t hurry, we
shall miss it!”

“Miss what?” Charmaine asked from the landing.

Yvette swiftly straightened up. “Mademoiselle,” she said
sweetly.

Perhaps it was the manner in which the girl smiled, or the fact
she didn’t give Charmaine a direct answer, but Charmaine knew
trouble was brewing,.

“Miss what?” she asked again.

Yvette knew how to handle this: be as truthful as possible
without telling the truth. She gave a big, healthy, exasperated huff.
“There’s a horse in the corral I want Jeannette to see.”

The explanation sounded veracious enough, yet Charmaine
wasn't convinced. “Why were you sneaking?”

“I wasn’t sneaking. I was just telling Jeannette to hurry.”

Jeannette appeared, smiling just as sweetly, but her demeanor
was natural and honest.

“Where are your mother and Nana Rose?” Charmaine asked
suspiciously.

“In the dining room, finishing lunch,” Jeannette answered.

“And they’ve given their permission? This horse isn’t danger-
ous, is it?”

“Oh, no,” Jeannette answered sincerely. “Chastity is quite tame.”

“Chastity?”

“Mama’s horse,” Yvette supplied with foot tapping.

“And why is this horse of such interest to you?”
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“George has something he wants to show us,” Yvette replied,
inspired.

“What do I want to show to whom?”

Yvette grimaced. Rotten luck!

George joined the threesome, a biscuit in hand, another in his
mouth. “Was someone talking about me?” he asked, swallowing.

Charmaine turned a critical eye on him. “You know nothing
about this?”

“About what?”

“The horse in the corral. The one you want to show the girls.”

“No.”

Yvette was more than exasperated now. “Yes, you do, George,”
she argued, arms akimbo. “Remember, last time, when Paul said
we were too young? You promised next time we could watch. Well,
now it’s next time.”

George shrugged. “I don’t know what you're talking about.”

“Let’s have it out, Yvette,” Charmaine demanded. “What mis-
chief are you making?”

Jeannette sighed. “Tell her, Yvette.”

“Oh, all right,” she capitulated with a huff, “but George did
promise! Joseph said Gerald and the other stable-hands are helping
Phantom and Chastity mate, and I want to watch.”

Charmaine’s hands flew to her face, her fingers fanning her
cheeks.

But George’s convulsive coughing surpassed her mortification,
the biscuit he’d been eating lodged firmly in his throat. “I
think—TI'd better—go now”—he sputtered, fist thumping his
chest—“if you’ll—excuse me.”

Once he was gone, Charmaine turned her humiliation on the
girls. “What a disgusting remark! Why, in heaven’s name, would
you want to see such a thing?”
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“I was just interested.” Yvette shrugged lackadaisically.

“I suggest you become uninterested. Whether you like it or
not, Yvette, you are a young lady. Even gentlemen don’t speak of
such things—"

“What things?”

Charmaine winced.

“Charmaine?” Paul queried, drawing up behind her, his eyes
shifting to Yvette when she refused to look at him. “A gentleman
doesn’t speak of what things?” he probed further, the context of
the conversation dawning.

“Horses mating,” Yvette supplied without shame.

Charmaine held her breath against his certain anger, surprised
when he said, “Mademoiselle Charmaine is correct. Gentlemen
don’t speak of such things, not freely, anyway. I'm surprised you
are causing her grief today. This is hardly the way to show your
appreciation. If 'm not mistaken, she delivered a letter to the Des-
tiny for you, didn’t she?”

Yvette’s stormy eyes turned contrite. The moment held, the
silence growing awkward. “I'm hungry,” Charmaine said.

Colette was wiping Pierre’s mouth clean when they entered the
dining room. Agatha’s face brightened at the sight of her brother.
“Why, Robert, youve arrived early today.” He seemed equally
pleased to see her, an unusual smile breaking across his face.

Colette straightened. “Dr. Blackford,” she breathed. “I do not
require your services today.”

The man bristled, throwing back his shoulders. “Madame,
that is not a decision for you to make. Your husband has requested
I restore you to good health. I cannot do so unless I minister to
you on a regular basis. I thought you understood that when we
agreed on weekly treatments.”

“Ill tell you what I do understand, Robert,” she returned heat-
edly. “I felt fine before you arrived last Saturday. But after you left,
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I was dreadfully ill for the remainder of that day and well into
Sunday.”

The man took offense again, his brow severe. “It must be the
new compound. It’s quite potent. But it needs to be, especially
since you refuse to take it when I'm not here.”

Colette’s eyes shot to Agatha, and Robert nodded. “Yes, I've
heard how difficult you can be. If you'd be reasonable and con-
sume the elixir as prescribed, a lower dosage might be more appro-
priate. I'll have to consult my medical journals to see what can be
done.”

“Consult all you like, Doctor, but you will 7oz be treating me
today.”

Agatha clicked her tongue. “It’s the governess,” she accused,
indicating Charmaine. “She has been filling your head with her
medical opinions.”

Colette frowned. “I don’t know what you are talking about,
Agatha. But I do know how poorly I've been feeling.”

“Exactly,” the older woman agreed, “and that is why Robert is
here. Think of your children and how it will affect them if your
condition worsens.”

Colette faltered, and Agatha capitalized on her reaction, nod-
ding toward Charmaine again. “If Miss Ryan thinks my brother is
incompetent, I would like to hear why she feels that way.”

All eyes rested on Charmaine who was forced to defend her-
self. “I never said Dr. Blackford was incompetent, Mrs. Ward. I
merely suggested the best therapy for Miss Colette was the com-
pany of her children.”

Paul cleared his throat. “Why don’t we leave your visit until
next Saturday, Robert?” he suggested in an attempt to placate all
parties. “In that time you can consult your journals and determine
the proper dosage for Colette. Meanwhile, she can see how she
fares without her weekly treatment.”
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Robert gave a cursory nod, clutched his sister’s arm before she
could protest, and led her out of the house.

When Colette heard the front door close, she sighed. “Thank
you, Paul.”

He responded with a suave smile, then spoke of a different
matter. “I've invited Stephen Westphal to dine with us this eve-
ning. My father has agreed to meet with him. I think you are right.
It will do him good to get involved in island business again.”

Colette’s eyes lit up. “Did Frederic mention dining with us?”

“Not that involved,” Paul replied flatly, “not yet, anyway.”

Charmaine and the girls spent the better part of an hour trans-
ferring her belongings to her new room. Certain she’d never use
the dressing room, she had asked George and Travis to move the
armoire into the bedchamber where her dresses would be within
easy reach. When the girls had finished tucking the last handker-
chief away, she stood back to survey the final result, pleased.

Yesterday, the suite had been aired out. The masculine tones
were all but gone: feathery curtains replaced the heavy draperies at
the French doors, and the dark quilt that had covered the huge,
four-poster bed was exchanged for a downy white comforter. Co-
lette had removed all of John Duvoisin’s possessions. Charmaine
prayed Paul and George were correct when they declared the man
would never come home. She fretted over Colette’s assertion that
he’d be upset to find his quarters given to someone else, let alone
the governess.

The dinner hour arrived. Colette reminded her daughters they
were to have a guest at their table, and they promised to be on their
best behavior. When they reached the dining room, Paul and Ste-
phen Westphal were already there. They had spent an hour in
Frederic’s apartments, but as Paul had predicted, his father did not
join them. Colette was annoyed to find Agatha positioned directly
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to Paul’s left and opposite Stephen, but said nothing. George ar-
rived and said quite tactlessly, “Mr. Westphal, you are in my seat.”

“Mr. Richards, really!” Agatha castigated. “Stephen is Paul’s
guest this evening and has important business to discuss with him.
There are plenty of other chairs from which to choose.”

George’s face reddened, but he didn’t respond. Instead, he
took a place near Charmaine and avoided glances toward the head
of the table. A sumptuous feast was set before them, and though he
fell into the meal, he simmered at Agatha’s insult.

Agatha Ward—how he despised the woman! For as long as he
could remember, he and John fell in her disfavor. They stayed far
out of her way whenever she came to visit. But Paul, ever polite and
the apple of his father’s eye, gained her approval from the start.
Agatha was always trying to please Frederic, and if Paul were his
father’s favorite, Agatha would champion him as well. But today,
something else was brewing. Today? Bah! For months! Perhaps it
was Frederic’s malady, perhaps it was Paul’s good looks, so much
like those of the older man. Evidently, Agatha’s eyes had been di-
verted from father to son. George snorted in revulsion. Maybe he
should warn his friend before the hag dug her claws in too deeply.
He snorted again. Paul didn’t come to my defense tonight, didn’t put
the shrew in her place the way John would have, so no, I won’t speak to
Paul abour Agatha Ward.

The meal progressed and the banter was pleasant. Duvoisin
business did not dominate the discussions, though Agatha at-
tempted to direct the conversation to that issue. Paul avoided the
topic of sugarcane crops and the shipping industry. After a time, it
became obvious he either didn’t want Agatha to know anything
about island operations or had covered all the important elements
earlier in his father’s chambers.

Charmaine considered Colette. Though she played the perfect
hostess, she seemed agitated. At first, Charmaine thought Pierre
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was the source of her irritation, for he played with his food and
couldn’t be coaxed to eat. But one glance at George, and Char-
maine read the same expression there. She felt bad for him, know-
ing he didn’t deserve Agatha Ward’s sharp rebuke.

Hoping to mellow his mood, she struck up a conversation,
pleased when he responded impishly. In no time, they were chuck-
ling over his whispered comments. “I think Agatha and Stephen
make a handsome couple. He looks like a proud rooster. Perhaps
he fancies being pecked to death by a clucking hen.”

The gaiety at the foot of the table chafed Paul. He threw
George a nasty scowl, but the man’s head was inclined toward
Charmaine, and he missed it. Charmaine noticed, however, and
quickly straightened up. Reading her expression, George looked
round, finally making eye contact with Paul.

Satisfied the tacit message had been received, Paul turned back
to the banker. “So, Stephen, have you any news from Anne?”

The man swallowed, then patted his mouth with his serviette.
“Why, yes. She is in fine spirits and no longer wearing widow’s
weeds.”

“Anne London is Stephen’s daughter,” Paul elaborated for
those listening. “She lives in Richmond, but was recently
widowed—Ilast year I believe?”

The banker smiled down the table, growing garrulous now
that he’d been offered the floor. “A year ago, May. She was quite
distraught over the loss of Charles, God rest his soul, but he left
her a small fortune, and for that, she is grateful. She has begun
socializing again. Of course, I've cautioned her a level head when
receiving suitors. She must be wary of blackguards who will be af-
ter her money and not her heart.”

“T'll bet,” George mumbled, eliciting a giggle from Char-
maine.

Again Paul scowled, his jaw clenched.
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Charmaine blushed at her own impropriety, especially when
Yvette demanded, “What’s so funny?” She was glad when Agatha
piped in.

“Has your daughter been receiving anyone, Stephen?”

“I'm not supposed to say,” he chuckled, looking from one face
to the other, his gaze coming to rest on Paul, “but, in her last letter,
Anne wrote that your brother has been paying her court.”

Paul was surprised. “John? She’s been receiving John?”

“That’s what she writes.”

“Johnny?” Yvette inquired. “Does your daughter know
Johnny?”

He began to respond, but was cut off by Agatha. “Children
should be seen and not heard. This is an adult conversation, young
lady.”

Colette’s restraint wore thin. “Agatha—I am Yvette’s mother
and will do the reprimanding when necessary.” She ripped her
turbulent eyes from the widow and spoke to Stephen. “Mr. West-
phal, please answer my daughter’s question.”

“Yes,” he said, clearing his throat, uncomfortable with the
clash of wills across the table, “my daughter knows your elder
brother. She writes fondly of him. Perhaps she will be your sister-
in-law someday.”

Colette’s smile did not reach her eyes. “Tell me, Mr. Westphal,
does your daughter have any children by her deceased husband?”

“No, Madame,” he answered, confused by the question. “She
never really liked children, so I suppose it was for the best. Why do
you ask?”

“I was just wondering.” She sipped her wine, her gaze travel-
ing to Paul. He considered her momentarily, then returned to his
dinner.

The meal ended without further incident, and much later,
when Charmaine retired to her second-floor chamber, her thoughts
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were far from Stephen Westphal, Anne London, or Agatha Ward.
She was thinking of the Harringtons and George and Paul. The
dreams she would dream tonight would be wondrous in her new
bed, for the mattress was luxurious, the pillows soft, and the com-
forter warm in the cool night air. Bravely, she left the French doors
open and fell into a blissful slumber.

Paul and Agatha sent Stephen on his way and climbed oppo-
site staircases to their chambers. Only Colette and George re-
mained behind in the parlor. “George,” she said when he rose to
retire, “I must speak with you.”

“Yes?” he said on a yawn.

“Have you noticed the way Agatha is mooning over Paul?”

He laughed with the comment. “You've noticed it as well? I
thought it was just me! I was going to warn him about it, Colette,
really I was.” He shook his head, disgusted. “I could have wrung
her neck tonight! Who does she think she is, talking to me like
that?”

“I know, George. I was angry, too. Aside from that, 'm un-
comfortable with the way she’s been looking at Paul. For weeks
now, I've tried to convince myself I've been misreading it. But to-
night, when I saw her seated near the head of the table, leaning
close to Paul, interested in his every word, I know I'm not.”

“Don’t worry, Colette, Paul is not going to fall for Agatha
Ward. And if he does, what does it matter?”

“What does it matter? Do you think I want her living in this
house permanently? She’s at least ten years older than he.”

“More like twenty. Elizabeth was her younger sister, and if 'm
not mistaken, she was eighteen when she had John. That would
make Agatha fifty.”

“One would never know. She’s a handsome woman.”

George only snorted. “Looks are only skin deep, Colette. Paul
will be considering more than her beauty if he looks her way.”
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Colette rubbed her brow. “He never has before.”

“Colette, don’t fret over it,” George soothed, just now realizing
how upset she was. “I don’t see how you can think any man would
be interested in Agatha. She’s downright cruel. Besides, Paul is far
more taken with Charmaine Ryan. Did you see how angry he was
with me tonight? He’s been giving me that ‘she’s mine—I saw her
first’ look for two weeks now. If you want to place some distance
between Paul and Agatha, make certain Charmaine sits next to
him at the table. He won’t be looking at anyone else in the room. I
guarantee it.”

Colette forced a smile, and George knew he had not put her at

ease.
“I’ll talk to him about it. Is that what you want?”
“I don’t know, George . . . But I would like Agatha Ward out
of my life.”

George nodded in understanding,.

Much later, when she was abed, Colette mulled over her pre-
dicament. If only she could talk to her husband the way she had
during their first year of marriage. They’d been quite happy then,
certainly able to communicate once they’d worked their way
through those first stormy months. What had happened? She knew:
The twins . . . the birth of the twins had happened, and she had
been forbidden to have any more children. Frederic was a passion-
ate man, and the strain this placed on their relationship had been
destructive. How often had she caught him ogling her in the
months following the birth of their daughters, those months when
he had never once made love to her? But it was more than that.
Much more. Frederic had longed to hear her speak three simple
words, words he had often murmured when he climaxed inside of
her. Why then had she withheld the love she knew he craved, the
love she readily possessed? Why hadn’t she told him she loved him
in return? Because I was frightened, her mind screamed, frightened
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of yielding him a greater power over me! And so, she had remained
silent, allowing him to believe the worst, that she was still very
angry with him, hated him. And then something else happened.
Agatha Ward had come to visit, and Agatha Ward had found his
bed. Frederic’s intense perusals stopped, and Colette was left deso-
late.

Tonight, she worried anew. She’d been mistaken in believing
Agatha still sought Frederic’s embrace. Evidently, the disabling ef-
fect of his stroke had left the woman wanting. Was Paul her next
target? Colette shuddered with the thought. Not that she cared
about Paul’s sexual proclivities. She did, however, fear the possibil-
ity of an enduring relationship. The woman was devious and ca-
pable of manipulating a younger man. Colette was strong enough
to combat Agatha today, but what of tomorrow? What would hap-
pen to her children if she were not well or, worse still, not there to
protect them? If Agatha gained a greater foothold in the Duvoisin
home, her children would suffer. Colette prayed to God she was
wrong, but she wouldn’t wait for God to answer. Though she
didn’t want to send Charmaine to the wolves, she did have Paul’s
promise to respect the young governess. Perhaps with time, he
would look beyond Charmaine’s lovely face and see the beauty
beneath. Yes, Colette sighed, finally able to close her eyes in pur-
suit of sleep . . . Beginning tomorrow, before Agatha becomes accus-
tomed to sitting next to Paul, there will be a new and permanent
seating assignment at my table. Let Agatha fume.



Chapler 6

Friday, December 16, 1836

T was Charmaine’s nineteenth birthday, though no one in the

house knew.

As soon as she was dressed, she went into the nursery. The
children were still asleep, but Pierre sensed her standing over his
bed, for he sat up, rubbed his eyes, and stretched out his arms.
Charmaine cuddled him, as she did every morning. She had come
to cherish him as if he were her son, and he reciprocated that love,
an ever-growing bond that made his mother’s frequent absences
bearable.

Colette’s health was deteriorating. Robert Blackford had indeed
consulted his journals, changing the compounds he’d been pre-
scribing to a more potent tonic. Throughout October, Colette had
improved dramatically. Unlike September, she’d be up and about
after his Saturday visits, maintaining she felt fine. Over the last
month, however, the fatigue she’d experienced in late summer be-
gan setting in again. Charmaine noted that by week’s end, Colette’s
cheeks were pale and her meager energy depleted. She often com-
plained of headaches and dizziness. By Saturday, she desperately
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needed another dose of the doctor’s elixir. She no longer spent Fri-
days with the children; she was too ill.

Therefore, Charmaine was surprised when she swept into the
nursery this morning, proclaiming she felt fit as a fiddle. “I think it
did me good to see the doctor yesterday. As much as I hate to ad-
mit it, perhaps I should allow him to visit twice a week.”

[ just wish his ministrations had a lasting effect, Charmaine
thought as she smiled at Colette, her friend. Over the past two
months, they had grown so close Charmaine couldn’t imagine life
without her. Their similar age had a lot to do with it, but there was
something deeper that drew them together: an unspoken, almost
reverent, sympathy for one another.

“Good morning, my little Pierre.”

Pierre held out his arms to his mother. When she sat on his
bed, Charmaine deposited him in her lap. “Mama, I missed you!”

Colette chuckled. “How could you have missed me, mon cail-
low? You were sleeping.”

“I dreamed you was far away, and I was wookin’ for you,” he
said in earnest. “It was scary!”

“Oh, my!” Colette replied, feigning fearful eyes. “What hap-
pened?”

“There was so many peoples I couldn’t find you. And someone
was callin’ me, but I was scared so I kept runnin’.” His brow, which
had furrowed over stormy eyes, suddenly lifted, and his face bright-
ened. “But I found you.”

“Where was 127

“In heaven,” he answered simply, happily. “It was very boo-ti-ful
there.”

A baleful chill rushed up Charmaine’s arms, but Colette’s
countenance remained unscathed. She hugged her son and laughed.
“Oh, Pierre! Someday, we’ll all be in heaven together, with every-
one we love. It’s a wonderful place.”
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Once the girls were up and dressed, they went down for break-
fast. Paul was at the table, an unusual sight. He was normally gone
long before they had risen and wouldn’t return until evening.

Complying with Colette’s strange request, Charmaine sat
down next to him. Two months ago, she had approached the new
seating arrangement with demure reluctance. But she had survived
that first day and the day after that. Today, she could honestly say
she enjoyed sitting near him. Ever since their private carriage ride
home, he had been the perfect gentleman, and though Charmaine
often noticed that assessing look in his eyes, he hadn’t once embar-
rassed her. True to his word, she was safe in his home. Any inde-
cent proposition remained a memory of the past, and she could
now spend an entire evening in his presence without blushing.
Colette seemed pleased with their blossoming “friendship,” and
Charmaine wondered if she were now playing matchmaker.

“What keeps you at home this morning, Paul?” Colette asked
while helping Pierre into his chair.

“I've been into town and back already,” he answered. “Now I
have an important matter to discuss with my father.”

His voice was hard, and they realized he was irate. His fingers
drummed a short stack of letters on the left side of his plate. Char-
maine wondered if they were the cause of his anger.

“Is something wrong?” Colette asked in genuine concern.

“Just my brother.”

Yvette perked up. “Johnny? Did he write to you?”

“He wrote to me all right,” Paul replied. He leafed through the
correspondence and pulled two letters from the rest. “Here, Yvette,
Jeannette, at least someone will be happy today.”

“From Johnny?” Jeannette queried, her face radiant as she ac-
cepted the post.

“Why did you get one?” Yvette sulked. “I'm the one who wrote
to him.”



158 ‘DeVa Gantt

“Yvette,” her mother remonstrated lightly, “don’t be envious.
It’s not becoming. Besides, you received a letter, too. Why don’t
you read it to us?”

The girl wrinkled her nose. “It’s private, Mama. That is the
only reason I learned to read and write in the first place, remem-
ber? So that Johnny could send me my own private mail.”

“Very well,” her mother said. “Maybe Jeannette will read her
letter to us.”

The girl was quietly devouring the missive. When she looked
up, her eyes twinkled. “Oh no, Mama,” she breathed, “mine is a
secret, too!”

Getting nowhere with the twins, Colette turned back to Paul.
“What has John done this time?” she asked.

He’d begun to eat and didn’t answer. If Charmaine didn’t know
better, she would have thought the topic dismissed, but she had
learned to read his moods. He remained agitated, his scowl similar
to the one he’d worn the day he’d confronted Jessie Rowlan.

Colette buttered and handed Pierre a piece of toast. He ate it
greedily. “Slow down, mon caillou, you have too much in your
mouth, and you will choke!” Pierre tried to respond, but with his
mouth so full, no one could understand what he said. Colette just
shook her head, smiling.

She regarded Paul again, seemingly unable to let the matter
rest. “Well?”

“John has changed the shipping routes,” he replied curtly,
shuffling through the letters again and producing one addressed to
Charmaine. “You wanted to know why the mails were delayed,” he
said, tapping the envelope on the table before passing it to her.
“The ships that usually come directly to us from Virginia have
now been redirected. Since November they’ve traveled to Europe
first, and gradually make their way to us en route back to Virginia.
In short, we have to wait on our post and our supplies.”
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“Why?” Charmaine asked.

“John loves to interfere.”

“That is not true,” Colette objected.

“Isn’t it?” Paul demanded, full-voiced, his temper unleashed.

Charmaine sat stunned. He had never spoken a harsh word to
Colette.

Colette responded calmly. “If John changed the routes, he had
good reason.”

“Why are you always defending him?” he growled, his query
strikingly reminiscent of Frederic’s remark on the twins’ birthday.

“I'm not defending him,” she argued diplomatically. “I'm
merely stating a fact. John will inherit his father’s fortune someday.
Why would he jeopardize it by setting up shipping routes that
would undermine Duvoisin enterprises?”

Paul was chafed by her logic. “Clearly you are blind to his ma-
neuverings. Therefore, there is no point in discussing it.”

“Paul—you and John were close once,” she rejoined, unaf-
fected by the fury in his eyes. “Why are you allowing money to
come between you now? When I think of the three of you, George
included, I can’t believe what I see and hear.”

“I said I don’t want to discuss it!”

Colette sighed, but did not press her point.

Yvette finished eating quickly and ran from the room, saying
she was going straight to the nursery to write another letter.

“You have lessons!” her mother called.

They had developed a routine. After breakfast, the children
returned to the playroom. For two hours, they read, did arithmetic
problems, and studied geography or world history. If Paul or Fred-
eric were available, they would question them about the travels of
the newest ship that had put into port. After lunch, Pierre took his
nap while the girls had their piano lessons. Most days, Colette
would listen to them, happy with their progress. Other days, she
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would retire to her own room to rest. The late afternoon was left
for the outdoors. The rainy season of autumn was behind them,
the weather beautiful, a bit cooler than the summer, and quite un-
like the Decembers in Virginia. Now that the children had a gov-
erness, Nana Rose had more time to herself. Nevertheless, she was
available when the weekends arrived and Charmaine chose to take
the girls into town or on a picnic. Sometimes it was best if Pierre
stayed home, and if Colette was indisposed, Rose stepped in.

Presently, Charmaine stood from the table. She looked to Paul,
who hadn’t said another word to anyone; he was reading a peri-
odical that accompanied the perplexing letters. “Thank you,” she
whispered.

It was a moment before his head lifted and another before he
realized she had spoken to him. “Excuse me?” His eyes were grave,
but not angry.

“I said, ‘thank you'—for the letter from my friends in Vir-
ginia.”

“You're welcome, Charmaine. I hope they are well.”

“Ill soon find out,” she said. “How much do I owe you for the
postage?”

“Nothing,” he replied with a debonair smile. “Any charges are
taken out of the island account.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’'m sure.”

She nodded a second “thank you” and, with heart thumping,
called to Jeannette. “Come, sweetheart, it is time we got on with
today’s lessons.”

Jeannette complied, grasping her own letter. But as she passed
behind her mother, she stopped as if remembering something and
hugged her, capping the capricious gesture with a kiss.

Stunned, Colette laughed. “What was that for?”

“It’s a secret, too,” she whispered, turning to Pierre next.
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He struggled against the embrace until Colette said, “Your
sister is trying to give you a kiss.”

Charmaine heard tears in Colette’s voice and realized she was
trying not to cry. But the moment passed, and she was lifting
Pierre to the ground, speaking to Paul at the same time. “Please
don’t upset your father with talk of John.”

He frowned. “This is all about John, Colette. I can’t pretend
he doesn’t exist—leastwise not while he controls the purse strings
from Virginia.”

It was futile to argue, so Colette took Pierre by the hand and
followed Charmaine and Jeannette from the room.

Later, while the girls were busy working, and Pierre was play-
ing with his blocks, Charmaine turned pensive. John Duvoisin.
Any time his name was mentioned, emotions ran high. The men
of the family spoke of him as if he were an adversary, the women,
his proponent. Charmaine began to wonder if she were ever going
to meet the man and form her own opinion of him.

“Mademoiselle Charmaine?” Jeannette queried, cutting across her
thoughts. “You haven’t read your letter. Look, it's under my paper!”

Charmaine was embarrassed. For the better part of a month
she’d complained over the delayed mails. Yet here she was, a letter
in hand, daydreaming about someone she’d never met. Chuckling,
she broke the seal and began to read, happy to find all was well
with the Harrington clan. The letter had been a wonderful birth-
day present. She’d write to them tonight.

Paul entered his father’s chambers, nodding to Travis as the
man left them alone. Frederic sat in his abominable chair, staring
out the French doors, past the gardens and toward the pine forest
that ensconced the family’s private lake. Beyond that was the ocean
and, farther still, the States—Virginia in particular. His eyes did
not waver as he said, “You needed to speak with me?”
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“Yes, sir,” Paul answered, purposefully placing himself be-
tween his father and the glass panels. When the man eventually
looked up, Paul handed over the documents he carried. “John has
changed most of the shipping routes.”

“Why?”

Strange question . . . Paul had expected a furious reaction. “Ac-
cording to his letter, it’s an issue of the trade winds. But that has
never been a factor before, not when we were in need of supplies.”

“How have the routes changed?” Frederic asked, disregarding
the papers.

“He’s established two circuits: a Richmond, Europe, Char-
mantes course, and a Richmond, New York, Europe course. More
often than not, we won’t see half the fleet, and those that do even-
tually reach us will be hauling staples all the way to Europe first.
It’s ludicrous. Furthermore, sugar bound for New York may have
to change ships in Richmond.”

“Is this such an ill-advised decision?”

“It’s an annoying one, Father!” Paul railed. “John is looking
for an excuse to upset the apple cart. It is his way of exacting retri-
bution.”

Frederic rubbed his brow. “Those are harsh words.”

“Don’t tell me you are defending him!” Frederic’s eyes nar-
rowed, and Paul cringed. “I'm not trying to stir up trouble, Father.
But I am tired of John controlling everything—at his whim, I
might add.”

Silence prevailed, and Paul could see the man’s mind working,
a mind unaffected by the stroke that had damaged him in every
other way. Paul, in turn, experienced a wave of righteousness, Co-
lette’s assertion surfacing. “To be fair, John may have rerouted the
ships for another reason.”

Frederic showed surprise. “Really? What is it?”

“For the past two years, the sugar crop has been deplorable.
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I've had difficulty filling the ships’ holds to capacity, sending quite
a few back to John with room to spare. In our need to meet the
increased demand, we've overworked the soil, using fields that
should have lain fallow. This season alone, the yield was two-thirds
what it was three years ago, and that with more acres harvested.
The land is effete and requires a more relaxed rotation if the neces-
sary elements are to be restored. We should either suspend planting
for a year or two, or turn the next few tracts over to tobacco.”

Frederic grunted. “Tobacco is just as taxing on the land, and
then we’d have to consider the other adjustments we’d be forced to
make: training the bondsmen, equipment, buildings. And even if
it were to flourish, we’d be placing all our coins on one bet. I'll
not have the Duvoisin fortune left to the whim of one crop. The
Virginia plantation is relegated to tobacco. Charmantes produces
sugar.”

Paul threw up his hands in exasperation. “Tobacco is just a
suggestion, a crop the family has experience with, but if some dra-
matic changes aren’t made, Charmantes will be in deep trouble.
She’s bringing in minimal revenue now.”

“I can see you have something else in mind. What is it?”

Paul inhaled. “Go back to the other island and finish what you
started there four years ago.”

Frederic’s countenance blackened. “The land is cursed.”

“That’s ridiculous, Father. What happened on Charmantes
had nothing to do with Espoir.”

“If I had been here—"

Paul’s own anger flared. “We’re not going to go over this again!
What's done is done! The other island is there. It’s fertile. It’s par-
tially cleared. You've built a bondsmen keep—constructed a dock.
It’s begging to be developed!”

“You do it,” Frederic interrupted.

“What?”
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“You heard me. I give it to you. It’s yours, Paul. Do with it as
you will.”

Paul frowned in disbelief. “You're serious? You'll allow me free
rein?”

“I'll do better than that. I'll give you enough money to contract
the building of three ships—your ships—expressly designed to
transport your sugar. You will also need a fourth vessel for the treks
between Espoir and Charmantes. Purchase a considerably smaller
packet, something ancient. In addition, I'll supply the funds to ac-
quire an indentured crew. How many men will you need: twenty,
thirty?”

“Twenty will be more than sufficient,” Paul breathed, his jaw
slackened in amazement.

“Very well, then,” Frederic continued, his mind working rigor-
ously now. “Set up a meeting with Stephen Westphal. We’ll need
to liquidate some funds, but for the balance, our bank seal and the
Duvoisin name should hold some weight in the States and Europe.
I suggest you commission the ships in Newportes Newes or Balti-
more. Best to check with shipbuilders in New York as well. If the
southern costs come in too high, quote the New York estimates to
them.”

“American-built vessels? But the British tariffs—"

“Construction costs should come in at least twenty percent
lower than any bark you could commission in Britain. From what
I've been reading, European shipbuilders can’t compete with the
States’ plentiful lumber. If you contract the building of three ves-
sels, the savings should be considerable. That alone will outweigh
any British import tax. The newest clippers have proven advanta-
geous to many shipping magnates, and America seems to be lead-
ing the fray in perfecting them. Speed, not imposed tariffs, should
be the deciding factor.”

“What of steam propulsion as opposed to fully rigged sail?”
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Paul asked in waxing excitement. “They are cutting crossing times
in half. I'd like your permission to look into that as well.”

Frederic nodded, feeding off his son’s exuberance. “By all
means. You'll have to travel to Britain for the bondsmen. While
there, contact the Harrison shipping firm. They can vouch for
progress with the paddlewheel. Perhaps they could be persuaded to
share information concerning the success of their own steam fleet.
Now, if you are as excited about this as you appear to be, it is pru-
dent not to delay. I suggest you leave as soon as monies are made
available through Stephen.”

Paul’s mind was reeling. This couldn’t be happening! All these
years, he had dreamed of owning a piece of the Duvoisin fortune.
To John, the prospect meant nothing. John was the legitimate heir,
therefore, the Duvoisin fortune had always been there for the tak-
ing. Paul, on the other hand, had labored long and hard for his fa-
ther, and still, after ten years, remained his loyal son, nothing
more. Today, the long journey had come to an end. Somewhere
along the way, he had proven himself worthy; he was finally being
offered his deepest desire—his rightful share of the Duvoisin hold-
ings. Suddenly, he was smiling broadly, and Frederic was happy to
know he had pleased at least one son this day.

“It will be mine?” he whispered. “Not to be shared with
John?”

“It will be yours, Paul,” his sire avowed, “all yours. No interfer-
ence from John, no conferring with John, no dependence upon
John. I should have done this a long time ago. You've been a good
son. You deserve more.”

“Thank you, sir,” Paul said with the utmost respect. “I'll con-
tact Stephen.”

Paul’s mood was far different when everyone gathered at the
dinner table that evening. The children were equally lighthearted,
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and Charmaine regarded George, Rose, and Colette, who seemed
part of the same merry conspiracy. As the meal progressed, she
grew more befuddled and petitioned Jeannette for an answer.
“Why is everyone so happy?”

“You'll see,” was all the girl would say, and Charmaine caught
Colette’s wink. But Pierre was unable to keep silent and blurted
out, “Mainie’s birfday!”

“Pierre!” Yvette scolded. “You've gone and spoiled the surprise!”

“The surprise?” Charmaine asked, her eyes arcing around the
table until they rested on Paul, who raised a brow in pretended
confusion.

“Da-tay . . . da-tay . . . za-day is Mainie’s birfday!” Pierre hap-
pily repeated.

The kitchen door swung open, and Fatima barreled into the
room carrying a cake. In unison, the children shouted, “Happy
Birthday!”

Charmaine’s hands flew to her mouth. “How did you know?”
she asked, missing Agatha’s disdainful scowl.

Colette smiled. “You mentioned it to Jeannette months ago
during your first picnic, and she told me right away. I just hoped
she wasn’t mistaken about the date, but I had no way of asking
without making you suspicious.”

“I don’t know what to say,” Charmaine murmured, realizing
just how much this family had come to mean to her.

“You don’t have to say anything,” Jeannette piped in.

“Yes, she does,” Yvette insisted. “She has to say how old she is!”

“I'm nineteen. And I hope to share many more birthdays with
all of you.”

Satisfied, the children began begging her to cut the cake.

Colette helped Pierre down from his chair, and he ran to
Charmaine with a small package in his hand. “Happy Birfday!” he

said, giving her a kiss.
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“What is this?”

“A birfday pwesent.”

Charmaine lifted the lid to find a lovely, and certainly expen-
sive, set of ivory hair combs within. “Wherever did you get them?”
she asked Colette.

“At Maddy’s mercantile. I asked Paul to select them.” Colette
indicated her accomplice.

“And you had better wear them,” he warned drolly. “It took
me all morning to decide which ones would suit you.”

“Thank you,” she said, wondering how she could ever recipro-
cate their generosity. “Each of you must share your birth date with
me. Colette?”

Yvette answered for her mother. “Mama and Pierre’s birthdays
are the same: March thirty-first.”

“Truly?”

With Colette’s nod of confirmation, Charmaine looked at
Paul.

“Don’t worry, Charmaine,” he said, cognizant of her motives
for asking, “Fatima remembers every birthday in this house.”

Satisfied, Charmaine began cutting the cake.

Wednesday, December 21, 1836

Paul was leaving Charmantes. He was traveling on the Black
Star, a ship that had berthed on the island yesterday and would set
sail the day after Christmas. He was headed to several Southern
ports: Newportes Newes, Richmond, and Baltimore, then up to
New York and lastly, Britain. In his three months abroad, he would
commission the construction of three ships, purchase a fourth, and
hire a new crew of indentured servants to clear and cultivate his
new island, “Sacré Espoir,” pronounced “Sock-ray Es-pwahr,”
meaning “Sacred Hope.” When finished, he’d travel home and
begin developing it. He was very happy.
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Charmaine was melancholy. Though Paul promised to be back
before Easter, the coming weeks would be long and empty. She was
falling in love with him, a disturbing condition exacerbated by the
fact that he’d kept her at arm’s length for nearly three months now.
Still, she would miss him, miss his presence in the house each
night, miss his easy banter, miss the times when he’d pull out her
chair or hold the door open for her, miss his handsome smile that
set her heart racing. If only he had kissed her, just once.

Tonight Stephen Westphal was to visit again. He, Paul, and
Frederic would make final arrangements. Frederic would sign
vouchers, and Paul would be set for the voyage ahead of him. Mr.
Westphal would stay for dinner.

Agatha Ward seemed pleased and traipsed happily about the
house the entire day, leaving Colette and Charmaine to wonder
over her uncommon behavior.

In the late afternoon, just after the banker had arrived, Colette
and Charmaine shared a glass of chilled tea on the front portico.
The weather was pleasant, and the children were playing on the
lawn, running here and there. Jeannette took charge of Pierre,
mindful of his well-being. They chuckled over their antics.

When the moment seemed right, Charmaine withdrew two
envelopes from her apron pocket. Both Jeannette and Yvette had
written to their brother this time, and she looked to Colette for
advice. “Do you think Paul would mind if T asked him to deliver
these letters to John? He mentioned stopping in Richmond.”

“He will not mind,” she answered firmly, aware of Charmaine’s
misgivings. “For all their rivalry, they’re still brothers and very
close.”

“That is not the way it appears.”

“They’re brothers,” Colette reiterated, “and brothers often
quarrel. I know I used to with Pierre.”

“Pierre?”



A Silent Ocean Away 169

Colette laughed now. “My brother, Pierre. He and my mother
died shortly after the twins were born.”

“I'm sorry,” Charmaine whispered.

Colette suppressed the painful memory. “He was born a crip-
ple and unable to walk. Now he is at peace . . . in heaven.”

“What of your father?” Charmaine asked cautiously.

“He died when I was very young,” she answered, her voice no
longer sorrowful. “I hardly remember him. My mother had a dif-
ficult time raising us. We were gentry, so my father lost a great deal
of his fortune in the years following the French Revolution. By the
time I attended a lady’s school in Paris, my mother’s funds were
nearly depleted.”

“Why Paris, then?”

Colette grew distant. “It was near the university and offered
an opportunity to meet a rich gentleman . . . or at least the son of
arich gentleman. You see, my brother was constantly ill, the physi-
cians’ fees mounting. A wealthy husband could resolve my moth-
er’s financial difficulties, perhaps foster Pierre’s cure. Or so I was
told.”

“Is that why you married Mr. Duvoisin?”

Colette knew the question was coming, had encouraged it.
“That was one of the reasons, but there were others. The situation
became complicated.”

“He must have been very handsome,” Charmaine encour-
aged.

“He still is,” Colette averred, smiling now. “And I was at-
tracted to him from the moment we met. But I was intimidated by
him as well.”

The minutes gathered. “Frederic is a good man, Charmaine.
He’s instilled in his sons values they don’t even credit to him. And
he’s been a good husband to me. I know at times he appears gruff,
but his stroke has left deep scars.”
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“I realize that,” Charmaine said.

“When we were first married, Frederic restored my mother to
a comfortable life. In addition, he took care of my brother and all
his medical expenses. Pierre wanted for nothing that last year, re-
ceiving the best treatment the Duvoisin money could buy. And of
course, he gave me two beautiful daughters. ..and a handsome
son.”

Charmaine breathed deeply. “Did you ever love him?” she
probed, sad that this woman had sacrificed herself for the welfare
of her family.

“I love him still,” she said, her voice cracking. “But it wasn’t
easy for Frederic after the girls were born. I was forbidden to have
any more children.”

“It had to be just as difficult for you,” Charmaine reasoned.

“Yes and no,” she replied, turning away. “As I said, it became
very complicated.” The subject was closed, and they fell silent.

Colette considered Charmaine and wondered when the younger
woman would speak about her own past. She instinctively knew
Charmaine’s recollections contained elements of pain as well. If'
not today, soon. Her musings were interrupted by a most unex-
pected question.

“What is John like?”

Colette weighed her answer, determined to give an unbiased
opinion. “He’s an enigma—a one of a kind.”

“The good kind or the bad kind?”

Colette smiled. “That depends on who’s describing him. There
are those who despise him to the core, and there are those who love
him until it hurts. With John there is no middle ground. You ei-
ther hate him or love him, and it’s usually in that order.”

“The men of this family certainly don’t love him.”

Colette hesitated again, as if she were looking for the right
words to explain a paradoxical dilemma. “Due to my husband’s
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stroke, Paul and Frederic think they hate John, and he, in turn
thinks he hates them. 'm certain you've heard all the rumors,
Charmaine. Most of them are true. John and Frederic had a terri-
ble altercation and when it was over, Frederic was left as he is
today—crippled, in mind as well as body. Paul was there, and he
blames John for what happened. Unfortunately, the wound has yet
to heal.”

“Why don’t you blame John?”

Colette sighed forlornly. “He isn’t to blame and was hurt as
well. Everyone sided with Frederic, including me. I'm afraid John
hates me for it. He harbors the same asperity that eats away at his
father. They are alike in so many ways. Yet, each of them would
vehemently deny any similarity.”

“Alike?” Charmaine pursued. “How so?”

“Their charisma, their self-assuredness, the manner in which
they assess a person. Once John passes judgment, he rarely changes
it, and more often than not, his assessment is correct. Heaven for-
bid if his judgment is damning. There is all hell to pay, and hell is
a sight more lenient than John’s sharp tongue. Frederic is the same
way—uncompromising to a fault.”

“Do you like him?”

“Who? John?” Colette laughed. “Look at my daughters,
Charmaine. They’d have my head if they heard me say otherwise.
But when I first met John, I despised him.” She grew thoughtful,
her eyes cast beyond her surroundings as if she could see across
time. “Someday,” she said softly, “you will meet him and under-
stand what I mean . . . Just remember, Charmaine, you hate him
first.”

The front doors clapped open, and Paul and Stephen strode
onto the portico with Agatha tucked comfortably between them.
Colette frowned at the trio, but her attention was diverted as the
children came bounding across the lawn. Yvette was shouting
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enthusiastically, reaching the colonnade first. “Mama!” she heaved,
completely out of breath. “Chastity is going to have a foal!”

Jeannette and Pierre drew up alongside her. All three had wan-
dered over to the paddock when Gerald, the head groom, had led
the chestnut mare into the yard. “That’s right, Mama,” Jeannette
added, “Gerald says she’ll have her baby sometime in August. Isn't
that wonderful?”

“That is wonderful,” Colette answered with a smile. “And |
can just imagine what’s going to happen when that filly or colt is
born. Mademoiselle Charmaine and I won’t be able to get the
three of you out of the barn.”

Yvette agreed with a happy nod. “Do you think Martin will
have to come when it’s time for her to foal?”

“Perhaps . . . but only if there is some difficulty,” Colette re-
plied. “Why?”

“He was teaching me how to spit the last time he was here,”
Yvette answered proudly. “But I don’t have it down just right.”

“Yvette!” her mother chastised, mumbling something about
Martin being a vile man.

Dinner was served at seven. Charmaine brushed out her hair
and decided to wear it down. Using the combs she’d received for
her birthday, she swept it back from her face and placed a comb
high above each ear. The entire mane cascaded down her back.
She was a fetching sight when she entered the dining room, and
Paul drew a ragged breath, glad to know her birthday gift would
encourage her to wear the lovely locks in such a fashion.

Stephen Westphal was astonished when Paul beckoned the
governess to sit in the chair Agatha had occupied the last time he
had dined at the Duvoisin manor. So the pretty governess has caught
Paul’s fancy, he thought. Agatha’s concerns are warranted.

A five-course meal was served, beginning with a delicious pea
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soup. Fatima Henderson, her wide hips swinging, bustled in and
out of the kitchen with more ease than Felicia and Anna, who of-
ten dawdled. Since Colette’s reprimand, Felicia found the evening
meal less interesting—she was no longer allowed to flirt with
Paul—and she dillydallied over her serving chores. Why the maid
was kept on at the manor, Charmaine could only wonder.

George appeared minutes later. He’d obviously been apprised
of the banker’s visit this time, for he greeted the man cordially and
elected to sit near Charmaine. With Jeannette between them, he
leaned in and struck up a conversation. Before long, Charmaine
and Jeannette were giggling.

Paul preferred having George sit opposite the governess, where
he was able to control their repartees, but now their heads were
bent overtop his sister, and he experienced an unusually sharp stab
of jealousy. It’s time George and I had a little talk, he decided.

Thus resolved, he turned back to Stephen. “I'll be contact-
ing Thomas and James Harrison when I arrive in Liverpool.
Father dealt with their shipping line when he had the Vagabond
manufactured. Though I’ll be commissioning the vessels in the
States, they’ve become renowned, so I'll take under advisement
any recommendation they can make concerning steam propul-
sion.”

“Right,” the banker agreed, and so it went for the better part
of the dinner.

Agatha chafed at the seating arrangement that placed her far
from the financier. She had hoped to participate in Paul’s business
discussion. She couldn’t do so from where she sat; there was too
much chatter between them.

As dessert was served, the conversation turned to personal
matters. “I'll need an endorsed note for the Bank of Virginia,” Paul
said. “I'll deposit funds there, liquidate half, and then draw from

one resource.” He paused for a moment. When he spoke again, his
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words were hard. “John is not to be involved, Stephen, so I'd prefer
you not share this with your daughter.”

“Anne?” he asked in surprise.

“You mentioned some months ago that John was courting her.”

“Yes,” Stephen confirmed. “In fact, I just received a letter from
her. She hints an engagement is imminent. A marvelous match,
wouldn’t you say?”

“Marvelous,” Paul muttered, thinking of all the money his
brother would come into. But John had never cared about such
things. How then, had the widow London caught his fancy? She
was attractive, most likely in her late twenties, but Paul didn’t
think she was John’s type.

As if reading his thoughts, Yvette added her own two cents. “I
don’t think Johnny will marry her.”

George chuckled. “Why not, Yvette?” he asked.

“He told me the woman he loved was already married and
he’d never marry anyone else.”

“There you have it!” the banker piped up. “All these years he’s
harbored the hope that one day Anne would be free to wed. I knew
he was enamored of her when I visited Richmond some years
ago.”

Paul snorted.

“You don’t believe me?” the man queried, clearly insulted.
“Well, then, time will tell the tale.”

Paul’s stormy gaze shifted to Colette, but the woman was
whispering to Pierre. “You are right, Stephen,” he said. “But in ei-
ther case, Anne is in contact with my brother, and I do not want
him informed of this undertaking.”

Westphal grunted derisively. “And how do you expect to keep

this from him once you've initiated transactions with the Virginia

bank?”
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“I don’t,” Paul answered smugly, savoring the thought of John
in the dark for a change. “But by the time he figures it all out, con-
tracts will be signed, monies will be withdrawn, and any unpleas-
antness will have been avoided.”

“Unpleasantness?”

“Come, Stephen, you know my brother. Is an explanation nec-
essary?”

“What of the legal issues? Richecourt or Larabee is sure to
contact him.”

“Visiting their firm is foremost on my agenda once I reach
Richmond. John has made an enemy of Edward Richecourt. That
being said, Mr. Richecourt will be more than happy to deal with
this matter in an expeditious and confidential manner. He is well
aware that my father’s business dealings keep his practice solvent.
Therefore, he can be trusted to keep quiet about Espoir.”

Colette cringed over Paul’s surreptitious plans. Not that she
blamed him. John’s needling was relentless. It was that very type of
unpleasantness Paul was trying to avoid. However, this scheme
was certain to backfire on him. John always found out, simply be-
cause he was far more unscrupulous than Paul. John was the in-
ventor of breaking all the rules.

“That being understood,” Paul continued, “can I count on you
to keep this to yourself, Stephen?”

“If that is what you want, Anne won’t be told.”

Satisfied, Paul leaned back in his chair. “So, what else does
Anne write? Any Richmond events I need to know about before
traveling there?”

“Actually . . " the banker said, clearing his throat, his eyes
darting down the table, catching Agatha’s raised brow. “She writes
about your new governess.”

Intensely interested with this unexpected topic, Paul leaned
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forward and gave Westphal his complete attention. “Really? What
does she write?”

“Well,” he said, clearing his throat again and shifting uneasily
in his chair, aware that every eye was on him. “I don’t think I
should say—not in front of the children, anyway.”

Charmaine’s heart accelerated. Disaster was about to strike,
and she had no way of stopping it.

Paul scratched his head. The man had obviously uncovered
something scandalous if he felt it was only fit for adult ears. “How
would your daughter know about our governess?” he mused. “Are
you saying some sordid information accidentally fell into her lap
and she just happened to write to you about it?”

“Actually, Mrs. Ward expressed her concerns a few months
ago,” he replied. “She was anxious about Miss Ryan’s background.
She came into the bank and asked if Anne might make some in-
quiries.”

“Agatha?” Paul queried, bemused yet annoyed. He peered
down the table and questioned her directly. “On whose request?”

“My own,” she replied haughtily. “I took it upon myself to
petition Stephen. I had legitimate misgivings about Miss Ryan,
and when no one else seemed concerned, when no references were
required other than those Loretta Harrington provided, I was
compelled—for the sake of the children—to investigate.” She
breathed deeply. “Thank goodness Stephen’s daughter agreed to
assist. I fear the children are at grave risk. Not even I was prepared
for what she uncovered. It is far worse than any of us could have
imagined.”

Colette checked her anger. “I think Mr. Westphal’s allega-
tions, whatever they may be, had best be left for another day. My
children have no place in this conversation.”

“Colette is right,” Paul concurred. “Rose, would you take the
children to the nursery?”
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Charmaine’s reprieve lasted but a moment; Rose quickly jumped
to do his bidding, ushering the children from the room, unmind-
ful of Yvette’s protests.

Colette cast turbulent eyes down the table at Paul, her stormy
countenance rivaled only by George’s. Paul remained unperturbed.
“All right, Stephen,” he breathed. “You now have leave to speak.
Tell us, what have you found out?”

Mortified, Charmaine pushed from the table. But Paul foiled
her escape, grasping her arm and holding her to the spot. She
would be forced to listen to the macabre story, relive it, while
those she had come to love sat in judgment over the terrible se-
crets she had kept. Tonight, they would brand her the offspring
of a maniac, a murderer, and she had no defense against the hor-
rific truth. Great shame washed over her, and she bowed her
head.

Paul’s grip tightened, the pain igniting her wrath, and she
glared at him furiously. But he seemed oblivious, his eyes fixed on
the banker. “Out with it man!” he snarled, aggravated by West-
phal’s hesitation.

“If I had known sooner,” the man wavered, uncertain if Paul
really wanted the truth, “I would have come to you with the infor-
mation immediately. But as you know, the ships were delayed.
Anne’s letter is weeks old.”

“Yes, yes, get on with it.”

“Actually,” he faltered again, beads of perspiration dotting his
upper lip. “I regret it has fallen to me to reveal the deplorable
facts.” He glanced down the table. Colette appeared as irate as
Paul. Only Agatha remained smug.

“Tell him, Stephen,” the dowager prompted, her satisfied eyes
leveled on Charmaine. “It is best he and Colette know the type of
person they have hired and are harboring in their home.”

“Yes, Stephen,” Paul agreed. “You've primed us for this terrible
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tale. Let’s have it out! What has Miss Ryan done that we must
know about, lest the children come to harm?”

“It is not what she’s done. It’s her father.”

“And?”

“He is—a murderer.”

The room fell deadly silent, all of Charmaine’s deepest fears
realized. Even the sounds from the kitchen ceased, as if ears were
pressed against the swinging door. The truth was out, and now
Paul, who had allied himself with Agatha during her interview,
could gloat. He’d been right about her all along.

Charmaine refused to look his way again. With her disgrace
mounting, she renewed her efforts to escape, twisting against his
unyielding fist. “Please,” she whimpered, to no avail.

“What exactly are you saying, Stephen?”

“Miss Ryan’s father is a murderer,” he reiterated, “did in fact
murder her mother.”

“Have you proof?”

“Most assuredly,” the financier stated, taking courage from
Paul’s sudden interest in the facts. “According to Anne, who spoke
to one of the Harringtons’ housemaids, John Ryan barged into the
Harrington house late one night. When Joshua Harrington sent
him on his way, he went home and attacked his own wife. Of
course, Anne wanted to make certain the story wasn’t fabricated,
so she contacted the sheriff and was shocked to find that not only
had John Ryan committed murder, but is still at large, a fugitive.
Apparently, the sheriff was relieved to let the case drop once the
hullabaloo calmed down, because the Ryans were nothing more
than white trash, living in a shanty in the slums of the city.”

“How did Mr. Ryan kill his wife?”

“He beat her to death. According to the sheriff, those beat-
ings were a common occurrence. This time it just got out of hand.
Miss Ryan”—and the banker nodded across the table toward
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Charmaine—"“came home to find the body near death and cried
on the Harringtons’” shoulders once it had grown cold in order to
get the sheriff involved. Sheriff Briggs conveyed to Anne his dis-
dain for being pulled into the nasty affair.”

Charmaine had had enough. She had allowed the man to
humiliate her, to expose her deception and label her as riffraff, no
better than her father. But she refused to allow him to degrade
her mother. With eyes flashing, she shot to her feet. “That ‘body’
as you call it, was my mother, a good and kind woman, whom I
loved and lost because of my wretched father!” In spite of her
anger, her eyes were flooding with unwanted tears, her anguish
painfully apparent in the words she could barely force out. “And
yes,” she hissed, “he beat her, beat her often, and there was no
one to turn to, no one to stop him! Not even when she lay dying.
If it wasn’t for Joshua and Loretta Harrington, no one would
have even cared. Mr. Harrington petitioned the sheriff, but little
good that did! It’s over a year since my mother’s death, and still,
my father walks free. I know he will never pay for his heinous
crime. So cringe if you will. I tell you, there is no one who de-
spises John Ryan more than I—no one who seeks justice more
than I. But that will never happen, will it?” The rhetorical ques-
tion echoed about the room.

Paul sympathized with the young woman who had yet to look
his way. This is why she is wary of me. Her father had never given
her a reason to love any man, had in fact terrified her. Paul was
filled with the desire to comfort her, to hold her in his arms and
shield her from all she had suffered.

“No, I thought not,” she said in answer to her own question.
“There is only one reason my father remains at large, and that is
owing to people like you, Mr. Westphal, who are more interested
in blaming the innocent rather than looking for the guilty.” She
turned on Paul. “Punish an easy victim. I'm right here. Now,” she
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snarled, twisting against his hand, “if you'd release my arm, I'd
like to retire. I refuse to be further humiliated!”

George stood, enraged. The inquisition had gone on too long.
“You are too polite, Charmaine,” he growled, his eyes riveted on
her manacled wrist. “This room reeks of a different kind of trash,
and I, for one, have lost my appetite.” He pushed the chair aside
and placed a comforting arm around her shoulder, challenging
Paul to hold her one moment longer.

The threat was acknowledged, and Paul’s hand relaxed. Char-
maine pulled free and turned in George’s embrace. When they
reached the foyer, she broke down and cried. “You had best go
back,” she heaved, “or they’ll be angry with you as well.”

George snorted. “I don’t care how angry they get.”

“I was so happy here. I don’t know where I will go now.”

“What do you mean?” he asked. “You can’t believe Colette
would dismiss you on account of a bit of scandalmongery? If
you do, you're not giving her credit for the good and kind woman
she is.”

Charmaine considered him, her tears subsiding.

“Colette loves you, Charmaine. The children love you. Even
Paul . .. I'll warrant he is telling them where they can go, if you
get my meaning.”

“Then why did he treat me like that? Holding me like a
trapped animal?”

“He wanted you to face them, with your head held high. Paul
has endured years of ridicule because of his illegitimacy and has
learned never to allow the accuser the upper hand. Kowtowing,
running away—it gives credence to every insinuation, fact or not.
I'm just annoyed he allowed them to badger you for as long as they
did.”

Charmaine comprehended his wisdom and prayed he was
right. If so, she had sorely misjudged Paul.
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“We all have secrets we’d prefer to keep, Charmaine, some-
thing we’re not proud of. My mother ran off with a sailor when I
was only a year old, leaving my father a broken man. I was fortu-
nate to have my grandmother here.”

Charmaine looked tenderly at the man who had just revealed
an aspect of his own life that had to be painful. “Thank you,
George,” she whispered.

“Don’t mention it,” he smiled, thinking how lovely she looked
tonight. If Paul weren’t so damned possessive, he’d court Char-
maine Ryan himself.

She sighed raggedly. “I think I'll check on the children.”

With George’s nod, she turned and climbed the stairs to the

nursery.

The aspersions continued to mount. The contention: John
Ryan’s blood ran through his daughter’s veins and would someday
manifest itself with mortal consequences.

“Ive heard enough!” Paul sneered.

“As have I,” Colette agreed, throwing down her napkin and
standing, her poise long gone. “I've neglected my children and
would like to give them a kiss before they go to sleep.” She stepped
from the table, but abruptly stopped. “I also need to speak with
Miss Ryan. Despite your mean-spirited warnings, she will retain
her position here.”

Stephen had risen with Colette and attempted to apologize.
“Madame, I only had the children’s best interest—"

“Mr. Westphal,” she accused, disgusted by his pretentious con-
trition, “if you had anyone’s best interest at heart, you would have
brought this matter to me privately and not to my dinner table.
What you forced Miss Ryan to endure tonight was revolting.”
Without a backward glance, she left the room.

Stephen sent imploring eyes to Paul, who only shrugged. “I'm
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afraid I have to agree with her, Stephen. Charmaine Ryan is an as-
set to this family and will remain in my father’s employ as long as
Colette sees fit. I've never held to the belief that the sins of the fa-
ther are visited upon his children. If that were the case, most men
would be damned. Your sentiments smack of European aristoc-
racy.” He paused a moment, allowing his statements to sink in,
deploring the classes and labels established by bluebloods and their
countless imitators. “I have much to do in the morning,” he con-
cluded. “I don’t want to appear a poor host, Stephen, but I think it
is time to call for your carriage.” Not waiting for a reply, he walked
to the foyer, pleased when the banker scurried after him.

Charmaine patted her face dry and opened the nursery door.

“Mademoiselle!” Jeannette called, running to her. “Are you all
right?”

Yvette did the same, and together, they pulled her into the
chamber. “You were crying,” she said, her voice quivering.

“I'm fine now,” Charmaine answered, sitting on the girl’s bed.
She glanced at Rose, who also wore a worried expression.

“You're still our governess, aren’t you?” Jeannette pleaded.

Charmaine’s eyes welled again. “I don’t know,” she whis-
pered.

“We won’t let anyone send you away!” Yvette expostulated,
arms wrapped around her. “We love you!”

Charmaine returned the embrace, profoundly touched.

Jeannette noticed her mother standing in the doorway first.
“Mama!” she cried, “you’re not going to send Mademoiselle Char-
maine away, are you?”

“Absolutely not,” she replied, her serious face giving way to a
smile, then a giggle, and soon they were all laughing.

Later, Charmaine and Colette strolled along the balcony, their
soft whispers melding with the evening breezes. They wound up in
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Colette’s boudoir, where Charmaine disclosed the details of her
home life. Colette was a compassionate confidante. By the time
Charmaine returned to her own room, a heavy yoke had been
lifted from her shoulders.

Paul had wanted to speak to Charmaine, but she was not in
the nursery, nor in her room. Tomorrow . . . he would talk with

her tomorrow.

Saturday, December 24, 1836

Fatima bustled around the kitchen, humming carols as she put
the finishing touches on the dozen food baskets she had prepared
at Colette’s request. She’d cooked nonstop for two days. Now, she
stood back and smiled at the delicious Yuletide delights that would
be delivered to the bondsmen’s keep that afternoon, an annual
tradition, which had commenced nine years ago. Fatima very
much approved of Colette’s charity, but her exuberance turned to
worry when the mistress of the manor entered the kitchen well
before noon.

“Miss Colette, what are you planning on doing dressed like
that?”

“You know very well what I'm planning,” she answered.

“But Master Paul told me he was taking care of the victuals
this year.”

“His idea, not mine,” Colette replied, arranging the loaves of
crusty bread into one basket. “I'm quite capable of riding out to the
fields in a carriage.”

Fatima sucked in her cheeks. “That ain’t a good idea.”

“Why not? Why should this Christmas be any different?”
“’Cause you been feeling poorly, that’s why,” the stern cook
replied. When it appeared as if Colette wasn't listening, Fatima
pressed on. “Master Frederic ain’t gonna like it!”

Colette only laughed. “He didn’t like it the first time, either.”
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“No, he didn’t. That’s why—"

“And he adjusted his way of thinking, did he not?” Colette
interrupted.

“That was then and this is now. He’s a mite more concerned
"bout your health than the men-folk gnawing on this here food.”

“He won’t even know I am gone. Unless, of course, you tell
him.”

Fatima shook her head, realizing the folly of further argument.
When Colette got her dander up, there was no stopping her. A
slow smile broke across Fatima’s face. It had been a long time since
she’d seen even a fleck of that dander, a hint of the Colette of old.
A spark had flared the night of the banker’s visit, and Fatima was
of a mind to see it burn brightly again. Therefore, she set aside her
perturbation with one final injunction. “No lifting them baskets.
Joseph can go with you to do the carrying.”

“That is fine, but I am also taking the girls along to help dis-
tribute the food.”

Fatima stopped dead in her tracks. “Why are you gonna do
that?”

“It is time they learn that a life of privilege comes with certain
responsibilities. I don’t want them growing up pampered beauties
with warm smiles and cold hearts.”

Even after nine years, Colette’s wisdom and concern, the depth
of her heart, amazed Fatima. Nodding her approval, she turned
back to her work.

The preparations were completed and the carriage readied.
When the baskets were secured in the landau’s boot, the gitls, Co-
lette, and Joseph Thornfield departed the grounds, leaving Char-
maine and Pierre to wave their good-byes from the top step of the
portico. No one noticed Frederic standing on the second-story ve-
randa, a scowl marking his brow.

Later that evening, when Colette had retired and Charmaine
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coaxed the girls into bed, the twins were still whispering about the
huge building they had visited and the strange men they had met.
Jeannette had thoroughly enjoyed herself, but Yvette wrinkled her
nose in disgust. “I don’t understand why we had to go out there,”
she complained. “It was horrible: smelly and filthy!”

“Mama says we wouldn’t be half so rich if those men didn’t
work for Papa,” Jeannette offered affably. “She says we should be
thankful, and bringing a Christmas feast is just a small way to
show our gratitude.”

“I know what she said,” Yvette replied peevishly.

Jeannette shrugged and snuggled deep into her covers.

Charmaine gave them a kiss, pulled a blanket over an already
slumbering Pierre, and tiptoed from the room. She knew what
Colette had hoped to teach her daughters today, but evidently,

only Jeannette embraced the charitable lesson.

Colette was brushing out her hair when Frederic stepped into
her boudoir. Though he had knocked, he hadn’t waited for an an-
swer. She studied him through the looking glass, unnerved as he
moved toward her, self-conscious of her state of undress.

“You went out to the keep today,” he commented.

“It is Christmas Eve,” she answered.

“With the twins.”

“Yes.” She pushed out of her chair and faced him, struggling
to maintain her composure. “Should I not teach them to care for
those less fortunate than they? Isn’t that what tomorrow is all
about—the Christ child born in a lowly manger?”

His eyes swept her from head to toe, an assessing perusal that
took her breath away. “They are criminals, Colette,” he rasped.
“I'm concerned for the girls’ safety—your safety. Beyond that,
you are not well. I don’t want you leaving the grounds without
telling me.”
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Colette stiffened. “Am I a prisoner in my own home? You at-
tempted to make it so once before. I tell you now, it will not hap-
pen. I will come and go as I please!”

Frederic clenched his teeth. “And I told you, I don’t care if you
leave. My daughters, on the other hand, are my concern.”

Colette felt a surge of tears rush to her eyes. She would not al-
low him to see her anguish, the pain he could so easily inflict. Belt-
ing her robe, she pushed past him and marched into her bedroom,
slamming the door behind her.

Frederic stared long and hard at it. Coming to an abrupt deci-
sion, he rushed forward. But his lame foot caught the edge of the
carpet, and he stcumbled. His right hand flew out, grabbing hold of
a chair. As his cane clattered to the floor, he swore under his
breath. His heart was racing and his limbs shook fiercely. Only
when his breathing grew regular did he let go. Beads of perspira-
tion dotted his brow, and he wiped them away with his forearm.
Bending over, he retrieved the cane, realizing it marked what he
had become. Appalled, he slowly returned to his own quarters.

Sunday, December 25, 1836

Christmas morning was greeted with Mass at dawn and a
bountiful breakfast, after which Colette gathered her children and
took them to their father’s apartments, a rare occurrence, as Fred-
eric generally visited them once a week in the nursery. Charmaine
was grateful these encounters occurred in that safer territory, a
neutral arena of civility—painful civility.

Awaiting their return, Charmaine walked into the drawing
room and found Paul there. They had not spoken since the night
of Stephen Westphal’s visit. He’d been preoccupied with his up-
coming trip, poring over documents in preparation of his immi-
nent business negotiations. Tomorrow, he’d be leaving. As she
stepped into the room, he stood.
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“I'm sorry,” she apologized. “I didn’t mean to disturb you.”

“You didn’t. I wanted to speak with you, anyway. Where are
the children?”

“With your father.”

“Come and join me then,” he invited, indicating the chair op-
posite him.

When she had complied, he tossed his papers aside, sat, and
studied her at length. “I want to apologize,” he began.

“For what?”

“For allowing you to think I wasn’t on your side the other
night. When I realized you were going to flee, I was compelled to
stop you. I've learned it is best never to turn one’s back on the en-
emy. I feared you were going to do just that.”

She was astonished. George had been right.

“If you had looked my way,” he was saying, “I would have con-
veyed that advice to you, but you were far too determined to lam-
baste Mr. Westphal. I'm sorry if I bruised your wrist.”

She had been absentmindedly massaging her arm. “It’s fine,”
she whispered self-consciously. “Thank you for defending
me—even in light of the truth. I know you did not approve of me
at first.”

“I was wrong,” he replied. “The children are fortunate to have
you here.”

“Still, you could have judged me by the deeds of my father.”

His eyes were warm on her, and he shifted forward in his
chair. “No,” he breathed, “I could never have done that.”

She was so lovely, and he was going to miss her during his
months away. He realized she’d be missing him, too, perhaps more
so. He'd been the perfect gentleman over the past few months,
true to his word and true to his agreement. It had worked in his
favor. He knew she was attracted to him. Right now, she longed to
be kissed. Unlike two months ago, she felt at ease in his presence.
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Nevertheless, she was distraught that he had made no further ad-
vances. Poor Charmaine Ryan; she was positively confused! The
woman in her demanded passion, the little girl, safety, and then
there was the female her father had wrought, the one who screamed,
Every man must be avoided at all costs. How he longed to wash away
her fears and show her the way to womanhood.

Absence . . . His three-month absence would make her heart
grow fonder, and when he returned, he’d read hunger in her eyes.
Let her dream of him while he was away. It would make his home-
coming that much sweeter. He just needed to give her something
to remember him by.

“Come dawn, I'll be sailing with the tide,” he murmured. “I
shall miss you.”

Charmaine was reeling. He was going to kiss her; his hands
had gripped the arms of her chair, and she was trapped between
them. She closed her eyes, but did not lean away. His cheek brushed
against hers as he nuzzled her ear. Her heart was pounding so
loudly she couldn’t understand what he whispered. To steady her
soaring senses, she grabbed hold of his arms.

“There you are!”

The moment was shattered as Agatha entered the room. Paul
broke away and immediately stood. Charmaine averted her crim-
son face. Once composed, she retreated to the foyer without a

glance in Paul’s direction.



Chapler 7

Tuesday, March 7, 1837

UICKLY, Robert!” Agatha urged. “She’s having trouble breath-
ing!”

Charmaine huddled in the archway of the drawing room, the
twins drawn tight against her and Pierre clasped to her breast. As
the doctor rushed up the stairs, Jeannette began to cry. “Is Mama
going to be all right, Mademoiselle?”

“Of course she is,” Charmaine breathed, attempting to dis-
guise her own anxiety. “Now that Dr. Blackford is here, she’ll be
fine.” She carried Pierre back into the room and sat him on the
piano bench. “Let us sing together. A few songs might help us feel
better.”

The children brightened, but Charmaine remained worried.
Why did I encourage Colette to accompany us on our Sunday outing?
Of course, no one could have predicted the storm that had blown
in, not from the beautiful skies that morning. By the time they
reached the house, they were drenched to the skin and chilled
to the bone. Colette fell prey to a fever almost immediately.
Pneumonia—that’s what Dr. Blackford called it, explaining she
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suffered from mucus in the lungs, which made breathing difficult.
Agatha’s alarmed mien added to Charmaine’s perturbation; this
had to be serious.

The day drew on. Robert departed Colette’s chambers. He
reached the open doorway of the nursery and cleared his throat,
startling them.

“How is my mother?” Yvette demanded.

“There has been a minor improvement,” he stated soutly.

Robert Blackford could have been a handsome man—tall and
lean, with dark, aristocratic features. But he never smiled, his brow
permanently severe, his jaw perpetually clenched.

“If you want her well again,” he continued, “you are not to
disturb her until I give permission. She has pneumonia thanks to
your little outing on Sunday.”

Charmaine had a great deal of trouble getting the girls to sleep
that night. She thought Pierre would present the bigger problem,
for he had cried nearly an hour the evening before. Without Nana
Rose’s able hands—the old woman had been abed for the better
part of a week with rheumatism—Charmaine feared she was in for
another bout of torrential tears. Not so; he fell asleep quickly. The
girls, on the other hand, were guilt-ridden and anguished over
their mother. Charmaine encouraged them to pray, but it was only
as she read to them that their eyes grew heavy, and they succumbed
to exhaustion.

Now she was free to fret on her own. Colette had not been well
for the better part of two months, her health deteriorating rapidly
since Christmas. Charmaine had thought the fresh air and sun-
shine of Sunday would do her some good. But Agatha was right.
She wasn’t a physician and should have left well enough alone;
thanks to her, Colette was worse than ever. Robert Blackford’s

every-other-day visits would certainly turn into daily visits now.
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She went down to the kitchen and chatted with Fatima Hen-
derson. “This house is just too empty,” the cook complained. It
was true. Because Paul was away, George was overburdened. Dur-
ing the past weeks, they’d seen very little of him. Charmaine de-
spaired anew. While Paul resided in the house, she felt protected.
In his absence, havoc had reigned, the days longer, the nights
wretched. Once the children were abed, there was little to do to
while away the hours.

She needed a distraction and meandered into the drawing
room, walking over to the piano. Maybe if she played something
elaborate it would serve such a purpose and cheer her. She rum-
maged through the side table drawer until she found the dog-eared
pages of a complicated piece. She propped them up, rearranged her
skirts, and set her fingers on the keys.

She played the first sixteen measures, the last four a sequence
that introduced the secondary theme. She sighed. The arrangement
was difficult, lovely, yet sad. She played it again and again, reveling
in the resonance of the finely crafted piano. This composition
would never have sounded so beautiful on Loretta Harrington’s
upright. It was a masterpiece intended for a master instrument, its
haunting strains echoing off the drawing room walls.

One more time over the ivory keys and Charmaine smiled.
The notes were becoming familiar. She had faltered only once that
last time, and now the rapturous rhapsody blossomed in all its
glory, like an anxious flower bud bursting open to the beckoning
sun.

Though the dissonant secondary theme defiled the perfect
harmonies of the first, they were suitably entwined: lovers racing to
the climax, expectancy building with each successive, addictive
chord, exploding into a furious arpeggio that thundered up the
keyboard, then tumbled back down. After three full measures of
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silence, a solitary, naked chord answered the fury, bringing the

piece to a close: desolate, lost, hopeless . . .

The evening was too warm, the quiescent air too stifling in the
confining chamber, and Colette knew the panic of suffocation.
She left the bed and pattered barefoot across the soft carpet to the
French doors, pulling them open. There she stood, welcoming the
brisk March wind that buffeted her face and carried her golden
hair off her shoulders, praying it would clear her senses.

This is only a minor setback, she reasoned. Yes, her head
throbbed, her throat was constricted with needling pain, and her
chest was congested. But a severe infirmity of the lungs? No, she si-
lently denied, she wasn’t that ill, though Agatha and Robert would
like everyone to believe she was. And yet, after two days of cough-
ing and fever, this afternoon she had lost the will to oppose their
ministrations. She succumbed to Robert’s wicked serum and Ag-
atha’s demanded round-the-clock bed rest.

That had been hours ago. Tonight, with the mansion so quiet
and her contaminated room so oppressive, she escaped to the ve-
randa. Breathing deeply, she welcomed the rejuvenating night air,
until a hearty gale hit her full force. Shivering, she quickly latched
the glass panels and wrapped herself in a plush velvet robe. Just as
quickly, the sweats returned.

She should lie down. No! She’d not return to the rumpled bed
where she had passed the better part of three days. Instead, she
slipped her numb feet into soft slippers. She’d check on the children.

She was abreast of the staircase when she first heard it—a tor-
pid melody long abandoned yet well remembered . . . Then, it was
gone, indifferent of the emotion it had evoked. She hadn’t heard it.
It was all in her clouded mind. She shouldn’t have stood in the
night air. The exertion was taking its toll. Perhaps she should re-
turn to her apartments. No, that was foolish. She’d come this far,
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and she needed to see her children. If she just steadied herself for a
moment, she’d be fine. There, she felt better already.

The children slept soundly. Thanks to Charmaine, they’d
been tenderly mothered in her absence. She kissed each child’s
forehead, tucked in a cover here, moved a head back on the pillow
there. Content, she tiptoed from the room.

Everything was shrouded in silence, and yet, as Colette crossed
the hallway, the familiar strain was there again, meeting her at the
top of the staircase. It was beckoning her, tugging at her very soul.
Yes, it was stronger now and not a bitter disappointment of the
imagination. It was real! All she had to do was reach the drawing
room. Already her heart beat wildly with incautious desire, the
rhapsody embracing her, mocking her turmoil and demanding but
one thing: she come!

Charmaine played on, the power of the piece quintessential.
No poet could pen words more plaintive than the haunting sorrow
dwelling in this composer’s masterpiece. She was merely the me-
dium called upon to give it life, its spellbound prisoner, just now
realizing there was more here than just the music, much more. Her
hands floated flawlessly across the keyboard, her fingers exalting
untamed territory. The composition consumed her in its desire to
proclaim its plight: charades that hide the truth, injustices that
persecute the living, and choices far from resolved . . . Charmaine
had lived them all and wanted to weep.

The door slapped open, and she jumped, her hands crucifying
the keys.

Relief flooded over her as she faced the startling wraith. “Co-
lette?”

The mistress of the manor appeared dazed, her liquid eyes
distant and her pupils dilated. Her face was flushed, and her

breathing erratic. When she didn’t respond, Charmaine crossed
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the room and placed an arm around her frail shoulders. Colette
swayed and began coughing fitfully. When the spasm passed,
Charmaine coaxed her into the nearest chair. “Are you all right?
Can I get you something? Perhaps a drink? Or should I have Travis
send for the doctor?”

The last query snared Colette’s attention, and her detachment
receded. “No,” she whispered. “I'll be fine . .. in a minute. Just
give me a minute.” Her eyes darted about the room as if she were
looking for someone. Eventually, they came to rest on Charmaine.
“You . . . you were playing the piano just now?”

“Yes.”

Colette frowned. “I didn’t know you could play so—well.”
Her words trailed off, and again she scanned the darkened room. s
he standing in the shadows?

“I didn’t think I could play like that, either. It was as if the
composition possessed me.”

Colette’s regard sharpened.

Unnerved by that gaze, Charmaine said, “You should be in
bed.”

“No, I'm fine. I was just checking on the children when I
heard the music. You played it so beautifully, almost as if . . . as
if you'd composed it . . .

Charmaine laughed softly, incredulously. “I could never have
done that.”

“ .. as if you were a part of it,” Colette continued, ignoring
Charmaine’s denial. “As if you belonged to it.”

Charmaine could not disagree. “It’s exquisite. I just wish I
were able to play it properly.”

“You will,” Colette encouraged, “with time and patience, you
will.”

“Perhaps, but it will take a great deal of practice.” Charmaine
lifted the sheets of music from the piano and studied them in the
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lamplight. “There are a few chords here that flow in the most
unusual direction. I need to better understand their placement
before I do it justice. Right now, my fingers are inclined to
change the dissonant measures; they’re too unhappy.”

Colette’s eyes sparkled with tears. “An astute observation. The
piece needs your touch to see it resolved.”

“Resolved?” Charmaine declared, upset she’d suggested inter-
fering with the imperfectly perfect score. “I wouldn’t dream of
tampering with it.”

“Not tamper,” Colette corrected, “enhance. The music as it
stands cries out to be understood. The manner in which it is
played—a gentle hand, a commitment to each measure—will
enrich it. A few notes sent in a new direction will replace the sad-
ness and sorrow with happiness and joy. You have the strength of
character to do that, Charmaine, to bend the masterpiece, but not
break it, to possess it, as it has possessed you. And when your love
is the music, the harmony will be perfect.”

Peculiar sentiments, Charmaine thought. “Who composed
it?” she asked.

“Obviously someone who has borne a great deal of pain.”

“Yes,” Charmaine agreed, “and that pain must have become
his inspiration.”

Colette nodded, content for a second time that night. “Would
you play it again? It has been so long. Id like to hear it one last
time.”

Charmaine placed her fingers on the keys and resurrected the

rhapsody.

Wednesday, March 8, 1837
Colette sat at her desk, breathing as deeply as her constricted
lungs would allow. Agatha and Robert had finally left her, and she

had a moment’s peace. She refused to stay abed, certain she had
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exerted more energy arguing with the doctor and his sister than
walking the short distance from bedchamber to sitting room. Still,
she admitted the physician’s remedies had had some positive effect.
Though her cough persisted, his mustard plaster had eased the
piercing pain she’d experienced yesterday when her hacking had
been uncontrollable. His constant care had also cured her of a
two-day fever and chills.

She had slept very little last night, and yet, this morning she
felc strangely untroubled and refreshed. Charmaine Ryan had
pointed the way; she knew what she must do.

Picking up her quill, she began to write, allowing her heart to
determine the words. More than once, tears splattered the statio-
nery, but she chased them away with the back of her hand. Tears
were for the past, smiles were for tomorrow. She would think only
of smiles.

So deep were her thoughts, she did not hear her chamber door
open.

“Colette, why are you out of bed?”

She jumped, nearly upsetting the inkwell, a hand flying to her
mouth. “Frederic,” she gasped, “what are you doing here?” Was he
reading over my shoulder? No, his eyes betrayed only concern.

“I've come to see how you are,” he answered gently.

She sighed in relief, but the expulsion of air ended in another
coughing fit. When she looked up at him, he was scowling,.

“Robert told me you've refused his advice. Must I set Gladys
up as guard to make certain you stay in bed?”

“Do what you like, Frederic,” she retaliated, “but I won’t be
bullied!”

She remembered a time when such a retort would have in-
censed him further, but today his countenance softened dolefully.
“I am not trying to bully you, Colette. I only wish to see you well
again.”
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“Why?” she asked, suddenly on the verge of tears. “What does

it matter?”

“The children need you.”

“The children . . . Just the children?” She bit her bottom lip
and, for one breathless moment, thought he was going to speak the
words she longed to hear.

Instead he asked, “Where were you last night?”

Confused, a multitude of thoughts raced through her mind:
the suffocating room, the need to see the children, the music. . .
and then, this peculiar question. “You were here?” she asked, not-
ing the accusatory gleam that flickered in his eyes. Dear God, he
still mistrusts me!

“Robert has painted a grim picture. I was worried and couldn’t
sleep.”

“Neither could I. I went to check on the children.”

“Strange,” he snorted, “I did the same thing, and you weren’t
there.”

“I did look in on the children,” she said. “Afterward, I went
downstairs. But if you want to believe the worst about me, if that
eases your pain—"

She was coughing again, so fiercely she doubled over, unaware
of his despair. “Colette,” he urged, his hale arm pulling her to her
feet, “you must get back into bed. I won’t disturb you if you re-
main in bed.”

Friday, March 31, 1837

Colette’s health continued to deteriorate after her bout with
pneumonia, and her absences from the nursery became common-
place. Not so today. If Colette couldn’t come to the children, the
children would go to her. It was her birthday. Charmaine made all
the preparations: a day’s excursion with the girls and Pierre, and a
visit to their mother’s chambers after dinner, where they would
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give her the locket they had picked out at the mercantile earlier
that week.

Charmaine had just finished tying Pierre’s laces, when Fred-
eric appeared in the nursery doorway. “Are you going somewhere?”
he asked.

“Yes, sir,” she answered, quickly straightening up.

She remained ill at ease with the man, their first encounter
forever etched in her mind. It was a condition she’d been forced to
confront on a daily basis now. Over the past month, he’d come to
visit nearly every morning, as if he were attempting to make up
to his children the time they’d normally have spent with their
mother, that precious time that had been stolen from them.

“Mademoiselle Charmaine is taking us on a picnic,” Jeannette
offered. “Would you like to come, Papa?”

“I think not. But I do have a present for Pierre. I believe he is
three today.”

The little boy beamed in delight. “I am! Where’s my pwesent?”

Frederic produced a package from behind his back, and the
boy quickly dove into the wrapping. He lifted from the paper a
wooden ship, a replica of the Duvoisin vessels that sailed the Atlan-
tic. Laughing, he gave his father a fierce hug. “Tank you, Papa!”

Charmaine smiled down at him, satisfied with his manners
and delighted with his joy. Already he was on hands and knees
pretending to sail the toy.

Yvette frowned in disappointment. “Pierre got a present on our
birthday,” she remarked sullenly. “Why don’t we get one on his?”

“Would a visit to see your mother suffice?” her father asked. “I
know she would love a visit from you. She’s feeling a bit better to-
day.”

The invitation had a magical effect, Charmaine’s planned out-
ing quickly forgotten. As they raced out of the room, Frederic
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called after them. “One thing,” he lightly warned. “No jumping
on her bed, and don’t forget to say ‘Happy Birthday.’”

“Of course we wouldn’t forget that!” Yvette exclaimed.

In an instant they were gone, and Charmaine was left alone
with the taciturn man. He stepped slightly aside and, with the
wave of his hand, encouraged her to precede him down the hall-
way. She did so, wondering if she had become accustomed to his
labored steps, or if those steps had improved in the months she had
come to know him; he did not seem to struggle as fiercely as he
had before.

They found the children in Colette’s bedroom. Though the
French doors were thrown open and sunlight spilled into the
chamber, the room was dismal. Colette, propped among many pil-
lows, did not look well. Large, dark circles lay claim to sunken
eyes, and the smile that reached them was more sad than happy.

The children seemed unaware of the severity of her illness.
Pierre was nestled beside her, Jeannette sat next to him, and Yvette
stood opposite them, near her mother’s pillow, grasping one of her
hands. They were innocently happy just to be in her presence.

“We are going on a picnic today,” Yvette was saying. “We can’t
wait until you are well enough to come with us again!”

“That’s a lovely way to spend Pierre’s birthday,” Colette an-
swered. “Next year, when I'm better, we’ll plan something special
to do together.”

“I'm fwee!” Pierre announced proudly.

“Yes, I know, mon caillon,” she replied. “You are growing so
handsome. Soon you will look just like your father.” She brushed
back the soft brown hair that fell on his brow and drew him close
for a tender kiss. “I missed you.”

“When are you gonna be better, Mama?”

“Soon, I hope . . . very soon.”
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Frederic cleared his throat. “I didn’t hear anyone say ‘Happy
Birthday.”

“Oh yes, Mama,” they all chimed in, “Happy Birthday!”

“I'm so glad we’re visiting now,” Jeannette said. “Mademoiselle
didn’t think we’d be allowed until later, but Papa knew we wanted
to see you this morning.”

Colette’s eyes filled with tears as she looked from one child to
the next. Then she met her husband’s gaze across the room. “Thank
you,” she whispered, her gratitude rivaled only by her astonish-
ment.

Earlier that morning, she had had a dispute with Robert Black-
ford, gaining nothing save a warning she not leave her bed lest he
summon her husband. When Agatha had hurried off to do just
that, Colette had been certain she’d be denied yet another visit
with her children. But Frederic had defied them.

The children spent only a short time with her, presenting the
wrapped gift Charmaine remembered to bring. She kissed each of
them, savoring those they offered in return. Her eyes remained
wistful after they’d left.

Frederic stepped closer and, sitting on the edge of the bed,
took her hand in his. In spite of her illness, her pulse quickened
and her fingers tingled. Is he aware of the emotion he evokes? His
eyes told her, No.

“Thank you,” she whispered again. “They will cure me faster
than any of Robert’s tonics.”

Frederic didn’t respond, the weight of his regard unsettling. “If
you promise to heed Robert’s advice,” he said, “I will bring the
children in to see you whenever you wish. How would that be?”

She weakly squeezed his hand. “That would be wonderful.”

He patted her hand before tucking it beneath the coverlet.
With some effort, he pushed off the bed and turned to leave. “I

need you, too,” he murmured.
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She watched him limp from the room, blinking back tears.
Though her strength was waning, his vigor was waxing. It was too
late for them, she realized. In resignation, she accepted that as best
for everyone concerned.

Sunday, April 2, 1837

Wade Remmen climbed the front steps and stood before the
large oak doors of the Duvoisin mansion. He knocked on the door
and waited, turning to survey the beautiful lawns from the height
of the portico. A mere two years ago, his life had been wretched.
He’d certainly come up in the world. But he wanted more. Some-
day, he’d acquire his own fortune and build a palatial estate such
as this; then his future could mock his past. My sister would love ro
be here right now. Someday . .. The front door opened, and the
butler invited him in.

George was eating heartily. He motioned for Wade to take the
seat across from him and asked Fatima to dish up the same fare.

After a good portion of the meal was consumed, Wade was
still pondering the reason for his second invitation to the manor.
The first had come months ago—a luncheon offered in gratitude
for his intervention at the mill the day before.

In all his nineteen years, Wade had never panicked in an
emergency. Likewise, he never feared standing up for himself.
These attributes, along with his determination to work hard, had
earned him Paul Duvoisin’s respect. When the sawmill’s foreman
sliced open his arm in early November, exposing the bone and
nearly bleeding to death on the spot, Wade had swiftly wrapped a
tourniquet on the upper limb and ordered a man to run for the
doctor. After he’d sent another man in search of Paul or George,
he returned to the labor at hand. The crew began to grumble, but
he insisted a bit of blood wasn’t going to shut down production.
When their objections grew vehement, he threw himself into the
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job, ignoring them. In less than five minutes, everyone was back to
work. In the end, a life had been saved, and just as much lumber
milled. Paul had been pleased.

Today, Wade wondered what feat awaited him, for he knew
Paul was away and George had been carrying the workload of two.
His intrigue was piqued when Harold Browning entered the room
and the same meal was set before him.

“I have a problem,” George finally said. “I must leave Char-
mantes for a couple of weeks, and I need the two of you to take
over while I'm away, or until Paul returns, which I expect will be
any day now.”

Harold was befuddled. “May I ask where you are traveling?”

“Virginia,” he replied tersely, closing the topic to further probes.
“Now, can I count on you at the mill, Wade? You've handled it
before. This time you’ll be in complete control for a fortnight,
perhaps more.”

“As long as the men know I'm boss, there shouldn’t be a prob-

lem.”
“Tll speak to them first thing in the morning,” George an-
swered, shifting his consideration to Harold. “You’ll have the
greater challenge, managing both the sugarcane and tobacco crews.
Jake and Buck can take care of the harbor: warehousing the har-
vests, coordinating the unloading and loading of any ships that
make port. With any luck, Paul will be on the first one from Eu-
rope. Once he’s home, he can take over.”

“Does Frederic know you are leaving?” Harold asked.

George leaned back in his chair. “He will soon enough,” he
replied vaguely, pleased when Charmaine and the children entered
the room.

“George,” she greeted with a buoyant smile. She could count
on her fingers the number of times she had seen him since Paul’s
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departure three months ago, and she was truly happy to find him
at the table now. “What brings you home?”

Before he could answer, her attention was drawn to the other
two men, who’'d come to their feet as she stepped closer. She nod-
ded to Harold Browning and then the younger man beside him.
She couldn’t remember his name, though he’d dined with them
once before in the fall. The hint of a grin tweaked the corners of
his mouth, and she was instantly struck by his good looks, recall-
ing Colette’s admiration when he’d departed the house last time.
Tall and lanky, he was clean-shaven with a broad nose and full lips.
His lazy smile reached his dark eyes. They matched the color of his
hair, which was cropped short. Muscular arms and swarthy skin
attested to the many hours he’d toiled under the blazing tropical
sun. He was young, perhaps her age, yet sure of himself as if he
were much older.

“I remember Miss Ryan,” he said as George introduced them.

George didn’t dally. “I've a great deal to do today.”

Charmaine watched all three men depart. She would have
liked to socialize with George, but instead was left to the company
of the children. Jeannette’s crestfallen expression mirrored Char-
maine’s mood.

“Is something troubling you, sweetheart?” she asked.

“I wish Mr. Remmen could have stayed awhile longer, that’s
all”

Mr. Remmen and Mr. Richards, Charmaine thought.

Thursday, April 6, 1837

Dark clouds gathered swiftly, blotting out the sun and rum-
bling with thunder, but the growling masses did not match the
lamentations that shook Charmantes’ mansion from within. The
entire household was aware of the plight of their frail mistress, who
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lay near death. The pneumonia had taken a greater hold; any
imagined improvement was just that, a delusion, and now Colette
was fighting for her life.

Frederic was consumed with despair. He paced his chambers
in broken misery, as impotent to fight his wife’s infirmity as he was
powerless to heal himself. The heavy thump of one boot, the crisp
click of the cane, and the sad scrape of his lame leg, could be heard
without, again and again and again . . . He had left Colette’s bed-
side only a short while ago, but Robert’s hushed words continued
to haunt him: “I fear she is dying, Frederic. All we can do now is
pray.”

Dear God, it couldn’t be so! She was too young, too beautiful,
so full of life. Vo, he admitted to himself in sour self-contempt, zhe
last hadn’t been true for a long time, not since the day he had shack-
led her to him with manacles of guilt. The vivacious wench grew
into a reserved lady. Sorrow and defeat had snuffed out laughter
and fire, her once brilliantly blue eyes now smoky-gray. He was
about to lose her more surely than he had all those years ago, and
it was his own fault. She didn’t want to live, for he’d seen to it her
life was not worth living. Sadly, there was nothing he could do at
this late hour but pace and pray.

The house shook beneath the violent storm. The door banged
open and was swiftly slammed shut, a mock echo of the tempest.
Drenched, Paul mopped the hair from his eyes, doffed his satu-
rated cape, and handed it to Travis.

“How was your trip, sir?” the manservant asked.

“Fine—fine!” Paul snapped. “What the hell has happened
here? I return after three and a half months abroad to find the is-
land in chaos. George is nowhere to be found. Jake Watson and
Harold Browning are tight-lipped as to his whereabouts, and only
Wade Remmen is man enough to suggest he’s left Charmantes al-
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together. But that’s insane! To make matters worse, we're in the
middle of a raging thunderstorm with little of the island secured.”

“Certainly it is nothing to fret over, sir,” Travis placated, “after
all, it’s not yet hurricane season.”

Paul snorted. “Why did I expect things to run smoothly in my
absence?”

“The house has been in turmoil over the past two days,” Travis
attempted to explain, his voice taut. “Miss Colette is dreadfully ill.
Dr. Blackford has been in constant attendance and allows no one
to enter her chambers without his authorization. Even Mrs. Ward
is beside herself with worry.”

Paul’s irritability vanished. The butler’s manner left little
doubt to the gravity of the situation. “My father”—he demanded
urgently—“does he know?”

“Everyone knows, sir, and everyone is praying, most especially
the children.”

The children, Paul thought. They will be devastated if anything
happens to their mother. Unbidden came visions of Charmaine, but
he shook off the profane musings. The dampness was seeping in.
“I'm in need of a bath and a change of clothing. After I've eaten,
I'd like to see my father.”

“Yes, sir,” Travis nodded eagerly, glad to be put to work. “I'll
have Joseph draw the water, and I'll tell Fatima to prepare you a
tray of food. Then I'll let your father know you are home.”

Paul was halfway up the stairs before he remembered the first
news that had accosted him when he’d set foot on Charmantes.
“Travis, where 7s George?”

“He left three days ago on the Rogue, sir.”

“What? Why?”

Travis recalled George’s instructions: 7ell Paul or Frederic only
if they ask, and quickly relayed the message, “Miss Colette asked

him to deliver a letter to Virginia—"
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“Jesus Christ Almighty! Has he gone mad? Does my father
know?”

“No sir, he never asked me.”

“God Almighty,” Paul cursed again as the impending scenario
played out before him. George’s absence would create many mana-
gerial problems over the course of the next few weeks, especially
progress on Espoir; however, thoughts of George’s desertion were
far from pertinent in light of the greater disaster awaiting them all.
Paul rubbed his throbbing forehead, but the pain only intensified.

He considered Colette. She must be contemplating death if
she sent George on such a mission. But why? What would it gain
her, save pain and havoc for everyone concerned? Ultimately, it

threatened the collapse of this faltering fortress—on their heads.
Paul shuddered.

Charmaine attempted to amuse the children, but their minds
were far from the game of hide-and-seek she had suggested they
play. “Come away from the door, Jeannette,” she pleaded. “Your
father will call us when your mother awakens.”

“He said that yesterday, but still we weren’t allowed to see her.”

“And the day before, we saw her for only ten minutes!” Yvette
chimed in.

Charmaine sighed, at a loss for encouraging words. “Yes, I know,
but still, we must wait. If your mother needs rest, it’s best we don’t
disturb her. You want to see her completely well again, don’t you?”

Jeannette nodded in resignation, but Yvette was not so in-
clined. “We've been told that over and over and over again! I'll
wager Father never comes today. He’s so worried, he’s forgotten
about us.”

Jeannette’s eyes filled with tears. “Do you think that’s true,
Mademoiselle Charmaine? Papa promised we would see Mama
today.”
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“I wanna see her, too!” Pierre began to cry, crawling from be-
neath the bed, where he’d been hiding. “I miss Mama. When are
we gowin’ to her room?”

Charmaine picked him up and sat on his bed. “Now listen to
me,” she said. “I know Dr. Blackford and your father are doing all
they can to make your mother better; therefore, we must heed their
advice. Bug, if your mother asks to see you—which I'm certain she
will—you’ll not be forgotten, will you?” When they shook their
heads “no” and Pierre’s tears subsided, she continued. “We must be
patient. All right?” They nodded.

Colette’s chest pulsated with pain, her breathing shallow as if
the weight of the world pressed down on it. Hot one moment and
cold the next, she quaked beneath dampened bed clothing,
changed not an hour ago, yet already saturated with perspiration.
Still, she fought valiantly, her eyes snapping open when a cool
cloth was placed to her burning brow.

“Ssh...” Rose Richards whispered, “lie still . . . don’t try to
talk.”

Colette sighed. The old woman had been so good to her, more
of a mother than her own mother had ever been, and she felt com-
forted. Time wore on, and Rose continued to apply the compresses.

“Try to sleep, Colette,” Rose encouraged, “a nice, deep sleep.”

The words had the opposite effect; Colette’s eyes opened again.
“Nan—"

“Ssh...” she admonished. “Save your strength. There’s no
need to talk.”

Colette licked her cracked lips. “Nan,” she pressed weakly. “I
need to know . . . did George .. .”

“Yes, child,” Rose soothed. “He left Charmantes days ago. He
will deliver your letter. Now, lie back and rest. You must close your
eyes and rest.”
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“It’s important . . . so important . ..

“Yes, yes, I know.”

“No!” she argued, alarmed by the thread of pacification she
heard in the old woman’s voice, struggling now to sit up. “I'm not
trying to make more trouble.”

“Colette, youve never made trouble, and the letter 7 in
George’s hands. It wil/be delivered. Lie back and sleep.”

Drained, yet satisfied, Colette relaxed into the pillows and

closed her eyes.

“What the deuce . . . 27

Robert Blackford was livid as he took in the French doors
thrown wide to the raging storm and the cold compress Rose
Richards was applying to the brow of his flushed patient. “I thought
I told you the woman is in my care!”

Rose met fire with fire. “My remedies may seem old-fashioned
to you, Robert, but they will do Colette more good than this con-
taminated room.”

“Woman, you are mad! I tell you now, I've tried everything,
even cupping.”

Rose’s mind raced. “Surely you haven’t bled her!”

“Of course not! She’s too weak to withstand that absurd treat-
ment. But your concoctions are not helping her, either. You'd best
take out your rosary beads and visit the chapel. That will be the
best home remedy you can practice today.”

Rose paled with the baleful declaration, and Robert’s anger
ebbed. “I'm sorry,” he muttered bleakly. “I'm at a loss as to what to
do for her.”

Rose had only seen him like this once before—the night his
sister had died—and the memory filled her with dread. “Surely
she’ll recover.”

“The congestion in her lungs is not the only complication
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threatening her life. But that is a matter between Colette, Frederic,
and the priest.”

“Father Benito?” Rose asked, her alarm multiplying twofold.

Robert nodded solemnly. “She asked for him this morning.
He’s come and gone only an hour ago. Perhaps he has left her with
some measure of peace.”

Peace? There was no peace in Colette’s contorted face. Her
serene smile had been stolen away, her beauty supplanted by hol-
low eyes and protruding cheekbones that cut harshly into her once
angelic visage.

“Come, Rose,” the physician cajoled. “She’s sleeping now. At
present, there is nothing you can do for her. Go, say your prayers.
This family needs them.”

Rose left the room, a morose nod given to Agatha as they
passed on the chamber’s threshold.

“Papa, can we see Mama now?” Jeannette implored.

Frederic limped into the nursery. “She is sleeping, princess,
but I will take you to her room once she awakens. I told Dr. Black-
ford I would be here,” he continued, reading Yvette’s stormy coun-
tenance. “When he calls for me, you may come, too, if that pleases
you.”

They nodded optimistically.

“What have you been studying today?” he asked, quickly
changing the subject. “Perhaps I can help Miss Ryan with your les-
sons.”

For the first time, Charmaine was pleased Frederic had come
to Visit.

He must be with Colette, Paul thought when he found his fa-
ther’s chambers empty. He knocked on the adjoining door. Agatha

opened it.
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“Paul,” she exclaimed, stepping forward to hug him, “you’re
home!”

He suffered the unexpected greeting as she drew him into the
room. “Where is my father?”

“I don’t know. I thought he was in his apartments.”

“How is Colette?”

Her manner turned lugubrious. “Not well, 'm afraid. Not
well at all.”

“May I see her?”

“I don’t think that is wise. Robert is with her now—"

“I’'d like to see her,” Paul stated.

He crossed the room and opened the bedroom door, ignoring
her objections, and reached the foot of the bed just as Robert
glanced around. “I must ask you to leave,” the man ordered sharply,
“she is not well enough to receive visitors.”

Paul was not listening, his face a mask of horror as he looked
down at Colette. Her eyes were closed, and he was grateful for
that, fearing what they might tell him if they opened. Then they
were open, and he nearly cried as she attempted to smile. “Good
God, Colette,” he muttered impulsively.

“Do I look that wretched?” Her lame laugh erupted into a
racking cough.

“Out!” Robert commanded. “I want you out of here! You're
upsetting her!”

“No!” she begged. “Please—" Before she could finish, she was
coughing again.

“I said, youre upsetting her!”

Paul was hearing none of Robert’s fulminating nonsense. He
rounded the far side of the bed and attempted to help Colette sit
up to catch her breath. She burned beneath his touch.

“I'm all right now,” she whispered. “I'd just like a drink.”

“Paul, you must leave!”
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“Get her a goddamn drink!” Paul barked.

Agatha scurried to the pitcher and poured a glass of water,
bringing it to him. Colette swallowed only a sip before collapsing
back into the pillows. Beads of perspiration dotted her brow, and
Paul wiped them away.

“Thank you,” she breathed, clearing her throat.

“Can I get you anything else?”

“The children . .. Robert refuses .. .but I want to see my
children . ..

Paul nodded. “Then you shall.”

As he returned to the sitting room, Robert was right on his
heels, closing the door between the two chambers. “You cannot
mean to bring them here. She doesn’t have the strength—"

“What kind of physician are you, anyway?” Paul growled, fac-
ing him. “She’s been under your care for nearly a year now and
look at her!” Receiving no answer, he snorted in disgust. “Stay out
of my way!”

“This is not my fault!” Blackford rallied, calling to his back.
“She has pneumonia. Your little governess took her on a picnic in
the pouring rain. She caught a chill, and her lungs have filled with
mucus. She’s been fighting this newest malady for a full month
now.”

Paul rounded on him, but his ire flagged as swiftly as it had
spiked. He shook his head and left the room.

“One moment, Yvette!” Charmaine reproved as she opened
the door.

“Miss Ryan,” Paul greeted, her lovely face erasing the memory
of Colette’s ghastly visage.

“Paul!” she exclaimed, glad beyond words.

At the mention of his name, everyone in the room perked up,
and even Frederic brightened, releasing Pierre who had been sitting
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in his lap. “Come in, please come in,” she invited. “When did you
arrive?”

“An hour ago,” he answered, ruffling Pierre’s hair and hugging
Jeannette who had scampered over to greet him.

Yvette remained next to her father, who sat at her desk. “Mama
is very ill,” she informed him, as if that were the only thing that
mattered now.

“Yes, I know. She’s been asking for you. Would you like to see
her?”

“Oh yes!” they answered in unison.

“But”™—he admonished—"she has a high fever. You mustn’t
force her to talk, and you may stay only a short time. Do you un-
derstand?”

They nodded.

He had just lifted Pierre into his arms when Agatha appeared
in the doorway, her face ashen. “It is time. Robert fears it is time.”

Death . . . it hung in the room with a life of its own. The gath-
ered assembly could feel it—smell it—taste it. There was no es-
caping the sound of it: Colette’s labored wheezing, the dogged
coughing, and now the whimpers of her loved ones. Charmaine
closed her eyes to the telltale finale. Why in heaven’s name did we
bring the children here?

In the throes of her extremity, Colette’s unique beauty was
only a memory, scarred by the unholy battle she had fought:
hooded eyes sunken, lips chafed raw, sallow complexion drawn
over skeletal cheeks, lovely hair matted and coarse.

Yvette faced the truth first, bravely inching closer, silent tears
trickling down her cheeks. “Mama, I'm here,” she said, taking her
hand.

Colette attempted to smile up at her.

Jeannette followed, falling to her knees beside the bed. When
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Colette closed her eyes, she buried her face in the bed linen and
wept.

“Don’t cry,” Colette beseeched, mustering the strength to
stroke her daughter’s hair. “I'm happy—" The remark hung unfin-
ished as she suffered through another fitful cough.

Blackford sidestepped Paul, who stood sentry against interfer-
ence. “The children have had their time,” he directed, reaching the
bed. “This visit is upsetting everyone, specifically Colette. No
good will come of it.”

It was true, but Paul couldn’t ignore Colette’s tormented en-
treaty of: “No! Please! A moment longer . ..” He passed Pierre to
Charmaine, then pulled Robert aside. “I want you to stay,” Colette
was saying, her voice low and raspy.

“We will, Mama,” Yvette whispered, fighting the fire in her
throat. “We’ll stay as long as you like.”

Colette considered Jeannette again, the child’s sobs increasing.
“Sweetheart, you mustn’tcry . . .

“I—I can’t help it!” Jeannette gasped. “You can’t die!
[—I—won’t let you die! I love you too much!” She rose from her
knees, leaned across the bed, and wrapped her arms around her
mother, as if she could squeeze the demon of death from her.

Charmaine’s embrace quickened around Pierre. His whimpers
had intensified, yet, she took succor from him, grateful to have
someone to hold. She pressed his head to her bosom and shielded
him from the avalanche of grief.

Rose stepped out of the shadows and bent over Jeannette.
“Come, darling,” she comforted, separating the girl from Colette,
“say goodbye to your mother.”

“No!” Jeannette cried, struggling to be free. “I won’t leave
her!”

Colette broke into another rattling cough, unable to catch her
breath this time, the convulsion worse than the others.
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Robert rushed forward again, pulling her upright and striking
her back until the spasm subsided. “She cannot withstand this
strain!” he remonstrated sharply, his accusatory gaze leveled on
Jeannette, who’d retreated, terror-stricken, to the edge of the bed.

“I'm all right,” Colette panted, sucking in shallow pockets of
air.

“Come, Jeannette,” Rose cajoled, gathering her in tender arms,
“your mother must rest. Give her a kiss.”

Jeannette obeyed, her lips lingering on her mother’s cheek.
“Mama? I love you Mama.”

Colette’s hand found hers. “And I love you,” she murmured,
her grip tightening momentarily.

Jeannette abruptly stood and tore from the room.

Paul followed.

Yvette stood fast, her eyes fixed on her mother, aware that
Rose had come round to her side of the bed. “Mama? You'll be all
right without me?”

Colette shook her head slightly. “I won’t be without you. I'll
always be here . . . in this house . . . with you, Yvette.” She cleared
her throat. “Yvette . . . you’ll take care of your brother and sister
for me? You're very strong. Promise me . . . promise me you'll al-
ways stay together.”

“I promise, Mama. Don’t worry about them.”

Satisfied, Colette beckoned for a final embrace, her arms like
deadweights as they closed over Yvette’s shoulders.

“Good-bye, Mama,” Yvette choked out. “I love you!” With a
swift kiss, she broke free and fled.

Colette turned her head aside and, unmindful of the doctor’s
reprimands, wept. Her anguish spiraled when she realized Rose
and Charmaine were leaving as well. “Please!” she gasped, her
voice barely audible. “Please ... my son...I want to hold my

»

son.
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No one seemed to hear. Robert was wiping her brow, and Ag-
atha was whispering in his ear. The governess was leaving, and she
had not kissed her son goodbye. “Please!” she called out desper-
ately.

As Charmaine reached the doorway, Frederic detained her, al-
lowing only Rose to pass. “My wife wants to see Pierre,” he said,
nodding toward the bed.

Slowly, Charmaine turned back into the room.

“Pierre,” Colette sighed, reaching out feebly. “Pierre,” she called
again, smiling weakly when Charmaine sat him on the bed.

Her joy was swiftly snuffed out. The three-year-old was terri-
fied and wanted nothing to do with her, moaning loudly as she
caressed his head. He clambered to the edge of the mattress, reach-
ing for Charmaine.

The woman in this bed was not his mother. His mama was
gentle and beautiful, not ravaged and worn. He pulled himself to
his knees and buried his face in Charmaine’s skirts.

Colette closed her eyes to sorrow. When she opened them
again, they held the light of resignation. “Charmaine,” she
breathed, hand extended.

Charmaine grabbed hold quickly and squeezed Colette’s fin-

gers.

“You'll . . . you'll take care of him?”

“You needn’t worry. Colette. I'll take good care of Pierre and
the girls.”

“And . . . you'll give him . . . all the love he needs.”

“Yes, Colette. I shall love him as if he were my own. Now,
please, don’t try to speak anymore. Please rest.”

“But him!” Colette struggled anew, as if Charmaine hadn’t
understood. Frantically, she grasped at Pierre in an attempt to reach
his governess. “He needs you the most . . . because he’s the most
vulnerable . . . and I wasnt able to give him . . . what he—"
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“Pierre will be fine,” Charmaine promised, lifting him clear
off the bed, chasing away her tears with the back of one hand.

Colette nodded and, drained, closed her eyes again.

“Goodbye, Colette,” she forced out, returning Pierre’s tenacious
hug. “Thank you for all you've given me, my dear, dear friend.”

Colette heard the earnest declaration, took it to her heart. Love
him, she prayed again.

The door closed softly behind Charmaine, leaving only three
to their grim vigil. Frederic’s deep voice shattered the solemnity.
“Leave us.”

Robert faced him. “Frederic, there is little time for that now.”

“Leave us, man, and leave us now. I will give my wife every-
thing she needs. Now clear out!”

The physician’s mouth clamped shut. In less than a minute, he
and his sister were gone, the bedroom suddenly empty. Empty—so
cruel in its irony. Would his heart always brim with grief when he
felt most empty? He had made it so.

It was a long time before Colette’s children slipped into the
oblivion of sleep. Paul and Rose attempted to console them, and
Rose finally succeeded in getting Pierre to close his eyes. But in the
end, Charmaine’s gentleness dried the girls’ tears. When Paul and
Rose departed, they spoke for a long time. Charmaine had, after
all, lost her own mother. But she refused to listen to talk of death.
“Your mother is sleeping just down the hallway,” she insisted.
“We're not giving up hope. Let us say our prayers. Let us pray to
St. Jude. Miracles can happen.”

When they were asleep, Charmaine went down to the drawing
room, something she hadn’t done for a long time. She was happy to
find Paul there, even though he was discussing Colette’s condition
with Agatha, Robert, and Rose. As she entered the parlor, Agatha

threw her a nasty look, but Paul welcomed her into their company.
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“As I was saying,” the doctor continued, “any strength Colette
possessed deteriorated long before the pneumonia set in. She was,
and still is, ill equipped to fight such a malady. The next twenty-four
hours should tell the tale.”

“Meaning?” Paul bit out.

“If she can hold on until the fever breaks, she may have a
chance.”

“Is there nothing you can give her in the interim?”

“Unfortunately, she has eaten little and has vomited the rest,
including my strongest compounds.” Blackford shook his head.
“No, she must fight this on her own. Now, if you'll excuse me, I
must see—

Paul grabbed hold of his arm. “Robert, my father is with her.
Give them some time alone.”

The doctor looked down at the hand that waylaid him and
abruptly pulled away. “An hour—T’ll give him one hour.” With
that, he was gone.

“Paul,” Agatha began, “Robert has tried, really, he has. I can
attest to the hours he’s passed over Colette’s bedside. He’s forfeited
his other patients just to be here, round the clock.”

“I'm sure,” Paul grumbled, rubbing the back of his neck.

“Agatha is right,” Rose interjected. “Robert has done every-
thing in his power to combat this illness.”

“It’s my fault,” Charmaine added, guilt-ridden over the part
she had played. “Colette was feeling better a month ago, and I sug-
gested a picnic. If we had arrived home before the rainstorm, she
would never have caught a chill.”

“Exactly!” Agatha piped in disdainfully. “It is beyond my com-
prehension that an educated person would coerce a frail woman
into traipsing far from her home in the first place.”

“Coerce?” Paul replied. “Come, Agatha, if Colette didn’t feel
well enough to go on this picnic, she would have had the good
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sense to stay home. As for Charmaine, how could she have pre-
dicted inclement weather? No one is to blame here. 'm just trying
to determine if something else can be done. Colette is a young
woman with three children who will be devastated if she—" He
feared finishing the thought.

Insulted, Agatha left the room.

Paul turned to Rose. “I've more faith in your remedies than all
of Robert’s prescriptions combined. If you will consider passing
the night at Colette’s bedside, I will tell him not to step foot in that
room unless he is summoned.”

“I'm at a loss,” she confided woefully, “but I would be pleased
to sit beside Colette for as long as I am permitted.”

Paul nodded, then watched her leave.

Charmaine regarded him. She’d so looked forward to his re-
turn, felt terrible he’d come home to heartache. “It has been miser-
able here without you.”

In spite of himself, he smiled. “I suppose that means you
missed me.”

“I did miss you. It was as if disaster befell Colette the moment
you left.”

“She hasn’t been ill all that time, has she?”

“She’s never been truly well,” Charmaine said. “After Christ-
mas her health continued to decline. Dr. Blackford’s biweekly vis-
its became every-other-day visits. Some days, she’d seem improved,
but when we grew hopeful, she’d have another relapse. Then she
contracted this ‘pneumonia.’” After that, Dr. Blackford was here
nearly every day. It has been a terrible ordeal, as much for the chil-
dren as for Colette.”

“At least they have you, Charmaine. Colette is a wise woman.
She was right about you.”

Embarrassed, Charmaine lowered her eyes, but Paul pressed
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on. “I don’t want you blaming yourself. Colette has been weak for
quite some time. She should never have had Pierre . . .”

His words trailed off and he stared far into the distance—across
time.

“I must check on the children,” she said. “They’ve not been
sleeping well.”

Her voice drew him away from a multitude of disturbing

thoughts. “Yes, and I had better find Robert. Tonight he will not
disturb Colette with Ais educated ministrations.”

Frederic mopped Colette’s brow with the cool cloth.

Her eyes fluttered open. “You don’t have to stay—"

“Yes, I do,” he interrupted, his voice stern, but not harsh.
“Close your eyes and rest, Colette.”

But her gaze remained fixed on him as he turned back to
the basin of water, her parched lips trembling when she spoke.
“Promise—promise me you’ll not send Charmaine away if [—”

Frederic’s head jerked round, his severe regard stifling the om-
inous words.

“Please, Frederic . . . promise me,” she finished instead.

“If you will close your eyes, I will promise you anything, Co-
lette. Charmaine will always be welcome in this house, you needn’t
fear otherwise.”

Allayed, Colette closed her eyes.

With difficulty, Frederic dragged the heavy armchair close to
the head of the bed. There he remained, continually changing the
compresses as soon as they became warm, thankful when no one
returned to steal away this private time.

After a while, the heat gave way to severe chills, and though
Frederic thought she slept, Colette’s eyes flew open, and she began
to shiver uncontrollably. At a loss for what to do, he stood and



220 ‘DeVa Gantt

walked round the bed, settling on the mattress. He drew her into
his embrace and tucked the coverlet around her. Soon the warm
cocoon relieved the violent shudders. Her cheek rested upon his
chest, and slowly he felt her arm encircle his waist. He shifted,
pulling her more tightly against him. As he stroked her hair, her
rapid breathing grew easy and regular. He knew exactly when she
had fallen asleep.

The minutes ticked by, and Frederic thought back on all they’d
been through together, everything that had propelled them to this
moment. He savored the scorching heat that radiated from her
cheek, breasts, belly, and legs, branding him through the clothing
and healing his body with an infusion of pleasure.

The door creaked open, and Rose softly entered. Her eyes im-
mediately fell on the couple. Frederic’s finger came to his lips,
warning her to remain silent. She nodded and withdrew to the sit-
ting room, where she reclined on the settee. A great calm swept
over her, and she wondered if God had sent this egregious tribula-
tion to rectify the pain the family had suffered these past few
years. For the first time in years, Rose entertained the possibility of
hope.

Frederic, too, experienced an enormous surge of contentment.
Kissing his wife’s head, he pressed his own back into the pillows,
closed his eyes, and slept.

Friday, April 7, 1837

Morning dawned glorious. The storm had washed Charman-
tes clean, and the mistress’s suite reveled in the same redolent splen-
dor. Colette was improved.

She woke to find her cheek pressed to her husband’s chest and his
arms encircling her. He was snoring, and she cherished the sound
of it. Her nightgown clung to her, but she luxuriated in the warmth
of his body and, with a soft cough, cuddled closer. The movement
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awoke him. Before he could speak, she hugged him. His embrace
quickened in response. Then, he stroked her brow and caressed her
cheek.

Cool to the touch. Frederic closed his eyes in silent prayer,
thanking God for answering his supplication. He’d never waste
another moment with this woman.

Someone knocked, and he attempted to move, but Colette
held him fast. He smiled down at her, pleased when she shifted to
look up at him.

“Tell whomever it is to go away,” she whispered.

His fingers spanned her jaw, his thumb resting under her chin,
nudging her head farther back into his shoulder. Leaning forward,
he tenderly kissed her parched lips. She was unhappy when he
drew away.

“I'll not leave you again, ma fuyarde précieuse,” he vowed, “not
ever again.”

She choked back tears, devouring the words “my precious run-
away,” that special endearment she had not heard for so many
years.

Rose and Paul were at the door. “How is she?” they asked.

“Better,” Frederic answered, “the fever broke during the
night.”

“Thank God.”

Frederic nodded. “Rose, could you have Fatima prepare broth,
something light? She hasn’t eaten for days. And Paul, would you
tell the children they might visit later in the morning? They went
through a terrible ordeal last night.”

“What about you?” Paul asked. “Don’t you want to eat? Get
some rest?”

Frederic shook his head. “I'm fine. I'm going to stay right
here.”

Paul’s brow tipped upward, befuddled. His father should be
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tired, instead he was cheerful, energized, the aura emanating from
him more than relief. Rose must have felt it, too, for as they left the
mistress’s quarters, she was humming.

Paul’s thoughts rapidly turned to the other island. He'd be
able to transport the bondsmen there today and get them settled,
something he thought would have to wait.

Charmaine and the children were breakfasting when he deliv-
ered the miraculous news. The twins became animated and
bubbly, already planning for the wondrous future. Charmaine’s
exuberance ebbed, however, when Paul mentioned spending the
day and upcoming night on Espoir, insisting he must take advan-
tage of Colette’s recovery and at least establish the new crew on the
island. In his three-month absence, doom had reigned supreme.
His return had chased it away. But now he was leaving again, and
Charmaine feared the consequences of his desertion.

The arrival of Agatha and Robert in the dining room height-
ened her anxiety, their somber faces overshadowing the children’s
ebullience.

Paul leaned back in his chair and regarded them. “The fever
broke,” he informed them.

Blackford’s brow rose in surprise. “And shall I commend Rose
Richards for her nursing prowess?” he queried sarcastically.

“Actually, my father cared for Colette throughout the night,”
Paul replied. “Apparently, he was all she needed.”

“I would warn against an early celebration,” Robert rejoined.
“We've seen her improve before, just to have our hopes dashed.”

Paul’s face hardened, aware of the children’s interest in the
matter. “She will recover completely this time, Robert,” he threat-
ened.

The doctor snorted. “What is being done for her this morning?”

“When I left, Gladys and Millie were drawing her a bath, and

Fatima is preparing her something to eat.”
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“A bath? They are preparing her a bath? Have they gone mad?
Even if the fever has abated, she could easily catch another chill
and fall more gravely ill than before.”

Paul shrugged. “It is what she requested.”

Robert rubbed his brow before throwing his sister a beseech-
ing look, as if no one in the house, save her, would support him.
“The food,” he continued, “I hope it is something light, like soup
or broth?”

“I believe so. But you can check with Fatima.”

Fatima scurried around the kitchen, preparing not one, but
two trays. If the mistress was up to eating, so was the master, she
told Rose.

Rose agreed and helped lay serviettes and utensils on the trays.
“She’s better, Robert,” the elderly woman blithely announced as
the physician and his sister entered the kitchen, “and ready to eat
something.”

“So I've heard.”

He watched as the broth was ladled out, the toast buttered,
and the coffee poured. “I'll take this one,” he offered as he picked
up Colette’s tray of food. Fatima nodded and turned to ring for
Anna or Felicia. “That won’t be necessary,” he said. “Agatha is
coming with me. She can carry Frederic’s tray.”

Fatima held open the swinging door as sister and brother
headed for the mistress’s chambers.

Frederic ate most of the food laid before him. But Colette’s
tray would have to wait. His wife was in the middle of her bath, he
informed Robert and Agatha, and when she was finished, /e would
make sure she consumed something. Colette wanted to rest, un-
disturbed.

Again, Agatha bristled at the intended slight and sauntered
toward the door. Robert, on the other hand, warned Frederic of
the danger he was courting. “Her condition is fragile, Frederic.
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You and I both know she has had relapses before. As for this bath,
it is sheer folly. Mark my words: her fever will return before day’s
end. If you are wise, you will insist she eat and rest, nothing
more.”

Frederic nodded, but refused to speak.

“T will remain at the house,” Blackford continued, “in case I
am needed.”

Supported on either side by Gladys and Millie, Colette stepped
from the tepid tub water and walked the short distance to the arm-
chair, where they helped her dress. Though she shivered, she was
glad to be clean.

Millie began brushing out her hair, clicking her tongue in dis-
may as many golden strands were pulled free. “I fear this illness
has damaged your hair, Miss Colette,” she lamented, gaining her
mother’s immediate frown and swift shake of the head. The last
thing Gladys needed was her mistress asking for a mirror and fret-
ting over her cadaverous appearance. Colette needed happy words
right now.

They had just finished changing the bed linens when Frederic
rejoined his wife. Millie cast nervous eyes to the floor and curt-
seyed, but Gladys smiled. “I'll send Joseph in for the tub, sir,” she
said as she ushered her daughter from the room. “Will there be
anything else, sir?”

“Would you bring the food tray in?”

She complied, then quickly departed.

Frederic turned loving eyes on Colette. “Fatima prepared
something for you to eat. Do you think you could manage some
broth?”

She nodded with smiling eyes. Her face was so very drawn,
and yet today, it possessed a radiance he’d not seen for years. To
Frederic, she was beautiful.
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She took a small bite of toast and found even chewing an ef-
fort. When she reached for the spoon, her fingers refused to work.
“My hands are numb,” she complained.

Frederic drew a chair closer and took the utensil from her. “I
never thought I'd live to see this day, Colette,” he quipped, “or
perhaps you'd have me believe I am the stronger one.”

“We do make a pair,” she jested with a chuckle. It only served
to trigger another convulsive cough, which she struggled to sub-
due, exhausted by the time it had subsided. “I'm afraid it will be
some time before I'm improved.”

“You've improved already,” he countered lightly. “No more
talk of illness. We are going to nurse one another back to health.”

He extended the first spoonful of broth to her lips, but the
liquid had grown cold. The tray was sent back to the kitchen with
Joseph, who had come in for the tub, with orders the coffee and
broth be reheated.

In the interim, Frederic encouraged Colette to enjoy the fresh
air out on the veranda, and a chair was moved into the morning
sun. It was there the children found her.

“Mademoiselle Charmaine was right,” Jeannette laughed,
“miracles can happen! I'm going to say extra prayers to thank Jesus
and Mary and St. Jude.”

Frederic smiled at his daughters, happy for their happiness. He
regarded Pierre, who sat on a bench next to his mother, content to
let her stroke his hair. Today, he did not cry or pull away; today, he
recognized the woman who leaned forward and kissed his head.
Frederic would also thank God.

When Colette’s tray of food arrived, Charmaine nudged her
charges. “Come children, we have lessons, and it is important your
mother eat and rest so she recovers completely.”

Their father concurred. “You may see your mother again to-

morrow.”
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Pacified, they gave Colette one last kiss and scampered happily
across the balcony and back to the nursery. Once again, Frederic
proceeded to feed his wife. This time, the broth was hot and the
coffee, heavenly.

“Now,” he breathed as she finished the last few drops, sur-
prised by how much she had actually eaten, “it is time you were
back in bed, napping. I'll send Rose in to sit with you while I see
to myself.” When her eyes grew alarmed, he added, “I won’t be
gone for more than a half hour, and I promise, no pestering from
Agatha or Robert today. I told them to stay far away earlier this
morning.”

“Thank you, Frederic.”

He gently drew her out of the wing chair and into his arms.
Her frail body was soft and feminine against him, evoking exqui-
site, scintillating sensations where the two met. For the first time
in years, he kissed her as a man kisses a woman, the tender em-
brace blossoming into passion as his mouth opened hers.

She grabbed hold of him to steady her reeling senses, intoxi-
cated by the power, the smell, the feel, the very essence of him.
Slowly, his lips traveled on, across her cheek and to her neck, where
he buried his head in her hair and whispered endearments near her
ear.

“I love you, Colette. I've always loved you.”

Recalling the last time she had heard those words, she turned
her face into his shirtfront and whimpered joyfully.

When she was back in bed, she remembered the letter she had
written and wondered if she had done the right thing. A voice from
within whispered she had. She closed her eyes and fell into a peace-
ful sleep.

Frederic had barely finished dressing when there came a fervid
knocking on his dressing room door. Travis opened it, muttering
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something about patience. His wife stood there, ashen-faced. “It’s
Miss Colette—she’s ill again!”

Robert Blackford was quickly summoned. Frederic was thank-
ful the man had remained in the house, but he cursed himself for
ignoring the physician’s advice. Her fever raged anew, and now, she
was vomiting with acute stomach cramps. What had happened?
He knew: the bath, the food on an empty stomach, and her excur-
sion from the bed.

Blackford attempted to give her a draught of elixir, but she
expelled that right away, doubling over in agony. He stood, shook
his head in trepidation, and glared contemptuously at Frederic.

Frederic was grateful he didn’t say, “I warned you.”

Rose took up her post at Colette’s bed, mopping her fiery brow
with a cool cloth. Agatha demanded Gladys wash the chamber
pot, bring fresh linens, and draw cool water.

Frederic threw himself into the nearest armchair and buried
his head in his hands. A relapse . . . how many times had she had
them over the past year? Many, though none this severe. Still, she
had had them. Why then, did I tempr fate?

The day drew on, and Colette remained violently ill, coughing
and laboring to breathe. She didn’t have the strength to sit up and
needed help to lean forward when overcome with a wave of nausea.
She became delirious, soiled the bed, and slipped in and out of a
fitful slumber in which she uttered strange words and names.

Frederic forbade anyone to tell the children, and so, their af-
ternoon passed by happily. But Charmaine began to worry when
they took supper alone. No Rose, no Agatha, and no Robert Black-
ford, though she knew they were all in the house. If only Paul were
home . ..

As twilight fell, a calm pervaded the infirm room. Colette’s
vomiting had subsided. Only the fever remained. Still, the two
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men and two women kept up their bedside vigil. When the clock
tolled nine, Frederic broke the solemnity. “Robert, Agatha, Rose,
why don’t you three have supper and retire? Colette has been rest-
ing for some time now. If I need you, I will send Travis.”

They nodded, knowing there was little more anyone could do,
except wait and pray. Perhaps this night would be as kind as the
last.

“If there is any change whatsoever—if she deteriorates or im-
proves,” Robert admonished, “I want to be called immediately. I
will not abide any more of these old-fashioned remedies. She is my
patient. ’'m the one who will see her well again, God willing.”

His heart heavy with guilt, Frederic nodded. “As you say,
Robert.”

When they were alone, he limped to the bed. This morning
he’d felt whole; tonight, he was weary, crippled again. “Colette?” he
queried softly, the mattress sagging under his weight. “Colette?”
he called again, grasping her fiery hand.

She was awake, the glassy gaze now regarding him, revealing
she had heard every word. He was shaken by her scrutiny. It was as
if she were trying to see into his heart, to know whether the last
hours they had spent together had been real. Suddenly, he wanted
her to see every fiber of his agony, and his eyes welled.

“I love you, too,” she whispered.

He was astounded, and the ache in his breast ruptured. “Oh
God, Colette, for so many years I've waited to hear those words.
Why now?”

“I thought I hated you,” she choked out. “Because of my in-
jured pride, I wanted to hate you . . . I was a fool, Frederic. Later,
when I knew, when I longed to tell you, I thought it was too
late . . . I thought you despised me.” She was crying, too, her eyes
swimming with tears. “Frederic, ’'m sorry. Can you forgive me?”

She struggled to reach his arm, the fist pressed against mouth,



A Silent Ocean Away 229

but her hand dropped away. He grabbed hold of it and drew her
fingers to his lips. “Only if you can forgive me,” he pleaded
hoarsely.

“I did that a long time ago.”

She yearned for him to hold her again, yet she knew she must
broach the subject that could send him away forever. “John,” she
breathed, bravely forging forward, “he needs your love, even more
than I do . .. 'm worried for you both, Frederic. I'm not going to
get better. Please promise me—"

“Ssh,” he said, placing a finger to her lips. “I love him as much
as I love you, Colette. The past is over. Let us look to the
future—together.”

The hatred of yesterday was gone. Today, love prevailed, and
for the first time in her life, she didn’t fear tomorrow. Closing her
eyes, a great calm washed over her. “Hold me tightly like you did
last night,” she entreated. “I want your arms around me again.”

Frederic doffed his clothing and climbed into the bed. Like
the night before, she was burning up with fever and shivered as a
wave of cool air wafted beneath the blanket. Quickly, she nestled
against him, caressing his chest, savoring the warmth of his body
stretched full length next to hers, the strong arms that encircled
her. He stroked her hair, her shoulders, her back as he kissed the
top of her head again and again. She closed her eyes in unsurpassed
happiness. Is there any better way to leave this world? she wondered
with a prayer of thanksgiving. They fell into a peaceful slumber,
one from which Colette never awoke.



Chapler 8

Sunday, April 9, 1837

N a shower of spring brilliance and crystal-blue skies, Colette

Duvoisin was laid to rest. As the sun climbed to its zenith, a
throng of mourners left the manor’s chapel and headed north to
the estate’s private cemetery, a gnatrled, ill-kept plot of land popu-
lated with brambles, wild flowers, and stark, jutting headstones
that reached heavenward. Here the morbid procession stopped, al-
lowing the pallbearers room to lay down their feather-light burden
on the cushioning briars. Then the circle closed around the pine
coffin, the mourners drawing solace from one another as they
awaited the closing eulogy.

Finality greater than death gripped them, an overwhelming
loss that continued to intensify. Yesterday, they had walked in a
daze. But today, the firmament illuminated the unfathomable
truth, the mortal truth: Colette Duvoisin was dead, and no
one—no private prayers, nor dreams of the past—would bring her
back. She was gone from them forever, and many weeks would
pass before the pain subsided.

The twins were unusually silent, their blue eyes spent of tears,
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their stoic stance belying the torture Charmaine knew ravaged
their hearts. Yesterday, those eyes had not been dry for more than
a moment at a time, and poor little Pierre, too young to truly com-
prehend the finite event, was caught up in their acute remorse,
sobbing over their distress. Today, Rose had remained behind with
him, maintaining the cemetery was no place for a three-year-old
and she would visit it soon enough. But Colette’s daughters were
determined to join the procession, sitting ramrod straight through-
out the entire funeral Mass, standing and following the pallbearers
from the chapel without so much as a glance in anyone’s direction,
their eyes trained on the coffin that held their beloved mother.
Charmaine’s breast ached for their terrible loss, all the more excru-
ciating in her inability to comfort them.

She remembered Jeannette’s innocent query when they re-
ceived the devastating news. “What happened to our miracle, Ma-
demoiselle Charmaine?”

“I know what happened!” Yvette burst out. “God was only
pretending to hear our prayers! I'm never going to pray to Him or
St. Jude ever again!”

“You don’t mean that,” Charmaine consoled. “It’s your pain
talking.”

“I do mean it!” she shouted, erupting into tears. “I do!”

Charmaine had searched for words of solace, but they eluded
her. She attempted to recall Father Michael Andrews’s eulogy at her
own mother’s funeral, to no avail. Either her grief had been too
profound to hear the priest’s kind words or his remorse too great to
impart them. She embraced Yvette instead and allowed her to cry
into her skirts, stroking her hair until she was worn out and heav-
ing. Jeannette wept next, and it was thus they passed that first aw-
ful day.

Today, as Charmaine stood on the knoll, memories of her own
mother’s death besieged her. She relived the suffering of those first
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few days, her feelings of abject hopelessness. She had been older
than the girls, an adult really. Yvette and Jeannette, on the other
hand, were so young. How would they endure? Suddenly, Char-
maine’s prayers changed. She no longer offered them for Colette.
The fair woman rested in heaven. Instead, Charmaine prayed for
the twin sisters, that the weeks ahead would heal their hearts. Last
night, they had cried out in their sleep for her, and that was a good
sign. Charmaine would always be there for them, just as she had
promised Colette.

As Father Benito St. Giovanni stepped forward, Charmaine
surveyed the assembly that numbered nearly a hundred strong. It
seemed the entire town, or at least its workers, had traveled the
nine-mile distance to pay their final respects. As for those who
lived and worked on the Duvoisin estate, only George and his
grandmother were absent.

Again she puzzled over the man’s whereabouts this past week
and remembered Rose’s words. “He’s attending to an errand for
Colette.” What did that mean? Charmaine thought it wise not to
ask. But just yesterday, she’d been privy to the whispered gossip
coming from Felicia and Anna. “He’s traveled to Virginia.” But
why? The answers would have to await his return.

Charmaine’s gaze continued to travel from face to foreign face,
alighting on two she recognized: Harold Browning and Wade
Remmen. Slowly, warily, her eyes left the arc and settled for one
uncomfortable moment upon the two men standing apart from
the crowd.

Frederic shunned the large circle of mourners, leaning heavily
on his black cane, dismissing the stalwart son who flanked his left
side. Like his daughters, his heart was locked away. He had not
emerged from his chambers since leaving his wife’s deathbed, and
Charmaine surmised those quarters would once again become his
prison. She was mistaken in believing he’d come to console the
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children yesterday or this morning, for he refused to even look
their way, his eyes trained on his wife’s coffin. Charmaine sadly
realized his easy dismissal of the girls and Pierre was as much a
punishment for himself as it would become for them. Their mu-
tual sorrow and the comfort they could have drawn from one an-
other might have been the start of healing, but such was not to be
the case. Why, then, had he labored from chapel to graveyard, this
man who wanted to brood alone, who wanted no one to console
him, who rarely left his rooms, this effete man whose love of wife
Charmaine had often doubted? Why had he taken up his place
beside Colette’s casket this morning? Because he loved her . . . just
as Colette had loved him.

As the crowd pressed forward to better hear Father Benito’s
final benediction, Frederic held his ground, his eyes barren, the
polar opposite of Friday, when they had visited Colette on the bal-
cony. Instantly, Charmaine’s heart was rent by another devastating
thought: Colette’s dreadful illness had drawn them together, end-
ing their estrangement. How terribly tragic that love had come too
late—that their eleventh hour affection had been laid to waste at
the toll of twelve. No wonder Frederic wanted to mourn alone. He
was damning the world, damning himself. Charmaine shuddered,
though the April sun was quite warm. With growing alarm, she
wondered where the mortal event would lead this already embit-
tered man. Instinctively, she knew the days and weeks ahead would
be bleak, more so than she had feared at the start of this dreadful
day.

Late the next evening, Paul knocked on the nursery door.
Charmaine, happy to have a moment alone with him, stepped out
into the hallway.

“How are they?” he whispered.

“They’re sleeping now, but I don’t know for how long.”
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He studied her face compassionately. “How are you?”

“Better than the girls,” she murmured.

“But you've been crying.”

“For them. They’re devastated, Paul. I don’t know who’s more
upset, the girls or Pierre.” Her voice grew raspier. “He doesn’t un-
derstand why he can’t go to see his mother and—"

Paul was not immune to her tears, and his eyes welled in re-
sponse, but he hid the unmanly display behind the hand he brought
to his brow.

“They refuse to eat,” she finally continued. “I'm at a loss as to
what to do.”

“There is nothing you can do, Charmaine. Give them time.
They need to be sad for a while.”

“Do you think your father would let them visit his chambers?”
she asked hopefully. “I think he would be a comfort to them, and
they to him.”

“No,” Paul replied, unsettled by the suggestion. “His grief is
too great.”

Though dissatisfied with his answer, she didn’t press him. She
needed to draw strength from someone. “At least you're here for
them,” she said instead.

He inhaled. “Actually—I have to leave for Espoir at dawn. I
spent today getting the business on Charmantes in order, but I'm
needed there. Until George returns, I'm extremely pressed. You do
understand, don’t you?”

“Yes, you're abandoning us again,” she blurted out.

“That’s a harsh statement,” he objected, grimacing inwardly.
“The lumber has been delivered, the foundation for the new house
laid, and, now, before the rains are upon us, I need to enclose the
building. I've hired carpenters and contracted an architect, who
can only remain in the Caribbean for a month. Aside from that,

the men are awaiting work. I have to be there.”
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“You're right,” she tried to agree. “It will be better for you to
keep busy.”

Her conciliatory sentiment cut more deeply than her accusa-
tory one, and he found himself torn. “I promise to return by week’s
end. We can take the children on an outing together, lift their
spirits.”

“They should like that,” she replied, forcing a smile.

“Good. Then it’s a date.”

The weekend came, but Paul never returned. Word was sent
that a “catastrophe” prevented him from leaving Espoir. He’d
see them sometime during the following week. It was just as well.
The girls were still grieving; they’d never have agreed to go any-
where.

Sunday, April 30, 1837

Colette had been dead for three weeks, and conditions in the
manor had not improved, leastwise not where the children were
concerned. The “date” Paul had planned weeks ago had finally
arrived, but the girls refused to participate, their remarks dis-
dainful.

“If they do not want to go, don’t force them,” he rejoined
curtly, annoyed he’d suspended his grueling schedule specifically
to be with them. A confrontation with his father earlier in the
morning had set the mood for an aggravating day, and now he
wished he hadn’t returned at all.

Exasperated, Charmaine decided to leave them to lament. She
and Pierre would accompany Paul into town, and as they departed
the grounds, the girls might possibly change their minds. They
didn’t, and only Rose waved goodbye when the landau pulled
away, promising to look in on the twins throughout the after-
noon.

Unlike his sisters, Pierre was happy, recovered. Innocent of the
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grave event that had shaken the rest of the house, he showered
Charmaine with the love he had once bestowed upon his mother
and blew kisses to Nana Rose as he tried to lean farther out the
window of the conveyance and shout “bye-bye.”

The closed carriage bobbed down the quiet road, but the si-
lence within was not peaceful. Paul stared pensively out the win-
dow, his countenance dour.

Charmaine spoke first. “How is your father?”

He snorted, then rubbed the back of his neck. “Not well, 'm
afraid. More despondent than my sisters, in fact. I think I made
matters worse this morning.”

“I don’t see how,” she commented derisively. “The children
haven’t seen him since the funeral. They’ve not only lost their
mother, but their father as well.”

“I'm afraid you’re wrong, Charmaine. Matters can grow worse,
much worse. My father has vowed to follow Colette to the grave,”
he whispered, fearful Pierre might understand, “and I'm beside
myself as to what to do.”

Charmaine shuddered at the thought. “Perhaps he should see
the children, see what he’d be leaving behind.”

“Do you really want to subject them to that, Charmaine?”

Again she shuddered, and the remainder of the ride passed in
silence.

Charmaine was uncertain if it was Pierre’s exuberance or the
bustling town that lightened their moods, but the afternoon turned
somewhat pleasant as they strolled along the boardwalks, greeting
people they met, mostly Paul’s acquaintances. They arrived at the
mercantile where Madeline Thompson welcomed them. “My
goodness, Pierre, how you've grown in just a month!”

The boy giggled, happily accepting the peppermint stick she
offered.
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“Where are the girls?”

“I'm afraid they’re still in mourning, Maddy,” Paul explained.

The woman’s eyes filled with tears. “Why don’t you take them
two sweets as well?” she said, allowing Pierre to choose.

They browsed a bit. Charmaine kept returning to a bolt of
yard goods and finally decided to purchase a length of the pretty
fabric. “Jeannette has taken quite an interest in sewing, and Yvette
may perk up if I suggest she design a frock.”

Paul smiled down at her, glad his sisters had Charmaine to fret
over them. He refused to allow her to pay, telling Maddy to add
the cost of the material to his monthly bill. He insisted she select
something for herself, but she dismissed the idea, telling Pierre to
choose a toy instead.

Shortly afterward, they left the store. They’d been away from
the house for little more than two hours, but when Paul asked,
“Where to next?” he knew Charmaine had had enough of the
town.

“I really should be getting back to check on the girls.”

“You are a wonder, Miss Ryan,” he said, white teeth flashing
for the first time that day. She looked innocently up at him, and he
had the impulse to kiss her right there in the middle of the public
thoroughfare. But that would surely inhibit the friendship growing
between them, a friendship similar to the one he had shared with
Colette. His passionate bend was swept away. He scooped up
Pierre instead, and together, they crossed the street.

They had just arrived at the livery when Buck Mathers hailed
them down, out of breath. “They need you at the dock, Mr. Paul.
There’s a big problem.”

Paul shook his head in vexation, but Charmaine soothed the
situation. “You go ahead. We have a carriage and a driver. We can

find our way home.”
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“Tll be there for dinner,” he promised, setting Pierre to the
ground.

Charmaine nodded, encouraging the three-year-old to wave as
the two men rushed off.

Thursday, May 11, 1837

Charmaine massaged her throbbing temples and collapsed
into the armchair. The evening air was silent, but not peacefully
so. Not one sniffle wafted on the breeze, though the French doors
were open in the adjoining room. The unknowing ear would as-
sume the children slept, but she knew better, certain that two sets
of eyes stared dismally into space.

She hadn’t meant to speak harshly to them, upsetting little
Pierre in the process, but Yvette and Jeannette’s depression—their
drawn faces—could no longer be borne. They consumed very little
food, and the effect was haunting. They’d become miniature rep-
licas of their mother in the days before her death and, from what
Charmaine had heard whispered, imitators of their father. Time
would heal them, everyone kept insisting, time and limitless love,
yet these had yielded little. Even Rose seemed incapable of mitigat-
ing their grief.

The blessing of sisterhood was now a liability, and the desola-
tion they read in each other’s faces was beginning to affect Pierre,
who already cherished memories of his mother. Just tonight, they
cruelly chastised him when he innocently called Charmaine
“Mama” instead of “Mainie.” With bottom lip quivering, he ran to
her, crying hysterically as he buried his face in her skirts.

It was the last straw. “This sniveling has gone on long enough!”
she struck out, furious. “Look what you've done, making Pierre
feel guilty just because he’s happy again. Why? Do you want to add

to your mother’s suffering?”
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Yvette retaliated with: “Mama isn’t suffering anymore—only
we are!”

“You think not?” Charmaine countered. “You think she’s found
peace knowing her children can’t be happy without her? How can
she even think about heaven when the two of you hold her bound
to earth, imprisoned in this very room with your self-pity?”

The plausible words sent Jeannette into tears. “You—you
make it sound as if we shouldn’t miss her—as if—as if we shouldn’t
cry for her!”

Charmaine’s face softened, yet her voice remained hard. If a
dose of severity were efficacious in getting them to talk to her,
she’d lace her words with it. “Youre not crying for your mother.
You're crying for yourselves.”

“What's wrong with that?” Yvette demanded.

“Not a thing, had it been a month ago or a few times each day.
But you have been crying every hour of every day for too many
days now. You're not even trying to accept the Good Lord’s deci-
sion to take your Mama to paradise with Him. She should be at
peace now, not worrying over you. But you've not thought of any-
one but yourselves—not your brother, not your father, nor anyone
else in this house who grieves as you do. Poor Mrs. Henderson, she’s
so upset you won't touch the special treats she’s prepared just for you,
that you're withering away. And Nana Rose, she’s known your mama
longer than the two of you have, and have you hugged her even
once? Or your brother Paul, who took time out of his busy schedule
to spend the day with you? You cast aside his attempt to console you
and hurt him. I'm ashamed of you! And what of me? Do you realize
how difficult it’s been for me to watch you like this?”

Charmaine sighed deeply, her voice growing irenic. “I under-
stand your tears, and I know there will be many more over the
months to come, but not like this. Right now, they’ve become a
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terrible burden to all of us. If you really miss your mother, if you
truly want to make her happy, you'd best dry those eyes and start
living. I'm certain wherever you run, wherever you play, your mother
will be watching from heaven. I'm equally certain she’d enjoy seeing
you smile a great deal more than she would seeing you cry.”

The room fell silent. Surprisingly, neither offered a rebuttal.

Charmaine walked over to Pierre, pleased to find her lecture
had lulled him to sleep. She crossed to the doorway and stopped.
“You can’t bring your mother back with tears,” she concluded. “I
wish you could, but you can’t. She’s been dead for over a month
now, and during that month, you've ravaged her soul in much the
same way her illness ravaged her body. It is time to show her how
much you really love her.”

Now, minutes later, sitting alone in her bedroom, Charmaine
wondered if they had listened or shut her out. Had she been too hard
on them? Hurt them? Suddenly, she was angry with herself. Return-
ing to the nursery, she was astonished to find them asleep. Maybe
they had heard. Maybe God would answer her prayers this night.

Wednesday, May 17, 1837

Disgusted, Agatha Ward lifted the untouched tray of food and
left the master’s quarters. Frederic refused to eat, deciding two
weeks ago this was the easiest way to follow his wife to the grave.
He had not wavered from his insane plan. Nor had he budged
from the chair that faced Colette’s bedchamber, as if she still lay on
the other side of the connecting portal.

Starvation was an ugly thing, but Agatha would not allow him
that final triumph. She’d arrest the situation before it was too late.
To that end, she swiftly stepped in for Travis Thornfield, horrified
to learn ten days had lapsed. The manservant, beside himself with
worry, was only too happy to allow her to take charge.

That had been three days ago, three days of ineffectual empa-
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thizing, coaxing, reasoning, entreating, and finally, ranting. Agatha’s
thoughts raced to Paul, wishing him home. But even if the younger
man were here, what could he do that she hadn’t already tried?
Nothing,.

Frederic, refusing everything but water, was a wretched sight
to behold, with a full fortnight’s beard, disheveled hair, gaunt
cheeks, and crazed eyes. His tailored clothing hung limp from his
emaciated body. But his weakness was deceptive: cross the line,
challenge his suicidal crusade, and his despondency evaporated
like a drop of water in a scorching desert, replaced by a rabid fury
that shook even his stalwart sister-in-law.

Tonight, Agatha would not be shaken or deterred. Tonight she
would win this unholy war. She looked down at the tray once more,
then back at the closed door. If Frederic wanted to dwell on his
dead wife, she would make him think again. The time had come to
remind him exactly what type of woman Colette had been—to
make him reconsider his misplaced affections. A drastic measure,

perhaps, but dire circumstances called for merciless intervention.

Robert Blackford hastened to the Duvoisin estate and waited
patiently in the drawing room as Travis went in search of his sister.
He didn’t need to be told why he’d been urgently summoned at so
late an hour, though Agatha’s swiftly penned note painted a grue-
some picture. He’d heard of Frederic’s “grief” from any number of
patients throughout the week; the entire island loved gossip, espe-
cially Duvoisin gossip. Apparently, Frederic was not adjusting to
his wife’s demise.

If the rumors were as bad as they sounded, present condi-
tions threatened to eclipse those of the distant past. He chuckled
with the irony of it. Even the players were the same, save the wives.
A score and eight years ago, that role had been played by his
younger sister, Elizabeth. Her death had shaken the great Frederic
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Duvoisin’s sanity as surely as Colette’s death shook it now. There
had also been a child involved, an infant—John. Robert shud-
dered with the memory, and even today, wondered how Frederic
had survived intact. He remembered fearing for his own life;
Frederic had held him responsible for Elizabeth’s death. But then,
Robert blamed himself as well. True, the baby had been breech, a
dangerous delivery at best, but he had needed her to live, his own
happiness contingent upon her recovery. Yet, she slipped into un-
consciousness and never awoke, and Frederic had never forgiven
him.

But Elizabeth was not the problem this night, Colette was: A
new time, a new event, and for all the mirrored circumstances, a
new pain. There was Frederic’s age to consider, as well. He was no
longer a man of thirty-three, in the prime of life. He was over sixty
and badly beaten by a harsh world. He was also intent upon giving
up, bolstering the probability of success. Though the outcome
should have pleased Robert, bringing the long and winding road to
an end, he feared Frederic’s death would destroy Agatha. This
compelled him to intercede. For his twin sister, he would put a
stop to the man’s self-destruction.

At the sound of the drawing room door opening, he pivoted
around, placing under lock and key the painful decision he had
just made. “Miss Ryan,” he acknowledged in surprise, having ex-
pected a servant or his sister.

“Dr. Blackford,” she nodded, equally surprised. She had not
seen the man since Colette’s death and wondered why he was here
now.

“I suppose the children are abed?” he asked.

“Well over an hour ago,” Charmaine answered. “It’s quite
late.”

“So it is,” he said, checking his pocket watch. He snapped it
shut, replaced it, then considered her speculatively. Agatha held
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the girl both inadequate and insubordinate. Still, Robert wondered
what information he might garner if he drew her out. “How are
the children?”

Stunned, Charmaine canted her head. The man had never
conversed with her before. “Better,” she replied cautiously. “They’ve
accepted their mother’s passing, but as for their grief, it remains.
They have not forgotten her.”

“Nor should they. Nevertheless, you are to be congratulated
on seeing them through this terrible time,” he praised. “Agatha
tells me you have worked wonders. If only I could be that effective
when meeting with their father tonight.”

Charmaine didn’t require an explanation. Frederic had not
emerged from his impenetrable quarters since Colette’s death, and
the rumor he was starving himself had taken root. Thankfully,
Jeannette had stopped asking to visit him. Charmaine didn’t want
the children exposed to that horror.

Agatha arrived and whisked Robert away. Feeling lonely,
Charmaine rummaged through the music drawer and found the
piece she was seeking. It was perfect for this night: why not a
haunting melody to release the ghosts that trampled her soul? She
propped the pages on the piano stand, arranged her skirts, and let
her fingers sing,.

Frederic remained slumped in the high-backed armchair, con-
templating death and the ease with which it evaded him. A knock
at the door, and his listlessness gave way to ire. Damn them! When
would they accept his decision to die? Was he not master of this
house? Why, then, was everyone hell-bent on stopping him? He
would follow Colette into the next world, and those of this world
be damned if they didn’t like it!

He ignored the second rap, the third, and the fourth. But the
persistent intruders would not retreat. After the fifth knock, they
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entered without permission. Now, sister and brother hovered nearby,
assessing him as if he were not present. Robert stepped closer still,
abruptly gripping the arms of his chair. He leaned over and looked
him square in the face, willing his hooded eyes to lift in acknow-
ledgment. “Frederic?” he demanded.

Frederic remained impassive, affording not the slightest indi-
cation he’d heard or was aware of the “visitors” who had come to
converse with him.

Blackford straightened up and faced his sister, hands on hips.

“Didn’t I tell you?” Agatha whispered as if she knew he was
listening, yet not hushed enough to be inaudible. “He has been
like this for the better part of two weeks—since Paul left for Es-
poir.”

“And this will come to an end,” Blackford snarled. “Frederic—
look at me!”

Frederic tilted his head back and shot him a piercing glare.

The raw condemnation shook Robert. “That’s better,” he mut-
tered, nervously adjusting his waistcoat. He dragged a chair even
with Frederic, sat, and forced himself to meet the enraged gaze
levelly. With Agatha standing behind him, he could do this. “It is
time we talked,” he began. “Colette is dead, and nothing can
change that. You, on the other hand, are very much alive. This
lunacy stops tonight.”

The declaration elicited no reply, and though the eyes re-
mained stormy, Robert began doubting the man’s coherency.
“Frederic—are you listening to me?” he pressed. “Do you under-
stand what I'm telling you? You cannot go on like this! Surely you
don’t intend to meet such an end?” Still no response, just the
branding eyes. “I tell you, I won’t permit it,” he threatened. “Even
if I have to order you held down and force fed! Do you hear me?”

“The good doctor, come to save my life,” Frederic remarked,
his deep voice raspy, as if he worked hard at speaking. But for all
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his difficulty, the chilling statement was not lost on brother and
sister, who were taken aback.

“Yes,” Blackford reaffirmed as he squirmed in his chair, “if
need be.”

Frederic grunted. “I desire death, and you, dear friend, come
to interfere?”

The query was a slap in the face. “You don’t know what you
are about!” Robert railed, reflecting on the countless services he
had performed for this man for the better part of thirty years. “You
are mad if you think the afterlife is going to reward you with what
you desire!”

“What I desire?” Frederic thundered. “Whar I desire? T'll tell
you what I desire. I desire what you've taken from me! Not once,
but twice!”

Blackford bristled. The man did blame him! “I've taken noth-
ing from you,” he answered softly.

“Haven’t you?” Frederic sneered through parched lips. “Eliza-
beth wasn’t enough—”"

“There was nothing I could do!” Blackford expostulated, los-
ing his composure. “John’s was a breech birth and he—he alone
stole Elizabeth’s life. I thought you comprehended the severity of
that delivery!”

Frederic’s eyes grew baleful. “Leave me alone. I don’t want to
hear your excuses. I accepted them once, but never again.” He
bowed his throbbing head and grumbled, “You cannot explain
away Colette’s death so easily.”

“I will not be blamed again for a situation beyond my con-
trol!”

Frederic’s head snapped up. “Beyond your control, man? She was
under your constant care for nearly a year! How, in God’s name, did
the situation get beyond your control? And don’t talk to me about
this fancy condition you call ‘pneumonia’! If it was as deadly as you



246 DeVa Gantt

knew it to be, it should have been arrested in its infancy. You were
by her bedside for weeks! So tell me, Doctor—how can you stand
there and maintain the situation was ‘beyond your control’?”

“Because it was,” Robert bit out malignantly. “Colette did not
die of pneumonia, though it contributed to her weakness. I told
you years ago: No more children. Delivering twins was too much
for her. But did you listen? No, you pressed yourself upon her, and
she found herself carrying Pierre.”

Frederic’s jaw grew rigid, but Robert callously continued.
“Again, another strain, yet you were lucky, and she survived. But
she did not recover unscathed. Last spring, you almost lost her; the
most minor illness can easily take hold. And that is exactly what
happened with the pneumonia. But there’s more, Frederic. Not
one week after she contracted that infirmity, she suffered a miscar-
riage.”

Frederic inhaled sharply, and Robert fed on the man’s horri-
fied expression, his courage suddenly limitless. “That’s right—a
miscarriage. Her weakened constitution made it impossible to
carry the baby to term, and for days, I was unable to stem the
bleeding. That bath was the worst thing for her. I warned her. She
knew the risks.”

Then the shock was gone, supplanted by a demonic rage that
brought Frederic up and out of his chair like a man possessed.

Robert did not cower or gloat, his gaunt visage merely com-
passionate now.

Frederic halted in his tracks, revolted by the man’s show of
pity. “You realize what you are insinuating?”

“I realize what I have withheld from you,” Blackford answered
fatly.

“By God, why?” he exploded, swiping a nearby table clean
with his cane. The childish tantrum only incensed him further.
“Why was this information withheld? Why?”
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Robert came to his own feet, feeling at a disadvantage while
the fulminating man towered above him. “I knew the child could
not be yours,” he admitted freely, “and in Colette’s best interest, I
did as she requested. I held silent.”

Frederic felt a wave of nausea rising in the back of his throat.
He swallowed it, focusing instead on the questions he must ask.
“And after her death? Why didn’t you tell me then?”

“I feared for your well-being. What good would it do, except to
put you through the turmoil you now suffer? I had hoped to spare
you that.”

“When—when did she conceive?”

“Before Christmastide—perhaps November,” Blackford an-
swered coolly, “judging by the baby’s size.”

Frederic glared at him—Agatha next—but found nothing in
their faces to refute the brand of infidelity. “Get out,” he snarled.

Robert faltered, his sorrowful eyes questioning the edict.

“You heard me, man! The two of you—out! I won’t be de-
terred by a lie!”

Agatha stepped forward beseechingly. “Frederic, you are tor-
turing yourself, but this will never do. You have three children to
consider. They need you. Colette . . .” she paused, carefully choos-
ing her words “ . . was not Elizabeth. Yes, I know what you saw in
her, the many similarities. I saw them, too!” She breathed deeply,
reading Frederic’s surprise, pleased to know she was getting some-
where. “Naturally you were attracted to her. You thought of Co-
lette as your second chance. But she was not Elizabeth! Elizabeth
was a good and decent wife, a faithful wife. Elizabeth loved you.
But Colette, she never loved you as—"

“I've heard enough! I've made my decision—will see it to its

end.”
Robert shook his head. “Very well, Frederic. Think what you

will. Believe we are mendacious villains. But while you sit in your
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chair and contemplate what I've told you, remember that in dis-
crediting me, you've danced to the tune Colette has piped. Not
many a man would mourn a woman who has cuckolded him in his
own home, under his very nose.”

“Get out!” Frederic hissed, spitting venom at the man who had
completely overstepped his bounds. “Get out, or I'll have you
thrown out!”

Robert relented and, with his sister close behind, left the tor-
tured man. Frederic would have to make up his own mind.

Frederic had been alone for all of five minutes, yet that short
space of time was an eternity, an eternity to ponder one word: be-
trayal. He'd been betrayed, not once, but again and again! This
last time, the worst of all! How had she lain in his arms those last
two nights of her life, pretending at love, uttering precious words
that were nothing more than another lie? How he would love to
hold her again, for he’d take great pleasure in squeezing that life
from her with his bare hands! Yes, he wanted to murder, longed for
its satisfying, bittersweet taste.

He had mourned her for weeks, cursed himself for the hell he
had created for the two of them. Now he laughed with the ironic
insanity of it! He was the only one who had suffered, while she sur-
reptitiously crept from her rooms in the middle of the night and
into the arms of another. He’d been a fool—even in that last
month, when he had been beside himself with worry. He remem-
bered the night he’d gone to check on her. She wasn’t resting as
Blackford had ordered, and she wasn’t with the children! Again the
cane slammed down on the table. Who was her lover?

How she must be laughing! She had slyly made him feel guilty.
Well, no more! She had been the root of his misery for nearly ten
long years—a whore today, a whore since the day they’d met, and
all those days in between! Agatha was right: he’d hoped to replace
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Elizabeth with a snip of a girl who stirred sweet memories. But she
was not Elizabeth! She was a conniving, highborn slut, who had
nearly destroyed his family.

Bile rose in his throat again, and as he spewed the caustic acid
into the chamber pot, he hated more fiercely than ever before.

No one answered the bellpull. With clenched jaw, he forfeited
a third yank and savagely pulled open the hallway door. He limped
from his prison, surprised when the foyer clock tolled ten. But the
late hour did not deter him, and he nearly toppled Millie Thorn-
field as he reached the staircase.

The maid stifled a shriek, a hand flying to her mouth. “May I
help you, sir?”

“Where is your father?” he demanded, leaning heavily on his
cane, bone weary and irked by the girl’s gawking.

Millie hesitated, shaken by the master’s maniacal eyes. She
didn’t know her father’s whereabouts, but didn’t dare say so. “I'll—
I'll ind him, sir.”

“When you do, have him summon Benito Giovanni to the
house. Immediately!”

“Father Benito?”

“You heard me, girl! Now be about it! You are dallying!”

She bobbed before him, then raced down the stairs. But just
when she thought she was safe, his voice halted her. Looking up,
she awaited a possible countermand. But he stood deathly still,
head cocked to one side, eyes staring into space as he registered the
strains of the melody that carried from the drawing room. “Sir?”
she incautiously interrupted. “Was there something else?”

“Where is that music coming from?”

“From the front parlor, sir. Miss Ryan has been practicing that
piece all evening, sir.”

“Well, tell her to stop practicing it! Tell her to destroy it!”

“Sir?” Millie queried in renewed consternation.
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“Tell her I forbid her to play it. Tell her, if I hear so much as

one note of that particular piece again, she will be dismissed. Go!
Tell her!”

He is mad! Millie chanced one last look at the man. In a flurry
of skirts, she scrambled down the remaining stairs and fled the
foyer. Moments later, the haunting melody ceased and silence
blanketed the great house.

Father Benito St. Giovanni was rudely awoken at the ungodly
hour of eleven. The pummeling of a fist on his cabin door brought
him up and out of bed. In less than an hour, the priest, who owed
his life to both John and Paul Duvoisin, stood before their notori-
ous father. Aware of Frederic’s suicidal fast, he had expected to find
the man near death. Not so. Why, then, had he been summoned?
Frederic’s stormy eyes cued him the reason was not pleasant. Thus,
he bowed his head slightly and waited.

“Now, Father,” the patriarch of Charmantes began, taking a
long draw off a tall glass of brandy, relishing the fiery path it blazed
down his throat. It hadn’t dulled his senses or eased his anguish.
So much the better; it fueled his wrath and kept him focused. “I
want a name, and I want it now.”

Benito frowned slightly, but wisely held his tongue, forcing the
tormented man to expound.

Frederic leaned back in his chair, bemused by the padre’s cha-
rade of ignorance. The initial query had been spoken levelly. Obvi-
ously, Giovanni thought he had nothing to fear. Well, he’d soon
find out how mistaken he was. If this man of the cloth needed
further explanation, Frederic would oblige him. “Come, Father,
there’s no need to pretend you don’t know why you're here. Surely
you knew I'd find out?” Frederic chuckled wryly.

The priest’s gaze remained fixed on the floor, and Frederic be-
gan to enjoy his discomfiture. “Now,” and he paused for effect,
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taking another swig. “I know my wife received the Last Rites at
your hands. Therefore, I'm certain you hold the information I
seek.” His voice turned sharp and deadly. “I want the name of the
man who fathered the bastard child she was carrying!”

Benito closed his eyes and digested the unexpected, searing
revelation. Where did Frederic obtain this information? What am I ro
say to him? He held silent, fighting his pounding heart and chan-
neling his racing thoughts.

“Well?” Frederic demanded, his patience spent. The game was
up. Time to have it out! “Don’t deny having the name. I knew my
wife too well. For all her adultery, I'm certain she’d confess every
mortal sin if she knew she was dying. And she knew. Now, I was
here when you were called to her bedside. I know you absolved her
of her sins—all of them. Again, I want the name of my wife’s lover,
and if you know what is good for you, you will tell me quickly. I
promise he will wish he had never been born, and not you, nor
anyone else on this goddamned island, will deny me the satisfac-
tion of confronting him!”

The priest paled, certain no matter how he answered, his posi-
tion on Charmantes was in jeopardy. Somehow, he must appease
the man. He raised his head and responded with compassion.
“Sadly, you believe the worst about your deceased wife. However,
what she did or did not reveal to me under the Sacrament of Ex-
treme Unction will never leave my lips. You know I am sworn to
silence. You cannot ask me to break my sacred vow.”

“Damn it, man! I will have his name, and he will pay!”

“No, Frederic,” the priest countered placidly. “Even if she con-
fessed this sin, she needn’t have spoken a name to receive absolu-
tion.”

Frederic sat stunned. Either Giovanni was smarter than he
thought, or he spoke the truth. “You lie. She named her lover. I can

see it in your eyes.”
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“Whoever he is, God forgive him,” Benito rejoined, noting the
man’s waning vehemence. “Forget this libertine and bury the past,
Frederic. Murder is a far greater offense than adultery. Your wife is
dead and her sins forgiven. Why contaminate your own soul with
thoughts of retribution?”

“Get out, old man!” Frederic ordered. “You are no better than
Robert and Agatha—Ilaying all blame on Colette. Yes, I would love
to confront her face-to-face and reward her for her unfaithfulness,
but she is gone. However, there is another here on Charmantes,
alive and well. I tell you now: he will suffer for his venery. Before I
leave this world—he will suffer!”

Sunday, May 21, 1837

Frederic sat on Pierre’s bed awaiting the return of his children
and their governess from Mass. He was more presentable than last
week this time. Even so, he was extremely thin, not having re-
gained his appetite.

Charmaine was humming as she swept into the room behind
Pierre. She hoped to see Paul today, but her eyes widened when
Pierre shouted, “Papa!” and Jeannette rushed past her. “Papa, you're
here!” She hugged him fiercely. “I'm so glad you've come to visit us!
We missed you!”

“Me, too!” Pierre giggled. “Where were you?”

The man swallowed hard, suddenly realizing how foolish he
had been. How could he have thought to abandon this world—that
his son was better equipped to take his place? He regarded Yvette,
who stood ramrod straight, so much like Colette. “I've been
mourning the death of your mother,” he said softly, “but that is
over now. It is time to move on.”

“That’s what Mademoiselle Charmaine told us,” Yvette said,
pleased with his explanation. She embraced him, too. “You loved
Mama, didn’t you?”
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“Yes,” he whispered.

Charmaine was not so forgiving. No matter how great his suf-
fering, Frederic had selfishly added to his children’s terrible ordeal.
Unable to set aside her condemnation, she started toward her bed-
chamber. “I shall leave you alone.”

He must have read her thoughts. “Miss Ryan, stay,” he peti-
tioned. “I want to apologize to you, as well as to my children. 'm
sorry I wasn’t here for them over the past few weeks. I'm also sorry
it fell to you to comfort them.”

What could she say? It served no purpose to remain angry. “I
am glad you've recovered, sir,” she offered. “The children were
worried about you. Even I was worried about you.”

“Worried?”

Agatha stood at the nursery door, her haughty inquiry hang-
ing in the air.

Charmaine grimaced. The dowager had taken great pleasure
in berating her over the past six weeks. With Colette gone and
Paul away most of the time, no one was there to curb her.

“I was merely commenting on the children’s happiness to see
their father again,” Charmaine attempted to explain.

“Really? It sounded to me as if you were speaking of your own
happiness.”

“Agatha,” Frederic interceded, “I am spending some time with
my children. You wouldn’t infringe on that, would you?”

“Certainly not, Frederic,” she replied with a striking smile,
departing as quietly as she had come.

Later that evening, she visited Frederic in his apartments. It
was time to make her ardent dream a reality—now—Dbefore an-
other young woman, and the governess no less, stepped in. He
desperately needed comforting, was famished for a woman’s love.
Tonight, he’d forget those other two who pretended at love just to
enjoy his fortune.
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Wednesday, June 14, 1837

“Are you mad?” Paul expostulated in disbelief. “You are mad,
that is the only explanation for this lunacy!”

The day had been all but pleasant. First, he’d been forced to
return to the main island midweek due to a shipping mix-up that
threatened to delay the next stage of development on Espoir. No
sooner had he set foot on Charmantes than a score of other crises
erupted, each one more pressing than the one before. Without
George there, his troubles continued to multiply. He snorted when
he numbered the weeks his friend had been gone—over ten to
date—and it greatly irritated him. How long did it take to travel to
Richmond and back again? Was George on holiday now? Unfortu-
nately, there was nothing he could do about it. However, the last
thing he needed, the last thing he expected to be embroiled in at
the end of this deplorable day was this absurd conversation with
his father, whose sudden silence could have been mistaken for deep
reflection had his visage been pensive. But the man’s eyes were
stormy, his jaw set behind grinding teeth. Frustrated, Paul took to
pacing, no closer to understanding the workings of his parent’s
mind, his polar loyalty.

In the months before Christmas, Paul would have sworn that
only mistrust and anger existed between Colette and his sire.
Then, after his return from Europe, he’d witnessed a myriad of
astonishing emotions: ostensible despair when Colette had hovered
near death, relief and happiness when it seemed she’d overcome
her malady, and, finally, incomprehensible grief when her shaky
recovery had ended tragically. After the third week of mourning,
Colette’s words, spoken in the gardens, haunted him: “He loved
me once . . . did you know that? He loved me once.” Had that love
never died? Possibly. Nevertheless, Paul could not dismiss the dis-
tant past, and remained uncertain. Yet today, as he walked the
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streets of Charmantes, he heard the gossip: Yes, he’s on the mend . . .
He’s given up the fast . . . of course he still loves her, but he’s thinking
of the children now . . .

Paul recalled the suicidal scheme his father had initiated in
early May. When he arrived home, Rose confirmed the aborted
effort. Though relieved to hear it was over, he was ashamed he’d
been absent for it all, annoyed no one had sent word to Espoir.
Today he was convinced his sire had loved Colette, even into the
grave, and for the first time, Paul comprehended why the man had
been so embittered for all those years. It wasn’t just hate, it was
heartbreak. He had it all figured out.

But no, just moments ago, his father had changed course
again, annihilating those logical deductions. Now Colette was to
be “forgotten.” That was the word he’d used. Aside from the chil-
dren, no one nearest him was to even speak of her: no reminders of
her in his room, no artifact that would spoil the pristine world
from which she had been purged.

Fine! He could tolerate that, humor his parent, pretend Co-
lette no longer existed. But this other thing? Never! He would
never condone this day’s nonsense! And he’d be damned if he’d
allow the revolting idea to be kindled. He would snuff it out before
it flared out of control.

“I tell you again, you are mad! And I won’t allow it!”

“Allow it?” Frederic returned. “I'm the father, or have you for-
gotten?”

Paul flung himself into a chair. “No, I haven’t forgotten,” he
mumbled.

“Good. Then I can count on you to make all the arrange-
ments?”

“No,” Paul answered tightly, his eyes every bit as turbulent as
his father’s. “I'll play no part in it.”

Frederic cocked his head to one side, attempting to read his
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son’s mind, unprepared for #his reaction, erupting before he had a
chance to explain. “Why are you so opposed to this?” he asked.
“What does it matter to you?”

“It matters because it is a grave mistake you will live to regret.
Have you no regard for Colette? Yes”—he bit out—“I dare to
speak her name! She has been dead for two months. Two months!
Not even the lowest wife would be set aside so quickly. But Colette
was not lowly. She was good and kind, fair inside and out. And no,
don’t you dare argue that point!” He held up a hand. “For all your
condemnation, for all your accusations, you know my words are
true.”

“I know no such thing!”

“The hell you don’t!” Paul exploded. “She made a mistake, one
terrible mistake you crucify her for over and over again! Can’t you
see the forest for the trees? How can you judge Colette so severely
and not see Agatha for what she is! To mention them in the same
breath is abhorrent!”

“Do not speak of her so. She is to become my wife.”

“Haven’t you heard a single word I've said?” Paul shouted.
“You cannot wed this woman! You cannot!”

“She will make me forget,” Frederic answered tightly, straying
far from the issue now. “I need to forget.”

“She’ll make you wish to forget! Nothing more. If you think
you knew what hell was married to Colette—if you think you
know what it is now—ijust wait!”

“That’s enough!” Frederic snarled, further perplexed by his
son’s outburst; yet Paul’s fierce opposition cemented his resolve to
make Agatha Blackford Ward his third wife. “I do not expect you
to see it my way. Not now, anyway. But all of this is done for a
good reason, a reason I ask you to respect.”

“Reason?” Paul choked out, far from appeased. “I see no rea-
son. You haven’t spoken of anything remotely linked to reason.”
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“Isn’t it enough that I say it exists? Would you strip me of all
pride by suggesting I'm incapable of making my own decisions?”

Paul faltered; he’d overstepped his bounds. “As you say, it is
your decision to make,” he capitulated. “But, be warned, Father,
my sentiments will not change. And I will never, rever acknowl-
edge Agatha as my stepmother.”

“I don’t expect you to,” Frederic grumbled, suddenly ambiva-
lent in his noble intentions.

Saturday, July 1, 1837

Not three months after Colette’s death, Frederic took Agatha
Blackford Ward for his third wife. The couple ventured to the
mansion’s stone chapel early one Saturday morning for the private
ceremony. Without the knowledge of family and friends, Benito
St. Giovanni blessed the peculiar marriage in the presence of only
two witnesses: Paul and the island’s doctor. Robert Blackford be-
came Frederic’s brother-in-law for a second time.

If Frederic had hoped to receive a more favorable response
from his younger children, he was disappointed. As he left Agatha
and entered the nursery to tell them of his marriage, he was greeted
by Yvette’s stormy face. “Is it true?” she demanded, pushing past
Charmaine. “Tell me it’s not true?”

“Is what true?” Frederic asked in surprise.

“Joseph’s father told him you were marrying Mrs. Ward today.
It’s not true, is it? He was lying. Please tell me he was lying, Father!”

Frederic experienced an overwhelming pang of regret. “It s
true,” he answered curtly. “Agatha and I were married a short
while ago.”

Charmaine’s stomach plummeted. In a panic, she grabbed
hold of a bedpost, distantly aware of Pierre hugging her legs.

Yvette’s belligerent cry, “See, Mademoiselle Charmaine!” rico-

cheted off the walls. “I told you it was true! Joseph never lies to me.”
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Jeannette burst into tears. “But, Father, why? Why would you
marry her?”

When he did not explain, Yvette berated him fiercely. “If you
had to remarry, why didn’t you pick Mademoiselle Charmaine?”

Charmaine was aghast, and she found Frederic assessing her as
if he were weighing his daughter’s words. Where did Yvette come up
with her ideas?

The man took the comment in stride, a lopsided smile tugging
at the corner of his mouth. “Is that why you are upset? You’d rather
Mademoiselle Charmaine replace your mother?”

“I didn’t say that!” Yvette scolded, annoyed her father had mis-
understood. “No one can replace Mama. You should know that!
You told me you loved her. Were you lying? Mama was good and
kind and beautiful. How could you marry someone who is bad
and mean and ugly? Now we have a stepmother worse than any
we've ever read about in fairytale books!”

Frederic’s eyes narrowed. “Enough, young lady! Agatha 75 your
stepmother now, and as such, you will respect her.” He indicated
Charmaine menacingly. “And your governess will see to it that you
do.”

Charmaine’s moment of sympathy vanished, but she bit her
tongue, willing herself not to side with the twin. “Sir,” she said
instead, “Yvette is only speaking from her grief. She misses her
mother. Surely you can understand that.”

“It does not give her the right to grow ill mannered,” he re-
turned stiffly. “I'll not abide insults directed at my new wife. Is
that understood?”

“Yes, sir,” Charmaine answered meekly, her position precari-
ous.

Perhaps the children sensed her dilemma, for they, too, fell
mute.

Yvette’s eyes welled with tears, and she blinked them away.
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The unusual sight shook Frederic more than her ire had, but there
was no turning back. Certain it was best to guard a harsh resolve,
he bade them good day.

“You must not anger your father,” Charmaine cautioned once
they were alone. “There is nothing you can do to change the situa-
tion, and insulting your new stepmother will make matters
worse.”

Thankfully, the girl and her sister nodded.

“Remember,” she continued, forcing a smile, “T’'ll always love
you.” She hugged them, determined to overcome this newest im-
pediment to their recovery.

Later, Charmaine wondered over Frederic’s decision to remarry
so soon after his second wife’s demise. How could he dismiss Co-
lette so quickly, set her from his heart with so little respect? Why
had he attempted to end his own life, if his love had not been in-
tense and consuming? What did it all mean? Perhaps Agatha
charmed him in his grief. If nothing else, she sad helped save his
life. Charmaine concluded that Frederic had never seen Agatha’s
cruel side, and had not the slightest idea of the repulsive conditions
to which his children would be subjected.

Agatha inhaled deeply, enjoying the salty scent of the ocean
air, sighing as she retreated to her sitting room. “That will be all,
Gladys. I shall ring for you in the morning.”

Gladys, who had just finished removing Colette’s clothing,
bobbed and left.

Agatha moved to the jewelry chest atop the dressing table. She
lifted the lid and smiled down at the many gems sparkling within
the velvet-lined box. She had stopped Gladys before they, too, were
taken away, stored until the day the twins were old enough to wear
them. She smiled when she found Elizabeth’s valuables amongst
Colette’s. If the second wife could enjoy the first wife’s jewels, then



260 ‘DeVa Gantt

so would the third. Of course, she knew why Frederic had allowed
Colette to touch his precious Elizabeth’s possessions. He thought of
the two women as one and the same. Agatha dismissed the dis-
turbing thought. Today was too wonderful to dwell on the past.
The painful journey was over, and finally, the future belonged to
her. She closed the chest and moved about the chamber, arranging
things more to her liking,.

When Frederic entered, she gave him a dazzling smile. He
limped over to her, as handsome as he’d been this morning, as
handsome as ever.

He caressed her cheek. “Happy?” he queried softly.

Her eyes filled with tears. “Very happy,” she whispered. “I've
loved you Frederic . . . for so very long.”

He nodded soberly. “I know. Perhaps we are destined to be
together.”

“Perhaps? No, Frederic,” she insisted, “there is no ‘perhaps’ on
this glorious day. I shall make you happy, and the sadness of the
past will remain there.”

“For my children’s sake, I hope you are right. It seems I'm re-
garded as the sinister patriarch, and I am weary of it.”

Agatha laughed. “Sinister, Frederic? Never! But then, no one
understands you the way I do.” She stroked his chest, her eyes
clouded with passion. “Come,” she whispered, pulling him into his
chambers and the bed that awaited them.

Sunday, July 2, 1837

On Sunday, Paul joined Charmaine and the children for Mass.
As she smiled up at him, she was rewarded with a wink that set her
heart to racing. She wondered how long he’d remain on Charman-
tes, but didn’t ask, deciding to enjoy the splendid moment while it
lasted.

It didn’t. At the close of the service, Agatha intercepted the
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house staff at the chapel door, and Paul rushed off. She instructed
them to reconvene in the great hall in one hour’s time.

“I will be assigning additional duties to each of you,” she
stated obtrusively. The underlying message was inauspicious, and
Charmaine fretted over the lecture that awaited them. “That will
be all,” she concluded, turning her attention to Father Benito, who
had requested a minute of her time.

Charmaine gathered the children together, stifling a smile
when it became apparent Agatha was annoyed at the priest.

“I don’t see why I should have to donate anything,” she
hissed.

“Mrs. Duvoisin,” Benito replied pointedly, “you agreed to
abandon your heretical ties to the Church of England on the day
of your marriage—agreed to convert to Catholicism. Presently
your duties as mistress extend far beyond this grand manor. Char-
mantes awaits you. As the wife of its benefactor, altruistic obliga-
tions fall to you. Surely you were aware of that.” Agatha glowered
at him, but the priest smiled benevolently. “Miss Colette was ex-
tremely charitable, until she fell so violently ill.”

Charmaine followed the children through the ballroom, Ag-
atha’s voice receding behind her. So, the new Mrs. Duvoisin is about
to find a life of luxury comes with a price. Hopefully, the priest’s
philanthropic work proved long and arduous.

An hour later, she returned to the banquet hall and withstood
Agatha Duvoisin’s dictatorial oration. In less than five minutes, the
new mistress revoked any shred of freedom the staff had previously
enjoyed. Charmaine watched as Mrs. Faraday left in a huff, fol-
lowed by a fiery Fatima Henderson and a downtrodden Gladys
Thornfield. Felicia and Anna skulked away, permitting Charmaine
a moment of vicarious pleasure as she imagined them working for
their wages. With that happy thought, she headed for the foyer,

certain Rose would be glad when she returned.
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“Miss Ryan, you seem amused.”

Charmaine abandoned her reverie. “Pardon me?”

“I was wondering if you found my instructions amusing?” Ag-
atha inquired stiffly. “You seem quite pleased with yourself.”

“No, ma’am,” Charmaine replied, her smile wiped clean.

“Good. I would like to speak with you privately in the study.
The comfortable position you've held in this house is in need of a
review.”

“Review?” Charmaine asked with growing dread.

“We shall discuss it later, at four o’clock. And Miss Ryan—do
be prompt.”

Charmaine was left quaking; this private meeting portended
trouble, and even Rose could not convince her otherwise. She re-
membered Frederic’s threatening words of just the morning before.
If she didn’t tread carefully, she would be sent packing. Sadly, she
realized she would sustain as great a heartache as the children if
she were dismissed; she loved them so.

At three-thirty, Charmaine once again left them with Rose.
She’d be more than punctual, limiting the ammunition Agatha
might use against her.

Of late, nothing was going Paul’s way. He crossed the emerald
lawn with an agitated gait, took the stone steps of the portico in
two strides, and stormed the manor’s double doors. He slapped a
brown folder against his left thigh, the rhythm working his revolv-
ing thoughts into a frothing frenzy, until he found himself con-
templating the circle’s inception once again: his father’s mismatched
marriage, his ponderous schedule between Charmantes and Es-
poir, George’s prolonged absence, the new manor’s halted con-
struction, and lastly, the circle’s end—the sorest point of all—his
brother, John, and the missing shipping invoices that were not
with the other, unimportant, papers he held in his hand.
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“Why does he do this to me?” he seethed aloud, the habit of
talking to himself most prevalent when John provoked him. “I
know why,” he ground out, barging into the study and slamming
the door shut with such force the glass rattled in the French doors
across the room. “He knows it will foster havoc on Charmantes
and I will have to deal with it! I bet he’s been snickering for months
just thinking about it.”

He reached the desk in another five strides, flinging the folder
atop the other papers lying there, its contents spilling out. The
childish act yielded momentary gratification; he swung around to
find Charmaine staring at him wide-eyed from the high-backed
chair. “How long have you been sitting there?” he demanded, his
temper spiking as he realized what she had witnessed. “Well? An-
swer me!”

“A long time, sir,” she replied docilely, fueling his feeling of
foolishness.

Instantly, his anger was gone, and he closed his eyes and
rubbed his brow. Sir. . . she’s calling me sir again. “I'm sorry, Char-
maine. I didn’t mean to snap at you like that. I've been plagued
with countless worries, and 'm at my wit’s end.”

“I guess we're in the same predicament,” she replied.

He heard the apprehension in her voice. “Is something amiss?”

Is something amiss? she thought. Surely he jests! But how would
he know of the troubles facing the entire Duvoisin staff, and her in
particular? “There will be many changes in the house within the
next few days,” she said, dropping her eyes to the hands in her lap.
“Some of them frighten me.”

“What changes could possibly frighten you?”

“I'm to have a private meeting with Mrs. Duvoisin in a few
minutes.”

Agatha . . . his stepmother . . . the new Mrs. Duvoisin . . . Sud-
denly, he was rankled by more than the title she bore. He didn’t
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need an explanation to deduce the woman’s motives, nor the dis-
tasteful outcome she would attempt to script.

He immediately summoned Travis Thornfield and dispatched
a message. The manservant was to inform the new mistress her
meeting with the governess had been canceled. “If she complains,”
Paul concluded, “refer her to me. Miss Ryan is firmly established in
this house. There is no pertinent reason to interrupt her strict
schedule. That will be all, Travis.”

The butler departed, wearing an uncommon smile.

Charmaine was astonished. Once again, Paul stood beside her.
When was she going to realize she had nothing to fear from him?
Perhaps today, her heart whispered, the thought leaving her giddy.
Is it possible he’s grown more handsome in the past moments? She had
her answer as he casually walked across the room and towered over
her, her heart beating wildly in her chest.

“There,” he said with a wicked smile, teeth flashing below his
moustache. “She’ll not be pleased, but she’ll think twice before
threatening your position again.”

Charmaine was not so certain, though she was grateful for his
efforts. “I don’t know . . .”

“Charmaine,” he chided lightly, sitting in the chair adjacent to
hers. He leaned forward and cradled her hand. “You needn’t fear
Agatha. Though she’s determined to prove herself mistress of the
manor, I have my father’s support in this matter. He’ll not dismiss
you, no matter her vehemence.”

“Thank you, Paul,” she said in a small voice. His warm hand
made breathing difficult, and she found it equally difficult to con-
centrate. “You have lifted a heavy burden. I don’t know what I'd
tell the children if I were forced to leave. I've become quite at-
tached to them.”

His smile turned warm. “I know you have, Charmaine, and

they feel the same way about you. My father knows that.”



A Silent Ocean Away 265

“I hope he does. After yesterday, I'm not so certain.”

Paul frowned. “What happened?”

She told him about the girls’ reaction to Frederic’s unexpected
marriage, and his smile returned. “Yvette has gained my respect,”
he said. “I told my father much the same thing. I'm glad he’s heard
it from someone other than me. I can imagine how upset he
was.”

“Yes, but it doesn’t make any difference, does it? What's done
is done.”

“Unfortunately, you are right, Charmaine. It is just one of
many things that has added to a deplorable week.”

“I'm sure. I wish I could resolve your dilemmas as swiftly as
you have mine. Unfortunately, all I can offer is sympathy.”

Paul’s demeanor abruptly changed. His eyes sparkled beneath
raised brows, and a roguish smile spread across his face. “Don’t
depreciate that offer. I'd love to indulge in a bit of sympathy and
forget my troubles for a time.”

She knew where his words were leading, where the invitation
would take her if she allowed it. That was the key, allowed it. She’d
enjoyed his company for almost a year now. Once his flirtatious
advances had frightened her; today she found them exciting. Sud-
denly, she wanted more, wanted to know he wasn’t just toying with
her, that he was truly attracted to her, wanted to know what it felt
like to have his mouth upon hers. Intuitively, she knew the lust
that had sparked his first proposition in the gardens those many
months ago had blossomed into something more. And yet, he had
never kissed her. Why? On Christmas Day, he had almost done so,
but they had been interrupted. And once he’d returned home,
they’d been thrown into the turmoil of Colette’s death. Beyond
that, there was Espoir and his merciless work schedule, his treks
home few and far between. Today was the first time they’d been
alone in ages. She returned his dazzling smile. Let him think what
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he would. She wanted him to kiss her right here and now. As if
reading her thoughts, his gaze traveled to her lips.

Paul had watched numerous emotions play across her comely
face, yet was no closer to figuring her out. The risqué invitation
didn’t seem to upset her, yet she didn’t speak. She was so lovely,
and he longed to make love to her, slowly and sweetly. He had no
use for this little cat-and-mouse game and was annoyed with him-
self. “Charmaine? Did you hear what I said?”

Her coyness vanished. “I heard,” she replied, more evenly than
she thought possible.

“And?”

He released her hand to cradle her cheek and chin, his thumb
brushing across her lips. She closed her eyes to the sensual caress.
She couldn’t breathe and broke away, standing and turning her
back to him.

“And?” he pressed again, moving behind her.

“And”—she faltered—“I don’t see how I could possibly help
you.”

So, he thought, she’s playing to a new set of rules: Don’t act of-
fended, but don’t give in. He had dallied too long, and the dreamy
moment was dissolving. He felt cheated and chuckled ruefully, his
breath catching in her hair.

Embarrassed now, she stepped farther away and composed
herself. Finally, she faced him. “Perhaps if you explained some of
your problems . . .”

“Some?” he derided suavely. “Where would you like me to be-
gin? Agatha? George? Or perhaps John, the biggest problem of all.
There’s nothing you can do to rectify that headache.”

“Let me be the judge of that,” she said.

He laughed outright. But when her stance remained set, arms
folded one over the other, her eyes serious, he strode to the desk
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and lifted the sheaf of papers he’d thrown there earlier. “Very well.
These are invoices. They—"

“I know what invoices are,” she cut in.

He nodded, then explained why those he held were so per-
plexing.

Apparently, a ship had docked on Charmantes midweek and
had sat in the harbor for five days, her cargo untouched. The cap-
tain and Jake Watson had disputed over which goods were intended
for Charmantes and which were to be shipped on to Virginia.

“The captain maintained the supplies packed for Charmantes
were at the rear of the hold,” Paul was saying. “Jake was confused
and demanded to see both the European and Virginia invoices. He
didn’t believe even a new captain could be so dimwitted as to bury
our goods behind those that would be discharged at a later time.
The captain bristled, probably because Jake’s estimation of him
was accurate. Again, Jake insisted on seeing John’s invoices, in-
forming the captain not one cask would be hoisted without proof
of merchandise. The captain hemmed and hawed, eventually ad-
mitting that—although he #hought John had given him the proper
paperwork—the invoices he carried were, in fact, invalid. When
Jake saw these, he had had enough.”

“Enough of what?” Charmaine asked.

“Enough of John’s antics! I didn’t rant and rave when he
changed the shipping routes last year, so he has come up with an-
other scheme to impede the work on Charmantes. Once our staples
were loaded in Richmond, John removed the legitimate paperwork
and gave the captain these instead.”

Paul waved a pile of papers under her nose. When they stopped
flapping, Charmaine caught sight of several crude drawings with
accompanying notes, which he abruptly withdrew and shoved back
into the folder.
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“He used invoice sheets for his artwork just to make certain I
knew the entire mix-up was intentional.” Paul slapped the folder
against his thigh again, his agitation escalating. “When Jake saw
the sketches, he was furious. Apparently, he called the captain a
few choice names and informed the man that if his crew unladed
the packet, he was storing every last cask, including the merchan-
dise for Virginia, in our warehouses until I returned from Espoir
and decided otherwise. The captain lost his temper and stood sen-
try against Jake’s threat. And so, the ship has sat in our harbor for
five days! Five days!” he bellowed in exasperation. “Her European
cargo losing hundreds of dollars in market value.”

“Why didn’t Mr. Watson talk to you when you returned on
Friday?”

“Friday night, Charmaine,” he corrected. “Late Friday night.
Everyone was at Dulcie’s, and I just assumed the ship had been
unloaded, reloaded with sugar, and was ready to depart for Rich-
mond. I should have known better! We spent the better part of two
hours climbing over barrels to find out whether those in the stern
contained island supplies. Without the invoices, I couldn’t be cer-
tain, and John would love to learn I had spent the entire day shift-
ing hogsheads just to find nothing at the back was ours!”

Charmaine knew he was chasing circles and felt sorry for him.
“Why would your brother create such confusion? He has just as
much to lose as your father and you do, doesn’t he? That’s what
Colette used to say.”

“He will pay any price, Charmaine, any price, if he knows he’s
upset me or, better yet, made my hard day’s work harder.”

She was appalled. “If that’s true, you have to turn the tables on
him.”

“How could I possibly do that?”

“Send the ship back to him, just the way it is. Or better still,
keep all the merchandise.”
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Paul disagreed. “Sending it back will deprive us of valuable
supplies, especially grain. Keeping it would cost my father a for-
tune. His buyers in Virginia would be none too pleased, either.
John knows all this.”

Charmaine nodded to his final declaration, but turned back to
her original suggestion. “Are you certain Charmantes couldn’t sur-
vive without the grain?”

“Of course we could survive, but it accomplishes nothing.”

“Nothing, except sending the problem back to your brother.
Maybe you should include your own set of drawings, telling him a
thing or two!”

Paul chuckled. He certainly would love to see John’s face when
he began unloading the vessel and found his mean-spirited tom-
foolery had backfired—that /e was the one facing a laborious day
on the docks. Let the captain talk his way out of that one, and let
John deal with the buffoon he had hired. Yes, it was a most pleas-
ing fantasy . . . Then Paul was struck by a new thought. Perhaps
John knew about Espoir and had hoped to sabotage his efforts by
creating more work on Charmantes. But no, Stephen Westphal
and Edward Richecourt were sworn to secrecy, so John couldn’t
know—unless George had spilled the beans. But that was impos-
sible. The Heir would have left Richmond before George got
there.

“Paul?”

He came around when Charmaine called his name a second
time. “I'm sorry, Charmaine. Not to worry. I'll sort it out.”

“Very well, but I wouldn’t stand for such nonsense!”

Her eyes flashed with fervor, and thoughts of his brother van-
ished. Damn, she was desirable, and he ached to hold her, to re-
lease the dark locks pinned at her nape and stroke the abundant
mane as it cascaded down her back, to possess her petulant mouth.
He stepped closer, but her eyes remained hard, oblivious to the fire
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she had stoked. He stopped. Now is nor the time, he thought, steel-
ing himself against his carnal appetite. We’ll only be interrupted
again. But soon, very soon, another opportunity will present itself.
Perhaps late one night when everyone else is abed . . . Yes, he fancied
that idea. Then he would conquer her.

“Excuse me, sir.”

Paul chuckled with the anticipated interruption. “Yes, Travis?”

“I'm afraid Mrs. Duvoisin wants to speak to you now, sir. I
tried to tell her you were preoccupied—"

Before he could finish, Agatha pushed her way into the room.
“So,” she accused, “the governess is overburdened with her duties
and cannot make time for an interview with me. And here I
thought those duties involved the children.”

“At present, Miss Ryan happens to be helping me,” Paul re-
plied stiffly.

Agatha’s eyes raced up and down Charmaine’s slender form,
eagerly searching for some incriminating evidence to feed her evil
assumptions. “Helping you? I can just imagine how.”

“Charmaine 7s helping me, Agatha,” Paul bit out, his jaw
twitching with contained anger. “If you’d care to notice, we are
sorting through a stack of invoices that accompanied the Heir.” He
produced the folder to support his statement. “John has created
another headache by misplacing the most important papers. Char-
maine was merely—"

Agatha’s face turned livid. “John—always John! How do you
withstand it? Why does your father force you to withstand it?”

“I don’t know,” Paul answered, baffled by her reaction. “I be-
lieve you wanted to speak to me about Miss Ryan?”

“Yes,” she agreed reluctantly, scrutinizing Charmaine again. “I
think I have the right, as the children’s stepmother, to determine
who cares for and educates them.”

“No, Agatha, you don’t have that right,” Paul countered. “Your
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marriage to my father changes nothing. However, since we dis-
agree, | suggest we take the matter to him immediately, and have
him settle it.”

“Very well,” she hesitated.

“Good. Let’s have done with it.”

Charmaine was trembling as she preceded Paul out of the
study, bewildered when he led her to the nursery. “There’s no need
to accompany us, Charmaine. I'll let you know how everything
turns out.” With that, he nudged a miffed Agatha toward his fa-
ther’s quarters.

Charmaine entered the nursery. Rose, who had been reading
to the children, lifted her brow in silent inquiry, but Charmaine
only shrugged, aware Yvette was all ears. “Well?” the precocious
twin asked. “Don’t you think we should know what happened?”

“Yes, Mademoiselle,” Jeannette agreed. “We're worried. We
don’t ever want to lose you.”

“I don’t think you will,” Charmaine offered gently. “Paul is
determined to override any harsh decision your stepmother at
tempts to make.”

“What does that mean?” Jeannette asked.

“It means he is doing what Johnny would do if he were here,”
Yvette explained, “and I'm proud of him.”

Charmaine chuckled, remembering Paul’s earlier words about
Yvette. “Paul is speaking with your father right now. He wasn’t in
the mood to hear Agatha’s complaints.”

“Why not?” Yvette asked.

Charmaine eyed her for a moment, uncertain if she should tell
the eight-year-old what she had learned from Paul. “He was upset
with your brother over some missing invoices.”

“Johnny? Do you think Paul is talking to Father about him,
t00?”

“I don’t know . .. Maybe . . . Why?”
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“No reason,” Yvette answered nonchalantly. “I don’t want
. > »
Johnny to get into any more trouble, that’s all.
Not long after, she left the nursery saying she needed to use
the water closet.

Agatha cast a series of aspersions against the governess, saving
the worst for last: Charmaine Ryan’s background.

Renitent, Frederic sat back in his chair, folded his arms across
his chest, and looked her straight in the eye. Thanks to Paul, he’d
heard it all many months ago. “Charmaine Ryan was chosen by
Colette to care for the children,” he said. “They remain her chil-
dren, not yours, Agatha. If for no other reason than to respect her
wishes, Miss Ryan will retain her position in this house.”

“But Frederic—" she demurred.

“No buts, no more discussion. I am pleased with Miss Ryan.
Regardless of her past, she’s demonstrated great love and affection
while mothering my children. That is what they need right now,
Agatha, a mother. I do not see you lending a hand with them.”

Chastised, Agatha turned aside, saying, “I shan’t bring the
matter up again.”

“Good.”

She recovered quickly, spurred on by a new thought. “I fear
the entire incident has been blown out of proportion. I had only
intended to speak with Miss Ryan today. I would never have dis-
missed her as Paul has led you to believe. He was upset over other
matters and misunderstood.”

“What other matters?” Frederic asked, his regard diverted to
his son.

Paul still clutched the folder from the Heir. “John, just John,”
he answered, tossing the invoices into his father’s lap.

“What has he done this time?”

His ire rekindled, Paul delved into the aggravating story, for-
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getting Agatha was there. His father listened patiently, shaking his
head on occasion. His eyes hardened as he viewed the salacious
sketches, complete with obscene remarks. “He’s up to no good
again,” Frederic snarled, “as if he has nothing better to do with his
time.”

“May I see those?” Agatha asked, arm outstretched.

“No.” Frederic shoved the papers back into the folder and
threw them into the dustbin.

Agatha bristled. “Why do you allow Paul to suffer such non-
sense?”

“Yes, Father,” Paul interjected, capitalizing on Agatha’s propi-
tious allegiance. “Why must I abide his malicious antics? We’re no
longer children. John refuses to behave like an adult, and yet, he’s
in charge.”

Frederic smiled sardonically. “You are in charge here, and John
is in charge in Virginia.”

“That’s not how I see it. John is in charge above and beyond
the Virginia operations. John changed the shipping routes, which
led to this fiasco. We never had this problem before. Direct packets
carry island supplies, nothing else.”

Frederic nodded, but remained silent.

Paul pressed on, venting his anger. “Beyond that, you and I
both know John controls the purse strings that affect the growth
of your entire estate.”

“That is owing to the fact he lives on the mainland,” Frederic
said, bringing folded hands to his lips. “What would you have
me do?”

“Take him off the will!” Agatha cut in. “Then he shall see
where his vicious games have gotten him.”

“Really? You think we have problems now?” Frederic paused
for a moment, allowing the question to sink in. “We need John in
Virginia. For all his faults, Paul knows no one else could command
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John’s end of the family business as well as John does. As for re-
moving him from the will—if John enjoys a prank when he holds
a vested interest in Duvoisin enterprises, what games do you think
he’ll play if he knows his actions hurt or benefit only Paul? You
can’t begin to guess. He’d have a heyday.”

Paul had not considered this; his father was a wise man. He
glanced at Agatha, who seemed to be searching for a rational re-
buttal. There was no love lost between aunt and nephew. John was
downright cruel to her, and she preferred he remain abroad. With
her marriage to Frederic, Paul surmised she worried over her future
should his father die and John inherit. He snickered to think of his
brother ousting Agatha from the house, if not the island. Clearly,
she needed an ally, and he had been chosen. But the Duvoisin em-
pire needed John. As long as John resided in Virginia, he would

remain the heir apparent.

Yvette had been gone a long time. Suspicious, Charmaine left
the nursery. “Yvette?” she called, knocking on the privy door. “Are
you all right?”

“I had a stomachache. But I'm feeling better now. I'll be out in
a minute.”

She returned, followed by Paul. He had wonderful news:
Charmaine had his father’s approval. Agatha would not question
her position again.

“Mademoiselle said a ship docked from Virginia,” Yvette inter-
jected when the adult discourse ebbed. “Were there any letters
from Johnny?”

“No, there werent any /letters from Johnny,” he answered
curtly. “But there was a letter for Miss Ryan, which completely
slipped my mind.”

Paul pulled an envelope from his shirt pocket, addressed in
Loretta Harrington’s hand. Charmaine eagerly accepted it. It had
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been months since she’d heard from the woman, and her eyes flew
over the contents.

“What does it say, Mademoiselle Charmaine?” Jeannette asked.

“Mrs. Harrington writes of the new railway into Richmond.”

“Railway?”

“Last year there was much ado about it, but I left Richmond
before I had the chance to see the station. She, Gwendolyn, and
Mr. Harrington booked passage to Fredericksburg, where two of
her sons live, and rode directly behind the huge steam engine.”

Charmaine looked from eager face to eager face. Even Pierre
showed interest. The children had been reading about the locomo-
tives in a periodical Paul had brought back from Europe.

“In just over an hour they traveled fifty miles and arrived in
Fredericksburg without delay!”

“Was that city named after Papa?” Jeannette asked inno-
cently.

“No, sweetheart,” Charmaine replied as Pierre climbed into
her lap.

“That is why I want to visit Johnny in Virginia,” Yvette an-
nounced. “I want to have a ride on that great big steam engine.”

“Me, too!” Pierre piped in.

Charmaine hugged him. “Maybe someday we will visit there,”
she said, befuddled to find Paul frowning when she smiled up at

him.

Saturday, July 16, 1837

Agatha sorted through the papers strewn atop her husband’s
desk. He was visiting with the children, which afforded her an
hour to tidy up. She was astonished when she came across his will.
Had he removed it from the safe because he intended to change
something? Had he given some thought to her comments concern-

ing John?
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She had just finished reading it when Frederic entered the
room. He instantly realized what she held and turned livid. “How
dare you rummage through my personal things?”

Agatha replaced the document with a great show of dignity. “I
wasn’t rummaging, Frederic. I was merely straightening out this
mess. Your will was amid the papers.” She crossed the room, then
stopped. “I am your wife now. I didn’t think it was a secret. Obvi-
ously, I was wrong, and now I know why.”

Frederic’s rage diminished. “If there is something you want to
know, ask.”

“Paul is going to be devastated,” she choked out, tears glisten-
ing in her eyes. “You realize that, don’t you? If he finds out, he’s
going to be devastated.”

“Finds out what?”

Frederic grimaced. Paul stood in the doorway. “Agatha has
read my will,” he replied hesitantly. “It names Pierre as second in
line to inherit—after John.”

The room plummeted into a paralyzing silence. Only a sense
of betrayal hung in the air. Paul forced himself to speak, to break
free of his father’s perfidy. “I see...I mean, it makes sense . . .
After all . .. he is legitimate.”

“Paul,” his father beseeched, his sorrowful eyes growing steely
when it looked as if Agatha would interrupt. “You know this has
nothing to do with legitimacy. I have tried to provide for all three
of you. That is why I've given you Espoir. My will is merely a for-
mality. In fact, I was preparing a new docu—"

“Father, you don’t have to explain,” Paul cut in, his throat con-
stricted with emotion. He was angry with himself, revolted by the
wave of jealousy that engulfed him, the harsh judgment he’d been
ready to pass. “As you say, you've given me Espoir. You've financed
the entire operation, including the shipping. I've no right to ask for
more, to be envious of Pierre or John.”



A Silent Ocean Away 277

“But I should have told you about Pierre,” Frederic murmured.
«rTo . »
I’'m sorry you found out this way.
“No, Father,” Paul countered. “There’s no need to apologize,

not when you’ve given me so much.”

Sunday, July 30, 1837

Frederic pored over the documents he held, studying each ele-
ment and computing each figure with swift precision. When the
papers offered no further information, he placed them aside and
turned a satisfied smile on his son, who waited patiently for his
opinion. “They appear to be in order.”

Paul concurred. “I'm very pleased. In fact, I'm surprised we've
not confronted any delays since taking over the defaulted contracts
in January. The shipbuilders have been prompt in meeting our
schedule. They were relieved to have someone step in and purchase
the titles. The financial panic made it difficult for them to come
up with the capital to finish the vessels. We enabled them to put
their men back to work and remain solvent at the same time.”

Paul gestured toward the papers on his father’s desk. “Once
you've signed the remaining documents, I'll see them transported
to Mr. Larabee when the next ship sets sail. On his end, he’ll liqui-
date the securities and instruct Edward Richecourt to proceed
with the final installment of funds. It was wise to go with the New
York firm, and a stroke of luck to boot. Newportes Newes and
Baltimore held promise, but I'm glad I continued north. Because
the vessels were well under construction, they’ll be ready in a third
of the time, and we've obtained three ships for one hundred and
fifty thousand dollars when we expected to pay one-eighty.”

“You are not disappointed with fully rigged merchantmen?”

“From what Thomas Harrison indicated, it will be years be-
fore the merits of steam outweigh wind propulsion. Paddlewheels
may be faster, but fueling their engines becomes a concern. No,
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we're better off waiting until they are perfected. I'm quite pleased
with the three-masted clippers. Their hulls sit high out of the
water, a brilliant bit of engineering that will greatly reduce the
time at sea.”

Frederic nodded. “And on this end?” he queried. “Will Espoir
be ready?”

“We've expanded the dock. Two ships can berth simultane-
ously. The house is nearly completed and beautiful. The architect
proved reputable. He returned to Europe two months ago with a
list of furnishings, which he will purchase on my behalf and trans-
port to Espoir when the vessels make their maiden runs. As for is-
land operations, the men have cleared half the land, and three
fields have been sown. By next year, they will be on a one-tract-per-
month rotation.”

“We may need to increase the size of the fleet,” Frederic said
with a smile.

“Let’s see how the routes work out first,” Paul advised.

Frederic’s smile broadened. His son had a good head on his
shoulders. “I'm proud of you, Paul, very proud. You've met your
own grueling schedule despite the chaos and tragedy of the past
four months. I realize the burden hasn’t been light, and yet, you've
continued to manage operations on Charmantes amid the press of
Espoir’s development. You haven't shirked your responsibilities,
even though you've lost George’s able hands.”

Paul frowned. He hadn’t mentioned George and wondered
how his father knew of his prolonged absence. He doubted Travis
had shared the information.

“I know about George,” Frederic said. “When do you expect
him back?”

“I have no idea,” Paul grunted. “You realize he went to Vir-
ginia?”

“So I've heard.”
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“What do you think is going to happen?”

“I don’t know, Paul,” his father replied, rubbing his chin, “I
don’t know.”

“If it hasn’t happened by now, George will probably come
home alone.”

Frederic remained silent, deep in thought as he stared into the
distance. When he did speak, he was directing his attention back
to the documents, lifting them from his desk and rereading them.

“I know you were upset about Pierre and my will,” he com-
mented, to Paul’s discomfort. “But I want you to know I realize
which son has remained beside me, who deserves the credit for
nurturing enormous profits here on Charmantes, even in the face
of our depleted cane fields. It was for this reason I placed Espoir in
your hands and invested in its future. I would like to know that
when I die, you will own a share of what you've helped to build.”

“Yes, sir,” Paul said, embarrassed by his father’s praise. “Thank
you, sir.”

They were interrupted by a knock on the door. “Agatha, come
in,” Frederic invited. “I would like to place you in charge of some-
thing.”

Though he knew she was pleased with his enthusiastic wel-
come, she eyed him suspiciously. He chuckled. “I've been thinking
about this for some time now, but I shall need help with the de-
tails. I'm certain it will meet with your approval.” He breathed
deeply, then shifted in his chair. “Paul predicts the ships will make
their maiden crossing before Christmastide. Correct?”

“Yes,” Paul confirmed, though he, too, appeared apprehensive.

“This is what I propose: we plan a grand celebration on Char-
mantes over the Christmas holiday.”

“Celebration?” The word dropped in unison from Paul and
Agatha’s lips.

«

Yes.” Frederic regarded his son. “According to you, it will take
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a year before Espoir is in full production. In that time, it would be
foolish to forge the Atlantic with half-empty ships. I say we bring
Paul Duvoisin to the public eye, set him before the world market-
place. Why not advertise to farmers—both in Virginia and the
Caribbean—the availability of your new fleet, and allow these to-
bacco, cane, and cocoa farmers, as well as their brokers, to bid on
your transport services?”

He paused, enjoying their reactions. His wife’s eyes twinkled
in burgeoning excitement, while his son appeared thunderstruck.

He pressed on. “Why place all your coins on one bet? Yes, I'm
certain Espoir will produce profitable harvests for years to come,
but the ships may prove more lucrative in the long run. Additional
vessels can always be commissioned if need be, and so much the
better if that becomes necessary.”

Agatha was elated. “This is marvelous, Frederic, just marvel-
ous! If Paul is jumping into the shipping world, men of influence
must be told. And what better way than to invite them here to
Charmantes for an unforgettable event?”

“Exactly,” Frederic agreed. “We shall plan a week of activities,
which will include the unveiling of Espoir, the christening of Paul’s
fleet, and the signing of contracts. We'll extend invitations to
well-known businessmen, brokers, and prosperous farmers both in
Virginia and the West Indies. Let these landowners see what we
Duvoisins have built; witness our undisputed success. Let them
bid on cargo space or better still, invest in additional ships.”

“Let them long for a piece of it!” Agatha interjected dramati-
cally.

Frederic nodded. “And then, after all the proper connections
have been made, we will culminate the festivities with a grand din-
ner and ball.”

“Father,” Paul breathed, “what can I say?”
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“I gather you approve?” Frederic asked.

“I do, but...” His words dropped off as concern for his fa-
ther’s health came to the fore.

“Yes?” Frederic queried.

“Are you fit for this?”

“I'll be fit,” he vowed. “For you, Paul, I'll make every effort to
be fit. I shall write to Larabee and Richecourt in Virginia. They
can supply the names of the men we should contact in the States.
After the invitations go out and the positive responses begin to
reach us, I'll rely on you, Agatha, to coordinate the other arrange-
ments. You can do that, can’t you?”

“Absolutely!” she purred.

“Then it’s settled. My only reservation is burdening you with
additional work, Paul.”

“On the contrary,” his son responded. “Espoir has fallen into
its own routine, the overseers conscientious. By the end of next
month, I should be able to manage its production from Charman-
tes, traveling there every week or so. As for this venture”—and he
shook his head, still in awe of what his father had planned—"it
sounds as if you and Agatha will be taking on far more than I. 'm
dumbfounded, actually. This is wonderful!”

When Frederic was alone, he sighed, happy for the first time in
months.

Charmaine entered the drawing room. Pierre was sound asleep,
and now she turned her attention on the girls. They begged to stay
up a bit longer, playing a duet on the piano. When Paul smiled her
way, Charmaine capitulated. He’d dined with them for the first
time in two weeks and hadn’t rushed off as he normally did di-
rectly after dinner. He’d been exceptionally charming throughout

the meal, his countenance every bit as amiable now. If she insisted
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the twins retire, she’d no longer have a reason to return to the
drawing room once they were in bed. She’d be wise to make the
most of the next few minutes.

Unfortunately, they were not alone. Agatha sat with her nee-
dlepoint, Rose with her knitting. Bravely, Charmaine crossed the
room and settled next to Paul on the settee, gaining a lazy smile
that widened into an intense perusal.

He relaxed into the cushions, his arm outstretched across the
back of the sofa. “Now, isn’t this nice?” he whispered.

She blushed.

“I wish I were home more often,” he continued softly.

“You're returning to Espoir in the morning?” she asked.

“Unfortunately, yes. However, the work is progressing nicely
there, the house nearly finished. It won’t be long before I can rely
on my overseers full-time. Then, you’ll be seeing a great deal more
of me.” He shifted a discernible degree closer. “Would you like
that?”

Her blush deepened. It was answer enough. Her innocence
and visible discomfiture fed a quickening in his loins. It was what
he loved most about her.

Shortly afterward, Rose stood to say good night, and Char-
maine and the girls did the same. Paul watched them go, then
flipped open a periodical.

Agatha looked up. They were alone, an unprecedented occa-
sion. She set her needlepoint aside and studied him. He was so very
handsome, so much like his father. “Paul,” she began cautiously,
waiting for him to give her his full attention, accepting the frown
of annoyance he shot her way as he dragged his eyes from the
newspaper. “I know you don’t like me.”

He began to object, but she waved him off. “Please, allow me
to say what I have to say, and then you can respond.”

He leaned forward.
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“I realize you were unhappy when your father and I wed, but I
intend to make him happy, truly happy. I've loved him for a very
long time.”

“Since I was a boy,” he supplied.

“Yes,” she agreed. “But I wasn’t at liberty to marry him then.”
She bit her bottom lip, distraught. “Don’t judge me harshly, Paul.
Thomas, God rest his soul, was a good man, and I loved him as
well, but never as I have loved your father.”

“And?”

“And I thought perhaps we could come to an understanding.”

“What type of understanding?”

“I like you, Paul. When you were young and I would come to
visit, you were always polite, always respectful—unlike your
brother.” She grimaced in repugnance, pausing for emphasis. “This
afternoon, I was proud to be included in these plans your father is
making. I would like this enterprise to succeed beyond your wild-
est expectations. But mostly, I'd like your approval as I lend a hand
in the coming months.”

“Agatha, any effort that contributes to the success of this event
will gain my approbation. I am glad my father is getting involved
again, and if this new venture gives him purpose, so much the bet-
ter. Likewise, if you lend a hand in raising him out of his misery, I
commend you on that as well.”

“Thank you, Paul.” Her smile was genuine—beautiful. “I've
no doubt you will do well for yourself. You are more than just a
handsome young man . . .” She let her words fall where they would,
then stood and bade him good night.

For the second time that day, he was astonished.
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Friday, August 18, 1837

v nine oclock the children were sound asleep, and Char-

maine had time to herself. She dismissed the idea of spend-
ing the remainder of the evening in the drawing room. Only
Agatha and Rose would be there, and although Agatha no longer
harassed her, Charmaine still avoided her. She did not need com-
panionship that badly, so she rang for Millie, deciding to take a
bath instead.

An hour later, she was finished and sat at her dressing table,
working out the tangles in her damp hair. “It’s too darn curly!” she
grumbled. Like so many other nights, she tossed the comb aside
and grabbed her wooden hairbrush, but it failed just as miserably.
She was not in the mood and abruptly sent the brush sailing,
where it hit the door and dropped to the floor. Dissatisfied still, she
fingered the sewing shears on the table. In the building humidity,
it would take hours for the thick mane to dry. How easy it would
be to clip it short. But she couldn’t bring herself to do it. Pushing
back from the dressing table, she moved to the French doors.
There she stood, allowing the evening breeze to lift the heavy locks
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off her neck, her fingers absentmindedly raking through the

snarls.

Footsteps resounded on the portico below. Paul was on his
way to the stable. Charmaine hadn’t realized he was home and
frowned at her decision to remain in her chambers. Nothing was
going right. If she had known he was in the house, she’d have
gladly withstood Agatha’s disapproving airs to be in his presence.

She shook her head free of the thought. He'd confounded her
over the past two months: setting her heart to racing, yet remain-
ing aloof, always flirting, suggesting he found her attractive, yet
never whispering words of endearment. He had turned her world
upside down, and she didn’t like it. She had always been sure of
herself, not flustered and confused.

A sound from across the lawns drew her away from her mus-
ings. She looked toward the paddock. Paul emerged from the sta-
bles and walked back to the house. Evidently, he wasn’t leaving,
just checking on Chastity, the mare due to foal.

She hung her head, knowing it was best to stop thinking about
him. She’d come to the conclusion she was merely a distraction—
someone to toy with when she was present, but easily forgotten
when she wasn’t. Hadn’t he dismissed her from his thoughts each
time he left for Espoir? Certainly, she didn’t plague his waking
hours as he did hers. After all, she was only the governess. He had
made it quite clear she would please him in bed. As for a decent
proposal, it would never happen. Thus, she’d be wise to avoid him.
What had Colette said? He’s a ladies’man . . . I'd hate to see you give
your heart to someone who has no intention of returning your love. If
she didn’t heed Colette’s warning, she’d be nursing a broken heart.
Put him from your mind, she reasoned, forger what his kiss would
have been like. Be happy you were in your room tonight. The less you
see of Paul, the better.

A knock resounded on her door, and she invited Millie and
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Joseph Thornfield into the chamber. They’d come to empty the
tub and take it away. Charmaine waited until the boy had waddled
off with two brimming buckets, then spoke nonchalantly to his
sister. “I noticed Master Paul going into the stables, but he didn’t
leave. It’s awfully late. Is something amiss?”

“He is worried about the mare,” Millie replied as she straight-
ened from the tub, a third bucket in hand. “She’s been whinnying
all evening, but it’s too early for her to foal. He’s sent for Martin.”

“Martin?”

“The town farrier,” Millie explained, then shuddered in exag-
gerated revulsion. “A disgusting man, who’s full of himself, if you
know what I mean. Once he’s been asked to help with the horses,
he makes himself right at home. I just hope he doesn’t barge in
here like he did the last time—midnight it was—rousing the en-
tire house so someone would make him something to eat.”

Charmaine had never met this Martin, but she seemed to re-
member Yvette mentioning him once. “I don’t think you need
worry,” she said. “Surely he won’t behave badly with Master Paul at
home.”

“You think not?” Millie countered. “He’s downright rude to
Master Paul, and Master Paul indulges him—all because Dr.
Blackford refuses to minister to horses anymore.”

Joseph returned and refilled his buckets. This time, Millie left
with him. One more trip, and the tub was removed, and Char-
maine was once again alone.

Thunder rumbled far off, and the drapes flapped in a hearty
breeze. She closed the French doors and tiptoed into the children’s
room. Yvette was sleeping ramrod straight, her thin blanket tucked
under each arm. Jeannette’s linens had been kicked aside, and
Charmaine drew them over her again. Pierre was nearly snoring,

one fat thumb stuck in his pudgy mouth, the other hand clutching
his stuffed lamb. Stroking back his hair, she kissed him on the
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forehead, her love abounding as she considered him a moment
longer. Then, hearing the first droplets of rain, she latched the
glass doors and returned to her room.

The storm was rapidly approaching, the thunder growing
louder, bringing with it a sense of dread. She turned down the oil
lamp on the night table, knelt to say her prayers, and climbed into
bed. Already the night resurrected memories of Colette, simulat-
ing that terrible day before her demise. Charmaine hugged her
pillow and squeezed her eyes shut, awaiting the worst . . .

But the worst did not come. The foyer clock tolled eleven, and
the storm continued to toy with them. Though it rumbled, it did
not roar, as if it were purposefully holding back, circling them,
waiting for the kill.

Footsteps on the staircase eased the tension. Paul was retiring,.
Perhaps now she’d be able to sleep, knowing he was close by and
would protect her.

That comforting thought soon took wing. The heavens ripped
apart, and the tempest unleashed its full fury on the house. Vio-
lent, sporadic wind drove sheets of rain into the French doors.
They rattled loudly in objection. Blinding lightning lit up the
room, and earsplitting thunder replied, the former rivaling the lat-
ter in its power, as if the two were fighting for the upper hand.
Then, they were lashing out simultaneously, and Charmaine shrunk
under the blanket, curled up and trembling, bracing herself for
each explosion, frightened of the interim silence as well, a void that
amplified other eerie sounds . . .

She attempted to ignore the rustling of clothing near her bed,
but the cold, clammy hand that touched her arm was real, and she
screamed, throwing back the linens to escape. Thankfully, the
sound was swallowed by another roar of thunder, for there, stand-
ing next to her bed, was a quaking Jeannette and in the doorway to
the children’s room, Yvette, patting back a wide yawn.
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“Sweet Jesus!” Charmaine cried, clamping a hand over her
bosom. “I'm sorry, Jeannette, but you frightened me.” She laughed
in gargantuan relief, holding out her arms to the petrified girl, who
eagerly fell into them.

Yvette moved to the foot of the bed. “You're afraid of this
storm?” she queried in disgust.

Charmaine nodded, feeling quite foolish now. “Even more
than Jeannette.”

“She isn’t frightened of thunderstorms,” Yvette countered.

“No? Then why are you here?” Charmaine asked, looking
down at the twin who had yet to speak.

“Someone was standing over my bed,” Jeannette whimpered,
trembling.

“That’s what woke her,” Yvette added. “She didn’t believe me
when I said it was you, coming to check on us.”

Charmaine smoothed back Jeannette’s hair. “Yvette is right. I
did look in on you, sweetheart. I even covered you up. 'm sorry if
I disturbed you.”

But the girl shook her head adamantly, fear sparkling in her
wide eyes. “It wasn’t you. It was a ghost that ran away when I
turned over!”

Charmaine gave her another hug. “You must have been dream-
ing, a nightmare brought on by the storm, no doubt. Come,” she
encouraged, taking the lamp from her night table, “back to bed
with you.”

“I wasn’t dreaming!” Jeannette cried. “I wasn’t! I saw it, and it
wasn’t you. It ran out the French doors. It’s on the veranda right
now, waiting for me!”

“I wouldn’t let anything harm you, Jeannette,” Charmaine
averred, “but I can’t be brave alone. Won'’t you help me? We'll go
back into your room together, and with the light of the lamp, you
will see there is nothing there to frighten you. All right?”
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Jeannette nodded tremulously, taking Charmaine’s hand. As
they entered the nursery, they were buffeted by a chilling draft.
The French doors were swinging on their hinges, the room at the
mercy of the storm.

“Why didn’t you close them?” Charmaine demanded, placing
the lamp on the dresser. But as she rushed over to the wind-beaten
panels, face turned away from the pelting rain, a spine-tingling
aura took hold, and she came up short. Petrified, she slammed the
doors shug, slipped the latch into place, and jumped back, grateful
no ghost had appeared from beyond.

Expelling a shuddering breath, she surveyed the damage. The
drapes and rug were drenched. Laundering them would have to
wait until morning, but she pulled a towel from the bureau and
mopped up the floor.

Next she checked on Pierre. He hadn’t budged, which seemed
almost unnatural. The storm hadn’t subsided. In fact, with the
French doors open, it had been magnified, yet he’d slept through
it all.

“As you can see, there was no one on the balcony,” she said. “I
think your ghost was nothing more than those billowing drapes,
Jeannette. After all, your bed is the closest to the veranda.”

The girl remained unconvinced, complaining that without a
lock, the doors could open again.

“I know what will help you go back to sleep,” Charmaine an-
nounced, hoping to defuse Jeannette’s fears, “warm milk and cook-
ies. Now, climb into bed, and I'll go get them. How would that be?”

Jeannette nodded, but jumped into bed with Yvette. “I'll wait
here,” she whispered. In the next moment, they were snuggling
under the covers together, giggling softly.

Charmaine donned her robe, then lifted the lamp. But Jean-
nette immediately objected, begging her to leave it, so Charmaine
lit a small candle instead. “T’ll be back in a short while,” she said.
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As she walked down the hallway, the flickering flame cast gro-
tesque shadows on the far walls, feeding her apprehension. Though
she was getting good at timing the lightning and thunder, she was
unprepared for the first toll of midnight and nearly jumped out of
her skin when the foyer clock struck the hour. “Goodness,” she
scolded herself, grabbing hold of the stairway balustrade, “what’s
the matter with me? I'm acting like a frightened rabbit. There is no
such thing as ghosts!” Then she began her descent.

With his dressing room door slightly ajar, Paul heard the
sound of footfalls beyond, a shaky voice accompanying them. He
opened the door and leaned casually against the frame, admiring
the lovely vision before him. Charmaine Ryan was indeed a fetch-
ing sight, even more so in her state of dishabille: hair unbound and
thin robe drawn taut, accentuating her slender waist and shapely
hips. She had turned into a temptress, and his mind wandered
back to the night in the drawing room, some two weeks ago, when
she had brazenly chosen to sit next to him. She was ready for the
plucking, of that he was certain, but it was exceedingly difficult to
corner her alone . . . until tonight. He smiled wickedly. Hadn’t he
hoped for an occasion such as this? What better time than when
everyone else was in bed? Yes, what better time indeed!

Although the storm had lulled, Charmaine was by no means
relieved. The house was shrouded in darkness, her passage illumi-
nated only by the candle and the erratic flashes of lightning. Be-
yond that, she could not shake the feeling she was being watched,
though it appeared as if everyone had retired. Fear tied a knot in
the pit of her belly, and she hastened past the study, through the
dining room, and into the kitchen. “I was a fool to suggest coming
down here.”

She began humming to blot out the creaks and ticks emanat-
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ing from the dark recesses of the kitchen. The haunting melody
she had been forbidden to play on the piano spontaneously came
to her lips, and oddly, she felt at ease, secure. Haunting, indeed!
She warmed the milk without spilling it and found the cookies
Mrs. Henderson had baked that morning, placing everything, in-
cluding her nearly extinguished candle, on a serving tray. Then she
retraced her steps.

As she emerged from the dining room, a burst of lightning
silhouetted the figure of a man standing near the study doorway.
Darkness instantly enveloped the corridor, and he was gone.
Charmaine gasped, but the ensuing roar of thunder muffled the
sound.

“Who’s there?” she called, praying her eyes had deceived her.

The apparition was real. Paul stepped into the circle of candle-
light, bringing with him a draining relief that left her weak in the
knees. “I didn’t mean to startle you,” he said, moving closer, his
hair mussed, his robe askew.

“I didn’t know anyone was awake,” she sputtered, slowly re-
covering.

“I heard you on the stairs and thought perhaps you were in
need of company. But I can see I was mistaken.” He indicated the
tray she balanced in her arms. “It was hunger, and not loneliness,
that has you roaming the house at this late hour.”

Charmaine glanced down and laughed self-consciously. “This
isn’t for me. It’s for the twins. They were awakened by the storm,
and I thought a snack might help them fall back to sleep.”

“I suppose I shouldn’t detain you,” he said with a dynamic
smile, “but I shall. Come . . .” He walked into the dark study.

Though his manner seemed benign, an inner voice counseled
her not to follow. She went no farther than the door. “I really must
see to the children. They were frightened,” she added lamely, “and
if I don’t return shortly, they’ll begin to worry.”
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“I'm certain they’ll survive a few moments longer,” he replied.
“In fact, when you do return, you are likely to find them asleep.”
He hoped his words proved true; the hour would be late when she
left him. “Besides, Charmaine, aren’t you the least interested as to
why I really followed you down here?”

She was intrigued, but before she could reply, he turned his
back on her again and felt his way to the table with the tinderbox.
There he struck the flint and lit the lamp, adjusting the wick. Its
flame flared high, chasing the darkness to the far reaches of the li-
brary.

The rumbling storm lost its ferocity, and Charmaine relished a
sense of security that made it easy to ignore her rational mind and
enter the room. She obeyed him when he spoke over his shoulder
and casually told her to set the tray of food down. But her momen-
tary calm was shattered when he faced her and she read the raw
passion in his eyes. Cauterized, a sudden spasm shook her.

“Are you cold?” he inquired softly.

“No,” she whispered, his magnetism pulling at the core of her
being.

“Are you afraid of me?” he queried.

Yes, her mind screamed, and of myself! Dear Lord, we’re alone,
and I am bewitched. But she said none of this. Heaven forbid!
“Should I be afraid of you?” she asked instead, cleverly setting
aside his question.

“That depends on what you're afraid of,” he answered just as
cleverly, cocking his head to one side.

Dear Lord, he’s handsome, Charmaine thought, one stray lock
of hair curling on his brow, bidding her to stroke it back into place.
She dismissed the temptation, certain that such familiarity would
send her straight into his arms.

Lightning flashed again, and the thunder answered. A fierce
draft skirted across the floor, grabbing at her robe and wrapping it
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around her legs; then it was gone. In that eternity of passionate
thoughts, neither of them spoke.

Paul’s eyes blazed brighter as he admired her lithe form, her in-
nocent beauty highlighted by the copious tresses that fell over her
shoulders to her waist. His smoldering gaze returned to her lovely
face and the dark eyes that lacked the carefree abandon the mo-
ment demanded. There, he noted the last shred of wariness. He
moved toward her, much like a panther stalking its prey.

Though unknowingly she flinched, Charmaine did not flee.
Rather, she stood her ground until they were but a breath apart.
She tilted her head back to look up into his face, her heart leaping
when his callused hand caressed her cheek.

“You are most desirable, my sweet,” he murmured huskily,
confident of the romantic web he was spinning, savoring the spell
she had cast on him as well, his own pulse thundering in his ears.
“That is why I sought you out, and now, I would ask for a kiss.”

His eyes lingered on her lips, and her eyelids fluttered closed.
There was no turning back—she didn’t want to turn back—and
she leaned forward, relishing the quintessential moment. He
grasped her shoulders and slowly drew her into his embrace. His
head descended, and he delivered a tender kiss meant to put her at
ease. Then his mouth turned persuasive, testing and tasting, his
moustache coarse and prickly, masculine. Abruptly, he pulled her
hard against him, his mouth cutting across her lips and devouring
them. One hand traveled to her nape, the other caressed her back.

Charmaine’s head was spinning with the onslaught, and she
kissed him in return, rising on the tips of her toes, her hands creep-
ing up his sinewy arms and grasping his shoulders, molding her
body to his. Her brazen response belied her innocence, and her
unleashed ardor sent his desires soaring.

Sharp laughter rang from the doorway.

Paul quickly disengaged himself, an oath dying on his lips.
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“That’s the ticket, Paul. Bring her home, put a roof over her
head, strip the bit of clothing off her back, bed her, and then, when
you've tired of her, out she goes on her fondled ass with little
money spent!”

Mortified, Charmaine turned toward the doorway and the
resonant voice that dared utter such vulgarity. A bedraggled
stranger stood there, badly beaten by the storm, drenched from
face to foot, with the stubble of a beard on his cheeks, and a leather
cap cocked to the back of his head. With the slightest movement,
she espied Paul out of the corner of her eye. He was straightening
his robe, a mock display at dignity, yet he held silent, making not
the slightest inquiry as to why the man was in the house.

The intruder strode unceremoniously into the room, and
though his wet attire should have placed him at a disadvantage, he
did not seem ill at ease. He proceeded to audaciously circle them,
and Charmaine was unable to move out of sheer embarrassment,
appalled when his assessing regard raked her from head to toe,
measuring her worth as if she were on display at an auction. His
eyes met hers, and she dropped her gaze to his boots. He’d tracked
a considerable amount of mud on the carpet, as if he had come
from the stables. And then she knew: He was the livery hand
who’d been called to help with the foal. Still, she couldn’t under-
stand why Paul would suffer such insolence.

But there was no time to think, for the derelict held them cap-
tive. His wandering gaze fell on the tray of cookies and milk, and
a smile broke across his face, revealing gleaming white teeth that
were not perfectly straight, but perfectly aligned with his sardonic
demeanor.

“How cozy,” he mused wickedly, “a passionate kiss followed by
refreshments.” He settled into one of the chairs, crossed his arms
over his chest, and said, “Do carry on! I was moved by this roman-
tic performance. Your lines were fabulous! Could you repeat that
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one again, Paul, about wanting a kiss? I never thought to ask be-
fore.” He chuckled deeply.

Charmaine’s ire boiled over. “You rude, despicable cur!” she
spat out, emboldened by her temper. “From which filthy hole have
you crawled? No!” she quickly added, holding up a hand and wrin-
kling her nose in overemphasized revulsion. “I don’t want to
know!”

His smile broadened, the whole of his face one enormous jeer
now. It could not be borne, and she lashed out again. “Thank God
I live here and need never place name to your arrogant face!”

The grin ruptured into rich laughter, trampling her bravado.
She lifted her chin and grabbed hold of the snack tray. But as she
marched from the room, his voice followed her. “Give us a kiss,
you saucy, brazen wench!”

Once outside the study, Charmaine gave in to her trembling,
unable to steady her frayed nerves, let alone soothe her wounded
pride. A wench. A brazen wench. A saucy, brazen wench! She had
never been called a wench in her life! She looked down at the tray
and saw the candle was snuffed out. If she didn’t know better,
she’d place the blame on the reprobate who was still closeted in the
study with Paul. At least he lived in town, and she wouldn’t have to
see him again. Pacified, she pushed the debasing episode out of her

mind and groped her way up the stairs, no longer afraid of the

dark.

“What are you doing here, John?” Paul asked pointedly, mov-
ing to the brandy decanter and pouring himself a stiff drink.

“It was high time I checked on business.”

“Really?” Paul snorted.

“Really. Lucky for me the ship was delayed by the storm—”"
With Paul’s raised brow, he added “—or I would have missed you
pressing the house help into working the night watch with you.
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You horny bastard!” He smiled. “She really loves her job, doesn’t
she?”

“Drop it, John.”

The room fell silent as Paul took a draught of brandy.

“She cares not who I am,” John mused. “Perhaps she’ll change
her mind in the morning.”

“I doubt it,” Paul answered listlessly, his plans for the evening
neatly laid to waste. Leave it to John to screw things up for him.
“She’s different.”

“Really? Not from what I just saw.”

“Just leave her be!” Paul growled, unable to check his anger
any longer.

“Leave her for you, you mean. Isn’t that right, Paulie? So . . .
you haven’t had your way with her yet.”

“I'm not going to discuss this with you.”

“No?” John clicked his tongue and canted his head, giving the
matter some thought. “My assumption must be correct. Tonight
was your first tryst with the vixen.”

“It wasn’t a tryst!” Paul sneered.

“Then you're in love with her?” John pressed, receiving only a
scowl. “I didn’t think so. In that case, she is fair game. We shall see
who is the better player.” Chuckling again, he stood and strode
from the room, leaving a puddle of murky water at the foot of the
chair he had vacated.

When she needed the lightning to illuminate the way, it re-
fused to burst forth, and Charmaine realized the storm was over.
The staircase was dark, and she clutched the balustrade tightly.
When she reached the top, she fumbled down the wide hallway,
straining to see. Her hand found the doorknob to the children’s
room. She was never more relieved as when she pushed the door
inward and was bathed in lamplight.
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The girls were asleep as Paul had predicted. What a fool to
have wandered the house at midnight! Not even the memory of
Paul’s kiss annulled the humiliation she had suffered. No!/ I won’t
think about that!

She turned her mind to the twins, coaxing a sleep-drugged
Jeannette back into her own bed, frowning when she glanced at
the French doors and found them slightly ajar. A shiver chased up
her spine, and she walked cautiously toward the glass panels, se-
curing them again. She could not shake the uneasiness that en-
gulfed her, for it was ludicrous to think either the girls or Pierre
had opened them. It must be a faulty latch. Yes, that seemed plau-
sible. She would mention it to Travis Thornfield in the morning.

She lit another candle and turned the lamp down low. Taking
the tray of treats, lest the children eat them before breakfast, she
stepped into her own bedchamber and closed the door, safe at
last.

In his aggravation over the unpleasant turn the evening had
taken, Paul hadn’t considered John’s destination after leaving the
study. Even now, he did not remember that the governess occupied
his brother’s former bedchamber, for his mind was still relishing
the taste of her sweet lips, the feel of her soft body in his arms, her
impassioned response to his advance. Had he set aside his glass of
brandy and allowed his mind to clear, the implications of the bed-
room arrangements would have been manifest, and he’d have been

none too pleased.

John fumbled in the darkness as he entered his dressing room.
“Blast it all!” he snarled. “Where’s the confounded tinderbox?”
Despite his rummaging, his efforts came up futile. Frustrated, he
groped his way to the bedroom door, hoping to have more success
there. He was wet and miserable, and in desperate need of a hot
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bath. He knew the bath would have to wait until morning, but a
good night’s sleep in a dry bed after a week aboard the Destiny,
which had traveled from New York, would be a pleasant accom-
modation.

He was stunned when he flung the door open and found his
brother’s concubine climbing into his bed. In fact, he was so sur-
prised, he gave no thought to her reaction: the speed with which
she jumped up. He drew a deep breath and released it slowly, his
shock giving way to a crooked grin. She was bewitching. Perhaps
he didn’t need that full night’s sleep after all.

“Well, well, well, and well again. Aren’t you the little minx?” he
chuckled significantly. “Do you always entertain total strangers?”

Charmaine was too petrified to speak. She only knew she had
been set upon by a beast, one that was tracking her now, and in her
mounting fear, all she could do was plaster herself against the wall.

“Now how did you know where I'd be bedding down for the
night?” he pondered amusedly, closing the distance between them.

Charmaine realized she must act, or all would be lost. Pushing
off from the wall, she flew like a wild thing, reaching the children’s
door in a heartbeat. But in the instant it took to grab the door-
knob, her arm was caught from behind, and she was pulled back
with one forceful tug. Her scream was stifled as the man’s other
hand clamped down on her mouth and she was propelled around,
coming face to face with the tormenting demon. Her eyes grew
wide at his leering grin, her face turning crimson as she fought to
hold her breath against the foul odor she was sure he radiated.

Reading the repugnance and terror in her eyes, John relaxed
his grip. She didn’t seem to know who he was, but that didn’t coin-
cide with the fact she knew where his chambers were located.

Perceiving his moment of weakness, she began to struggle
again. Given an inch, she had taken a yard, and John released her
mouth to subdue her thrashing feet that were doing little in the
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way of assaulting his shins, but much in the way of inflaming his
ardor.

“Calm yourself, Madame,” he hissed, pinning her against the
door when she didn’t comply. “I just want some answers to my
questions. However, if you'd like me to continue where Paul left
off, I'd be more than happy to oblige.”

She submitted, quaking now. His words buffeted her cheek,
and she cringed, anticipating acrid, whisky breath. She smelled wet
clothing, little more.

“Why are you in here?” he demanded.

“This is my bedroom!” she pleaded. “I work here! This is where
I sleep!”

The conviction in her voice held the ring of truth. “So you
don’t know who I am?”

She grew courageous when his hands dropped away. “You're
probably a convict escaped from some filthy prison!” she rallied,
bent upon insulting him as he had her. “You should have rotted
there!” But even as she blurted out the retort, the light began to
dawn: He isn’t Martin, the livery hand.

She gasped when he pulled her to his chest and buried his face
in her hair, his lips close to her ear. “Ah, a prison indeed,” he whis-
pered passionately, “but can you guess what I was convicted of?”

“Pll scream if you don’t release me!” she cried, the tremor in her
voice nullifying her threat. In truth, she was far too frightened to
scream, certain that any outburst would prompt him to ravish her.

His head lifted from the sweet fragrance of her wild hair.
When he chuckled softly, Charmaine knew he was only toying
with her. Then his laughing eyes became serious, and quite
abruptly, he released her, stepping back apace.

She was an all-too-feminine distraction, and he was finding it
exceedingly difficult to leave her company. But, he would not cajole
her to his bed like his brother, and he certainly wouldn’t force her.
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She’d come of her own accord, or not at all, and he knew she wasn’t
going to do that. He backed away, grateful he was as tired as he was.

Still, he was having fun with this little encounter, so he wasn’t
of a mind to leave just yet. She must be the governess, he surmised.
Colette must have given her this room to be close to the children.

He moved around the chamber, noticing the feminine changes
she had made. Her possessions were meager, but they warmed the
room in a way his belongings never had. He exhaled, causing her
to jump. She hadn’t moved from the doorway, and he realized
something besides the change of inhabitant was different, but he
couldn’t pinpoint what it was.

“Are you going to leave?” she inquired, hugging herself rigidly
against his penetrating gaze.

“Patience, patience,” he chided, eyeing the tray of cookies. He
took one and popped it into his mouth, chasing it down with a
glass of milk. “Wouldn’t you like to join me? It would be a shame
to waste these, and since Paul won’t be coming, not here, anyway,
we might as well—”

“Won’t you pleaseleave?” she cut in, ignoring his chuckle. “It is
very late, and I have a great deal to do in the morning!”

“Oh, don’t worry about that,” he reassured with the wave of
his hand, “I'll see to it you're allowed to sleep in the morning, espe-
cially since you've entertained not one, but two gentlemen this
evening. A hard night’s work!”

When her mouth flew open to protest, he only winked at her,
popped another cookie into his mouth and turned to leave. As he
strode to the hallway door, something splintered underfoot. He
picked up the hairbrush she had thrown across the room earlier
that evening. It was broken in two. He studied the pieces for a mo-
ment, then tossed them onto the bed. With that, he tipped his cap,
opened the door, and left the room.

Charmaine flew to the door and locked it. She ran to the
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dressing room door to do the same, only to find it did not have a
lock. She fretted for a time, but when the adjoining room remained
mercifully silent, she began to relax. She got into bed and picked
up the remnants of her hairbrush, letting out a sigh of relief.

Paul sat heavily on his bed, realizing just how desolate his bed-
chamber was . . . “Shit!” he swore, shooting to his feet. “Shit!”

He sped to the door, but thinking better of it, exited through
the French doors. In seconds, he was around the corner of the
south wing balcony, past the children’s rooms, and standing at the
glass doors of John’s old bedroom. They were closed, but he peered
in. Mercifully, Charmaine was sitting in the middle of her bed,
alone. He pushed into the room, his eyes raking the chamber,
making certain his brother wasn’t lurking in the shadows.

Startled, she gasped, but when she realized it was Paul, her
hand dropped from her breast.

“Are you all right?” he queried with genuine concern.

“I am now!” she bit out.

“Was he here?”

“Of course he was here! This is his room!”

“Did he—"

“No!”

Paul’s apparent relief fueled her ire. “Why didn’t you tell me
who he was downstairs? I made a complete fool of myself, ranting
and raving the way I did! And if that wasn’t bad enough, you let
me come up here and . . .”

Her words dropped off as he rounded the foot of the bed.
Again, she jumped off the mattress. Youve entertained not one, bur
two gentlemen this evening . . . Already John Duvoisin’s words were
haunting her, and she was furious with Paul for placing her in such
a humiliating situation. “You told me he’d never return! You prom-

ised me that when you suggested I move into this room!”
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“He shouldn’t have come back,” Paul admitted softly, “and I
was just as surprised as you. That’s why I was at a loss for words.”

Charmaine read the displeasure in his eyes, and her anger
waned.

“I wanted to save you the embarrassment of an introduction,
which John would have exploited. And 1 completely forgot about
the sleeping arrangements until I returned to my room. I'm sorry,
Charmaine.”

He continued to advance, so close now her heart thudded in
her ears, the beat no longer heated but heady.

“Forgive me?” he petitioned.

With her slight nod and timid smile, he leaned forward.

The moment was at hand. But above the sound of her racing
pulse came a resonant, mocking voice: Well, well, well, and well
again . . . Aren’t you the little minx? You saucy, brazen wench!

Charmaine stepped back; she’d play no part in those vulgar
declarations. “You had better go.”

Paul accepted her refusal with a soft snort of disappointment.
His gaze swept the length of her, then he departed the room the
way he had come, leaving her confused and shaken. She had been
vulnerable, and again he had acted the gentleman.

She climbed into bed, sitting on the broken brush. She pulled
the two pieces from beneath her and thought of John and Paul.
Two gentlemen tonight . . . She’d hardly call John Duvoisin a gen-
tleman. She set the hairbrush aside. At least it was the only thing
she had lost this night.

Saturday, August 19, 1837

Paul knocked on Frederic’s chamber door at dawn. His father
might still be sleeping. He knocked again, and the door opened to
a quizzical Travis Thornfield. “Your father is in his bedroom hav-

ing breakfast.”
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“I must speak with him immediately.”

Travis stepped aside, and Paul crossed the antechamber for the
inner room.

Frederic looked up in surprise and closed the journal next to
his plate.

“John is home,” Paul stated.

Frederic sat back in his chair and allowed the news to sink in,
his heart besieged with elation, apprehension, and ultimately, de-
spair.

Uncomfortable with his parent’s pensiveness, Paul felt com-
pelled to say more. “He arrived on the Destiny. She was delayed by
the storm and didn’t lay anchor until evening.”

“Did you see him?”

“I was in the study when he arrived.”

“Did you speak with him?”

“Briefly. It was late. I was tired. He was soaked.” Paul tried
hard to read his father’s expression, one he’d never seen before.
“He’s here to check on business, or so he says.”

Frederic stood, leaned heavily on his cane, and limped to the
French doors. “Thank you for letting me know,” he murmured.

When he realized his father would say no more, Paul left.

Frederic stared down into the courtyard. John was home. He'd
been afraid to hope for this day. Now it had come, he wasn’t truly
prepared for it.

Charmaine hadn’t fallen asleep until the first rays of dawn
streaked the sky an inky orange, only succumbing to fatigue
after reliving her ordeal at least a thousand times. Now, light
poured into her room, and she awoke with a start. It had to be
late morning. She rose and hurriedly crossed to the children’s
bedchamber. A sheet of paper had been slipped under the adjoin-

ing door.
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Mlle. Chazmaine,

It is morning and you are still sleeping. We are with Nana
Rose.

Jeannette, Yvette, and Pierre

Charmaine smiled in relief; Jeannette and Yvette must have
told Rose they had been unable to sleep last night. Last night . . .
the storm...the children...the specter...the midnight
snack . . . Paul—John!

She sat down on her bed, rubbing her throbbing temple, and
looked at the clock on her dresser: eight-thirty. She didn’t want to
face the day, inevitably confronting John Duvoisin along the way,
but she knew she must. Otherwise, she could never save face.

John Duvoisin. She’d finally met the heir to the Duvoisin for-
tune, the man she’d heard so much about, mostly bad. Now she
knew why. In their two brief encounters, hadn’t he proven himself
deserving of every epithet? She cringed, recalling the words she
had spat in his face. You rude, despicable cur. .. From which filthy
hole have you crawled?. .. Thank God I live here and need never
place name to your arrogant face . . . You're probably a convict escaped
[from some filthy prison . . . She groaned and buried her face in her
hands.

A convict indeed! How could she have been so verbal—
dim-witted? Even if she hadn’t figured out who he was in the study,
his identity had been glaringly obvious once he’d invaded her bed-
chamber. He hadn’t been stalking her, and he wasnt some
stable-hand either! He’d merely been seeking his bed. Her cheeks
flushed as she remembered the assumption he had made when he’d
found her climbing into it. Do you always entertain total strangers?
Dear God! It was too much to think about! Her head pounded,
and her eyes stung from lack of sleep.
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She had nothing to be embarrassed about, she resolved, then
moaned. Who was she fooling? She did have something to be em-
barrassed about. He’d caught her in his brother’s arms. She might
not be guilty of “entertaining” a total stranger, but she was guilty
of a late-night rendezvous with Paul. To make matters worse, he
had found them in their nightclothes and had drawn all the worst
conclusions. She couldn’t even enjoy the memory of her first thrill-
ing kiss, for the prurient man defiled it.

John Duvoisin. What would she say to him? If nothing else,
she must face him with her head held high.

The nursery door burst open, and the children came bound-
ing in, unmindful of the impropriety of storming her room. Fully
dressed, they bounced on the bed in glee, their laughter ricochet-
ing off the walls.

“Have you just awoken?” Yvette exclaimed incredulously. “It
is so late! You must hurry and get dressed, Mademoiselle Char-
maine.”

“Why? What is the rush?”

“Nana Rose told us we are not to go downstairs for breakfast
without you, and we are ready for breakfast now!”

There was a knock on the outer door, and Charmaine opened
it to Mrs. Faraday, who bustled into the chamber with a stack of
fresh linens.

“You must hurry, Mademoiselle Charmaine, or we’ll be too
late!” Jeannette piped in, taking up where her sister had left off.

“Huwwy, Mainie!” Pierre echoed.

Confused, Charmaine took in their effervescent faces. “Too
late for what?”

Mrs. Faraday explained. “Master John returned late last night,
and the children are anxious to see him. He is in the dining room,
eating as we speak.”

“Master John?” Charmaine queried in feigned ignorance.
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“Their elder brother. The girls expect him to shower them
with gifts as he did the last time he arrived unexpectedly from
Virginia. Apparently, Master Paul was still awake when he came in
and has just now told Rose.”

Charmaine felt the blood rush to her cheeks. The telltale blush
was not lost on the housekeeper, whose assessing eye rested mo-
mentarily on her face. Then she babbled on. “She is the only one in
the house truly pleased to have him back, though I cannot, for the
life of me, figure out why. She is as bad as the children, rushing off
to her room to make herself presentable before seeing him.”

“We're glad he’s come home!” Yvette countered. “I'll wager he
has a great stack of presents for us! Maybe something bigger than a
piano this time!” She stood on her tiptoes and reached as high as
she could in indication of the magnitude of wonders that awaited
them with the return of her beloved brother.

“And Pierre wants to meet him!” Jeannette added. “Don’t you,
Pierre?”

“Uh-huh!” he agreed with an alacritous nod. “I never saw him
before.”

Tying back the drapes, Mrs. Faraday shook her head. “He can
be a rascal,” she proceeded, eager to impart what she knew of the
man, “a bad influence on the children, teaching them disrespect
the likes of which I've never seen.” She leveled her gaze on Yvette as
if to fortify her point, then motioned toward the tray of half-eaten
cookies. “What would you have me do with this, miss?”

“Im finished with it, thank you.”

Yvette eyed the discarded snack. “You did bring them for us! We
waited and waited for you, but you never came back last night.”

Charmaine caught the housekeeper’s raised brow. “It took a
while to warm the milk. By the time I returned, the two of you
were fast asleep.”
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“So you ate the cookies yourself?”

“No—I mean—I didn’t eat them all.”

Mrs. Faraday frowned in bewilderment, taking the tray with
her as she left.

“Oh Mademoiselle Charmaine, please hurry and get dressed!
We want to see Johnny before he’s gone for the day!”

“Very well,” she ceded. Best to get the introduction over with.

The children returned to the nursery, and she began washing
up, splashing water in her face, brushing out her hair and secur-
ing it in a tight bun. As she pulled a dress from her armoire, she
realized her heart was racing. She inhaled deeply. What would
Mrs. Harrington do if she were in this predicament? Perhaps the
situation wasn’t so dire. If she presented herself with dignity and
grace, a warm smile and friendly greeting, they could start afresh.
She recalled Joshua Harrington’s opinion of John Duvoisin and
grimaced. Somehow, she knew this was wishful thinking. But see
the man she must. You owe him nothing, she thought, and then
groaned. Nothing but respect.

She was fastening the last button on her plain dress when a
pummeling resounded on the door. “All right, all right!” she
laughed artificially as she opened it. Three eager bodies spilled into
the room, dashing to the hallway door.

“What are you waiting for?” Yvette cried over her shoulder,
disappearing into the corridor. “Come quickly!”

Charmaine followed, but by the time she reached the crest of
the staircase, the twins were far below, slowed only by Pierre, who
was trying to keep pace. Even in her excitement, Jeannette lovingly
took his hand and helped him along. Next, they were jumping off
the landing and racing out of sight, the patter of feet marking their
passage. Charmaine lifted her skirts and hurried her descent, know-
ing it would be better to enter the dining room with the children.
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She was too late; their voices echoed in unison, attesting to their
boundless joy.

Johnny!”

The name shook her to the core. He was still present at the
table, most probably alone. But even if he wasn’t, she felt certain
he’d take pleasure in taunting her. She passed the study and braced
herself, sighing in relief when she reached the archway and found
his back was turned to her. She could observe him first, incon-
spicuously.

He lounged in Paul’s seat, his boots propped on George’s
chair. The children were clustered around him. Jeannette was sit-
ting in his lap, Pierre leaned against his left leg, wearing the widest
of grins he’d ever bestowed upon a stranger, and Yvette, his
staunchest ally, stood to his right, fiercely hugging his arm. Char-
maine was astounded by the raw emotion betrayed with this re-
union. One look at the girls’ adoring faces, and she knew she had
seriously underestimated how much they loved him. Even more
striking was her impression the man reciprocated the feelings, his
attention fixed on the twins, a hand rubbing Pierre’s back.

“Where are our presents?” Yvette asked presumptuously.

“Presents?” John queried. “What presents? I didn’t bring any
presents.” His voice was deep and crisp, and quite pleasing to the ear.

“Oh really? Then why did you wink at Jeannette just now?”

“I wasn’t winking,” he insisted, “I had something in my eye.”

Yvette wasn’t fooled. “Well, then, what’s in that large sack un-
der the table?”

“My, haven’t we sharp eyes,” he laughed in that chuckle that
was already disturbingly familiar to Charmaine. “See for yourself.”

Yvette clambered under the table to fetch her loot. She was
soon forgotten as Pierre tugged on John’s leg. “We hab a gubber-
ness,” he said, smiling up at the man, who leaned forward to lend
his full attention.
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“Do you?” John asked, and Charmaine could tell he was smil-
ing. “Is she old and ugly like Nana Rose?”

“Oh no,” Pierre pronounced seriously, the cruel remark lost on
the innocent child. “She’s boo-tee-full and I love her!” He hugged
John’s leg all the harder to emphasize his point, exacting another
chuckle from the man.

“There she is!” Yvette pointed as she crawled from beneath the
table.

John turned, and Charmaine’s breath caught in her throat.
Lifting Jeannette off his lap and setting her on her feet, he stood,
and their eyes met, his lazy gaze holding her prisoner as he assessed
her in the light of this new day.

So this is John Duvoisin, Charmaine thought. He was tall,
though perhaps not as tall as his brother, with broad shoulders and
a slender waist. Unlike last night, he appeared distinguished, his
attire that of a gentleman. The cut of his face possessed a rugged
handsomeness she had missed yesterday. Now there was no mis-
taking his identity. The resemblance to Frederic was distinct:
brown eyes, long curved nose, square jaw, and thin lips. Even had
his visage been blank, she would have known he was a Duvoisin,
such was his bearing and stance—one that radiated the power
wielded by the men of this family.

As if reading her mind, his thick brow tipped upward, touch-
ing the light brown locks that covered the whole of his forehead.
She wanted to look away, except he seemed to challenge her to do
so, his scrutiny supercilious, mocking her fear. She shivered at the
thought of her future resting in his hands: she’d never be free of
the tormenting fires he had stoked just a few short hours ago when
he had come barging into her sheltered life. An inkling of the pain
he would bring her caused her to recoil.

“I believe we've already met,” he said with a crooked smile,

“though we don’t know each other’s name.”
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“I know who you are!” she responded heatedly, her anxiety
gone.

His brow raised further. “Well, now, for someone who thanked
God never to ‘place name to my arrogant face, it certainly didn’t
take you long to scrape up all the details.”

She gaped at him, nettled by his precise recollection. His re-
spectable appearance was not going to foster polite conversation.

He, in turn, was amused by her blatant outrage. She was
playing the lady wronged, though he knew she was no lady.
Her self-righteousness would prove interesting indeed. “Come,
Mademoiselle—it is Mademoiselle, isn’t it?” With her rigid nod,
he continued, “You act as if I'm still the water rat come in from
the rain. Or perhaps in dry attire, I'm just a rat?”

“I never called you a rat!” she replied defensively.

“No?” he queried snidely. “What else but a rat crawls from a
filthy hole? But then, considering we've only just met, perhaps 'm
wrong. Surely you couldn’t have formed a fair opinion of me, un-
less someone has influenced you. My brother hasn’t been filling
your head with nasty stories about me, has he?”

Her silence was answer enough, and he chuckled softly.

His merriment pierced her deeply, yet she could only glare at
him, realizing he had manipulated her into betraying Paul.

“Don’t look so chagrined, Mademoiselle,” he commented.
“You haven’t told me anything that I didn’t already know.”

“I haven'’t told you anything!”

“That’s right, you haven’t, Miss . ..?” He didn’t know her
name, and suddenly feeling at a disadvantage—he never tolerated
that; putting others at a disadvantage was 4is forte—he pressed on.
“You do have a name, don’t you?”

Charmaine was intimidated by his directness. She thought of
Anne London and grew wary of his motives. According to Stephen
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Westphal, John was engaged to the widow. He had to know her
name—and more! She’d not open herself to further ridicule by
answering. Instead, she spoke to the children, who were seated at
the table, watching them avidly. “I'm going to ask Mrs. Henderson
to prepare a breakfast tray. We can eat—"

“I asked for your name, Mademoiselle,” John cut in curtly.

There was no avoiding it. “Charmaine Ryan,” she threw over
her shoulder, praying her assumption was wrong, yet hastening
toward the kitchen in case it wasn’t.

“Well, then, Charmaine Ryan,” he replied slowly, testing the
sound of it. “You and the children shall breakfast with me. Come
now, no need to be afraid.”

Though his gibe halted her step, curiosity turned her about
face; his voice betrayed not the slightest indication he knew who
she was.

He, in turn, canted his head to study her. Somehow, she
seemed familiar, though he was certain he had never met her be-
fore. “Charmaine Ryan,” he murmured again as he pulled out the
chair he had propped his feet on earlier and gestured for her to sit.
“Since you are guardian of the children, I would just like to
talk—Dbecome better acquainted with you and your moral conduct
in my home.”

She stood stunned. How would she ever reclaim her dignity?
She considered leaving the room, but that would lend credence to
his lewd conclusions. More important, she couldn’t abandon the
children; he’d hold that against her as well.

“I'm sorry, John,” Paul called as he entered the room, “but
Miss Ryan and the children are breakfasting with me.”

Charmaine sighed in relief.

“How charming!” John chortled, leaning back against the ta-
ble and crossing his arms and legs. “If it isn’t the knight in shining
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armor come to rescue the damsel in distress.” The twins giggled.
“And I'm not invited?”

“You can join us, Johnny!” Yvette interjected.

Paul grunted. “Come Charmaine,” he said, taking her arm,
“we can eat in the kitchen.”

“Don’t bother,” John replied, pushing off from the table. “I
know when I'm not wanted.”

“Don’t go, Johnny!” Jeannette implored. “We haven’t visited
with you yet.”

“I will come to see you later,” he promised. And then, on an
afterthought, he asked, “Why hasn’t your mother joined you this
morning? Is she taking breakfast in her chambers?”

The gitl froze, her astonishment mirrored by Yvette. He turned
befuddled eyes upon Paul, who struggled with a response.

“John—I—"

Then Jeannette was crying, and John’s mounting perturbation
was diverted. “What is it? What is the matter, Jeannette?”

“Mama is dead, Johnny,” Yvette whispered unsteadily. “She
died in April.”

A tumult ran rampant across John’s face, and suddenly, Char-
maine felt sorry for him. He obviously had no idea about Colette’s
death.

“When were you planning on telling me this, Paul?” he
snarled.

“I didn’t know you hadn’t been told—"

“The hell you didn’t!”

The moment held until John headed toward the foyer in large,
angry strides. Paul rushed after him. “Where are you going?”

“To see Father and find out what other secrets he’s been keep-
ing!”

Paul grabbed his arm. “No, John! You hurt him enough last

time.”
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John ripped free, his face contorted, a feral gleam in his eyes.
“I hurt him?” he thundered. “/ hurt him?” Then he fell on Paul in
volcanic fury, grabbing great fistfuls of his shirtfront and slam-
ming him into the wall.

Charmaine wasn’t sure if the impact or her scream brought
Fatima Henderson racing from the kitchen.

“Whats going on in here?” the cook demanded, her voice
bringing John to his senses. “Master John, what’s gotten into
you?”

John'’s grip relaxed, and Paul pushed him away. They glared at
one another, refusing to meet the woman’s reprimanding eyes,
Paul adjusting his jacket as if he were the conqueror instead of the
vanquished.

“Miss Charmaine,” Fatima pressed when neither man would
answer her, “what are these two up to, already at each other’s
throats and Master John not even home a day yet? Are they fight-
ing over you?”

“No, Fatima,” Paul refuted coldly, his eyes fixed on his brother.
“We're not fighting over Charmaine. John just doesn’t like hearing
the truth.”

Reality began to sink in, and John’s wrath caved in to desola-
tion. His face had gone white, and Charmaine read his anguish.
He bowed his head and left.

She regarded Paul, silently beseeching an explanation.

“Fatima,” he directed, “please see to the children while I speak
with Charmaine.”

Fatima took charge of Pierre’s plate, giving Jeannette a com-
forting pat on the shoulder. The girl continued to sniffle, her
cheeks wet.

Paul looked to Yvette. “When you're finished, you are to take
your brother and sister back to the nursery. Mademoiselle Ryan
will meet you there.”
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Yvette nodded. It was clear from his tone he’d brook no resis-
tance.

John reached the landing, head down, when his eyes fell upon
the bottom of her gown. His gaze lifted, taking in the folded
hands, her bust, and finally, her breathtaking face, smiling down
at him from the portrait, young and innocent, and suddenly dead.
100 late, I've arrived too late.

His name echoed from above. He tore his eyes from Colette’s
lovely face and looked at his aunt.

“So it 7s true,” Agatha said as she descended, “you’ve re-
turned.”

“So I have,” John muttered, “and unfortunately, so have you.”

Unperturbed, she smiled triumphantly, eyebrow arching. “Ap-
parently, you haven’t heard a// the news. Unlike Colette’s unfortu-
nate passing, there has been a joyous wedding in the manor. I am
pleased to tell you your father and I were married in July.”

John thought he would vomit. His aunt’s smug mien fired him
anew, and he took a threatening step toward her.

Her smile broadened, unalarmed. “It was inevitable. Frederic
and I have been in love for many years now. Had I been widowed
sooner, I would have become the second Mrs. Duvoisin, rather
than the third. Colette was much too young for your father, really.
After all, she could have been his daughter. He needs a woman to
love him, not a little girl.”

John would have taken great pleasure in slapping her face if
Rose had not called to him from the crest of the north wing stair-
case.

“John, you are home! I was just coming down to see you.”

He spun around, masking his emotions. “I'm afraid I can’t
talk right now, Nan. My father is waiting to see me.”

“John,” Rose admonished gently, warily, “please . . . be kind.”
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“As you say, Nan,” he bit out, before pushing past Agatha.

His mind was a maelstrom of words and images. What had
George said? Colette fears Agatha . . . fears the hold she may exert
over Paul . . . fears for the children . . . Clearly, his aunt had been
after bigger game and had bagged it.

Agatha’s twisted smile followed him. When he was gone, she
threw a knowing look to Rose, then turned and climbed the
stairs.

Rose offered a silent prayer. She had hoped to have a moment
alone with John, but she was too late and headed to the dining
room instead.

Paul closed the study door and leaned back against it.

“What happened out there?” Charmaine asked.

“You needn’t be concerned about it,” he replied with an exas-
perated sigh.

“Needn’t be concerned? I was terrified! He attacked you!”

“My brother is easily incensed. He imagines slights against
him when none exist, and then he carries on as he did just now.”

“But not having been told about Colette is a slight. And al-
though I'm not fond of your brother, surely he was justified in be-
ing angry about that!”

“He was informed about her failing health months ago,” Paul
stated flatly. “Her death shouldn’t have come as a shock.”

“Then why was he so angry?”

“As I said, he doesn’t like to hear the truth. He’s hurt members
of this family with this sort of behavior. Even Colette, as good and
kind as she tried to be to him, suffered at his hands.”

Charmaine gaped at him in disbelief. She shuddered to think
episodes similar to the one she’d just witnessed had taken place in
the past. God forbid, had the man been violent to Colette? She
didn’t dare ask. “But why?”
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“Ever since I can remember, John has been determined to do
things his way, and his way invariably runs afoul of our father’s
wishes. My father has good reason to be angry with him on many
accounts. Likewise, John hates the fact that our father is still in
charge. It is the very thing that fuels his fury.”

She could not speak. The picture Paul painted was all too
reminiscent of her parents’ home. Fear was nipping at her heels
again, that same gnawing apprehension she had constantly lived
with when her father was around.

“Charmaine, you've heard me speak of my brother before. You
saw for yourself how he is, both last night and this morning. Even
so, you needn’t worry. You can trust me to watch out for you.”

“I hope I can.”

“You must. Rough times are ahead. John will see to it. He al-

ways does.”

“Master John?”

Grave concern creased Travis Thornfield’s brow, and he stood
his ground, blocking John’s entrance to his father’s chambers.

“Let him in, Travis.”

Travis stepped back, and John stalked into the bright dressing
room.

Frederic was standing, and though he appeared at ease, his
pulse was racing.

“Leave us alone, Travis,” John growled, his anger fed by his
father’s calm demeanor and restored health.

“Sir?” the manservant questioned, his eyes traveling to Fred-
eric.

Frederic only nodded, and Travis deserted the electrified room.

The day was still in its infancy when Charmaine carried her
breakfast tray upstairs. Her steps were slow and burdened, lack of
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sleep making the prospect of a full day with three healthy children
wearisome before it had truly begun.

She gritted her teeth when she found the nursery vacant, angry
the girls had disobeyed Paul’s instructions. Her morning was al-
ready spoiled, and she could thank John Duvoisin for that, too.
Her meal would once again have to wait; she must find the chil-
dren before Agatha did. Her head was pounding and her eyes still
burned, conditions she was certain she would never shake off as
long as John Duvoisin was around. But damning him would not
locate her charges.

She headed toward the north wing, assuming perhaps they
had gone to Rose’s chambers. Sounds from inside the room adja-
cent to her own, a room unoccupied, challenged that assumption.
She stopped and listened—no talking, just a soft rustling. She
knocked on the door. The rustling intensified, then nothing. She
rapped on the door again and called out: “Yvette, Jeannette.” No
answer, just the sound of scurrying footfalls. She called out again.
“Are you in there?” Still, no reply. She pondered momentarily what
to do. Perhaps it wasn’t the children. Jeannette would not have
held silent. And yet, anyone else would have responded. Hence,
she opened the door.

A gust of wind rushed past her, swirling around her legs and
taking up her skirts, sweeping a ream of stationery off the nearby
desk and raining its many sheets on the immaculate floor. As she
stepped into the empty chamber, a second gale burst through the
French doors, taking more paper to wing. Now she had a mess to
clean up.

She closed the door to stem the stiff breeze and set to work.
There were scores of blank sheets. Slowly, she straightened and re-
placed them. She abruptly stopped. There was a letter here—a very
wrinkled and worn letter. Charmaine recognized the hand imme-
diately, and her heartbeat quickened. It belonged to Colette. She
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quickly placed the three pages in order and gasped when she found
the first sheet.

My dearest John,

1 cannot know your present state of mind. It is not my inten-
tion to cause you greater pain . . .

John stood before his father, seething.

“Why don’t you sit down, John?” Frederic offered.

“I won’t be staying long,” came the rigid reply.

Frederic exhaled. “Welcome home.”

John snorted, further revolted by the false greeting. “I see Co-
lette’s painting still hangs in the center hallway, Father. When will
you be commissioning the artist to paint your third wife’s por-
trait?”

Frederic received the heavy sarcasm evenly. “You've seen Ag-
atha?”

“Right after I found out about Colette’s death,” John answered
virulently. “Not one slap in the face, but two! Tell me, Father,
couldn’t you wait for Colette’s body to turn cold before you took
another wife?”

“My marriage to Agatha has nothing to do with Colette.”

“You amaze me, Father. I think I've left a cripple behind, but
look at you: you're up and about, a veritable newlywed! Poor Paul,
he thinks you can’t withstand another confrontation with me, but
you have withstood two young wives, the last of which gave you a
real run for your money. And here you are, only four months after
Colette’s death, working on wife number three!” He shook his
head in theatrical astonishment. “You must be slipping, though.
Agatha’s rather old. I would have put money on the new governess
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catching your eye. She’s more in line with your taste for virgin
flesh, isn’t she?”

If Frederic had hoped John’s journey home was for any reason
other than continuing where they had left off four years ago, he
was mistaken. With his prayers for the morning swiftly desecrated,
his heart took up a new beat, and his blood began to boil. And still
John was talking, his words ruthless and baiting.

“Or could it be you're ready to admit you're too old for some-
one as young and fetching as Miss Ryan?” He paused for a mo-
ment, pretending at thought. “No, that can’t be it. You still have
all that money to spend! And any young, impressionable maiden
would salivate at your feet if you wagged that fortune in front of
her, wouldn’t she?” He paused again, placing a fist under his chin
as if the problem were too perplexing to figure out. Then, he lifted
a finger in mock comprehension. “I know what it must be! Paul
has laid claim to her and you wouldn’t dream of interfering. After
all, he’s your shining star.”

Frederic had heard his fill. “You've come home to insult me, is
that it?”

“Not quite,” John denied. “I came home because Colette wrote
to me. You were aware of that, weren’t you?”

He relished the fire in his father’s eyes and eagerly pressed
on. “She feared for the children. Now, let me see, what were her
exact words? Ah yes: ‘If your father cannot put his bitterness
behind him, the only love the children will have when I am gone
is that of their governess and Nana Rose.” But here’s the prob-
lem: Rose is terribly old, their governess is a little trollop falling
all over Paul, and then there’s you, the father they never see—
the bitter one. Such a happy family, isn’t it? Oh, but I forgot, now
they have a stepmother. Won’t she make their lives just won-

derful?”
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“That’s enough!” Frederic ground out, his jaw clenched and
twitching.

John smiled wickedly; he’d gained the desired result. “How
does it feel, Father, to know your wife wrote to her stepson to re-
quest his aid in supplying the children with the love and affection
they’d never get from you?”

“I am not surprised she wrote such a letter, John,” his father
fired back. “She’s played you for the fool more than she has me.”

“And what is that supposed to mean?”

“Let us just say I was married to her for nine long years and
came to know her in ways you can’t hope to imagine.”

John resisted the urge to deliver a hammering blow to his sire’s
face. Instead, he damned him silently, a hatred unmatched, then
turned away and escaped the room, slamming the door behind him.
Agatha stood in the hallway, a tight smile of victory on her lips.
John contemplated striking her, but curbed that weakness as well.
With blood pounding in his ears, he headed for his chambers.

“Some things never change,” Frederic mumbled as he slouched
into the armchair. “When will I accept that?” Burying his face in
his hands, he massaged his brow. He had an excruciating headache.

Charmaine’s hands were trembling as her eyes flew over the
letter. Why had Colette written to John, especially after the way he
had treated her?

She quickly folded the sheets and placed them back on the
desk. But they unfolded slowly, inviting her to read on, and she
glimpsed the date at the top of the first page: Wednesday, March 8,
1837—exactly one month before Colette’s death!

The penned endearment shouted up at her—AMy dearest
John—words reserved for a loved one. According to Paul, Colette
had suffered at John’s hands, and Colette had said John was angry

with her. Dear God, Charmaine murmured, unable to attach rea-
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son to it. Then again, Colette would have put aside rancor to make
peace, to convert the demon with temperance.

Charmaine picked up the letter again, her eyes falling to the
first paragraph, drinking in phrases not intended for her eyes.

... I pray you receive this letter. I have every faith in George
to deliver it into your hands.

George? The gossip was true! He had traveled to Virginia! The
letter must have been extremely important to warrant the aban-
doning of his duties these many months. Charmaine continued to
read, this time in the middle.

... I do not want to die knowing he will shortly follow me in
such a state of mind. The ferocity of his anger belies the depth
of his love, but he needs somebody to show him the way. I was
unable to do so, bur I know you are. If you have ever
truly . . .

Suddenly, the hallway door banged open, and John stormed
the chamber, grabbing hold of the rebounding door and slamming
it shut with such force the walls vibrated. He was halfway into the
room before he realized she was there, her loud gasp breaking
through his violent thoughts.

What is she doing here?

And then he knew: clutched to her breast was a letter—his let-
ter. This unsavory act was the last straw, and he exploded. “How
dare you sneak into my room and rummage through my drawers
for what you could find?”

Charmaine was too terrified to speak, her slackened jaw quiv-
ering. She was guilty of violating his privacy, and nothing could
exonerate her.
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“I'm waiting for an answer, demoiselle!”

“I—I'm sorry!” she sputtered, bursting into tears.

The letter slipped to the floor, and her legs propelled her for-
ward. She didn’t get far. He caught hold of her as she skirted past,
jerking her around to face him.

“Not so fast!” he snarled. “Why are you in my room?” He gave
her a hard shake, his hands like vises biting into her flesh.

“I'm sorry!” she sobbed, writhing against his brutal fingers. “I
didn’t know it was your room!”

Although her contrition was convincing, a torrid torment
roiled in his heart, making it easy, satisfying in fact, to vent his
wrath on this wench, who was digging herself into a deeper hole of
dubious conduct every time he ran into her. Perhaps she wasn’t the
vicious, manipulative Agatha Blackford Ward, the new Mrs. Fred-
eric Duvoisin, but she was a conniving Jezebel all the same.

“You expect me to believe that?” he chortled insanely.

“I was looking for the children!” she cried.

“In my desk drawer?”

She wrenched one arm free, but his fist yanked the other pain-
fully higher. “You're hurting me!”

“Just as I suspected!” he sneered demonically. “You have no
answer!”

He pushed her away, and she fell backward into the bed, sit-
ting with a thump, massaging her throbbing arm. Although tears
smudged her cheeks, her eyes were suddenly dry. They flashed
with hatred, hatred for this man, another “John,” who was so
much like her father. He had just sealed his fate. From this mo-
ment forward, their discourse could never be civil. He was a dog
and would forever remain so. No matter Colette had written kind
words to him, trying to reach his blackest of souls. But Charmaine
was not Colette, did not have the fortitude to selflessly forgive.
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Experience had taught her such attempts at peacemaking were fu-
tile. With jaw set, she pushed off the bed.

John didn’t falter under her display of courage. The moment
she moved, so did he, checking her escape. “Now,” he growled ic-
ily, “I want the truth from you, or you'll have more than a sore arm
to rub when you leave this room!”

Charmaine shivered momentarily, but the embers of hatred
had been stoked, and its fire eclipsed her fear. “I've told you the
truth. I was searching for the children. I heard noises coming from
inside this room, but when I called to them and they didn’t an-
swer, | assumed they were up to some mischief. That’s when I
opened the door. A draft blew the papers to the floor. I was merely
picking—"

“Behind closed doors?” he demanded incredulously. “Do you
take me for a fool, Mademoiselle? I placed that letter in the desk
drawer. So tell me, Charmaine Ryan, how did the wind manage to
blow it from hat spot?”

Charmaine fleetingly puzzled over his declaration and dis-
missed it as swiftly as she thought: The desk drawer? Colette’s letter
was not in a drawer. He'’s hell-bent upon venting his anger, and I've
become an easy victim.

John perceived her confusion, her partial innocence, and his
temper cooled.

“Pve told you the truth,” she hissed, squaring her shoulders.
“Let me pass.”

“You've lied.”

“T haven’t lied, but I can see the truth makes little difference to
the likes of you. Go ahead and strike me if you must. I'm sure it
will be the victory you've been seeking all morning.”

Stung by the accurate remark, John hesitated, then stepped
aside.
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Charmaine was shocked and could not move.

“Well, my Charm . . ” he drawled obsequiously, the mock en-
dearment of her name a slap in the face. “What keeps you from
departing? Perhaps you are awaiting my leave?”

She stiffened, then raised her chin and dashed around him.
As she reached the door, she threw a defiant glare over her shoul-
der, but the gesture offered little satisfaction, for he responded
by bowing low like a courtesan showing great respect for a noble
lady.

Once free, she was overcome by blinding tears and collided
with George just as she reached the nursery. “Charmaine?” he que-
ried. “What is the matter?”

She struggled to pull away until she realized who he was.
“George! You're home!” Then she sobbed harder, luxuriating in the
safety of his arms.

“There, now,” he soothed, taking courage to stroke her back.
“It’s all right.” He had only seen her in this state once before, and
he wondered what could have upset her so. Then, as if struck by
lightning, he knew.

Charmaine shyly lifted her head, wiping dry her cheeks. “I'm
sorry, George,” she laughed self-consciously, “I didn’t mean to cry
on your shoulder.”

“That’s all right,” he countered. “What are shoulders for, any-
way?” Then the levity was gone. “Would you mind me asking why
you were crying?”

“It was nothing,” she lied, averting her gaze.

“Nothing but John,” he mumbled.

Astonished, her eyes shot back to his face. “How did you know
that?”

“I just know. What did he say to upset you?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

She seemed about to cry again, so he refrained from pressing
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her for details. “You would be wise to avoid John for a while. He’s
come home to sad news. I'm certain he’s not taking it well.”

“Why are you telling me this?” she asked charily. “Are you
defending him?”

“John is like a brother to me. He’s not a bad man, just a trou-
bled one.”

“I'm sorry, George, but I'm afraid I've seen the real John Du-
voisin, a side he’d never show another man—that of the devil!”

George willed himself not to smile, having heard similar senti-
ments many times before. “Very well.” He sighed. “Just stay away
from him. Far away.”

“Don’t worry,” Charmaine avowed. “I intend to.”

“Good. Now, before I talk with the devil, ’'m supposed to tell
you the children are with my grandmother in her chambers.”

“How did you know where they were?”

“After four months away, my first order of business was to visit
my grandmother. The children were with her when I knocked on
her door.”

“I had better see to them,” Charmaine replied.

George watched her go. Shaking his head, he strode to the
guestroom John now occupied. According to his grandmother, the
man had been apprised of all the events leading up to his return
home, namely Colette’s death and Agatha’s reign. John had to be
furious if he’d confronted Frederic already. George cringed with
the thought of facing his friend just yet. Perhaps this was not a
good time, he concluded, the fist he’d held suspended dropping to
his side.

Monday, August 21, 1837
Sunday was mercifully uneventful, and when the day ended,

Charmaine thanked the Lord she had been spared John Duvoisin
on the Sabbath. She’d anxiously anticipated another rancorous
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altercation with him, but her worries had been needless. He hadn’t
attended Holy Mass and was absent for all three meals, locking
himself away in his chambers, his presence signaled only by the
footfalls of Anna or Felicia as they scurried to his door to deliver
another bottle of spirits. Nevertheless, Charmaine had been afraid
to venture from her own quarters. Their dispute over Colette’s let-
ter was too fresh in her mind, and she hoped to postpone their next
confrontation for as long as possible.

For that reason, she rose early today and hastily ushered the
children down to breakfast. With any luck, the detestable man
would abstain from eating again, or would rise late, and she could
successfully evade him for a second day.

As Fatima set four steaming bowls of porridge on the table,
Charmaine reeled with the realization she loathed a man she had
only known for forty-eight hours. Her conscience chastised her,
but she reasoned others were suffering his return as well, the house
teetering on an undercurrent of tension. Family and servants alike
seemed to be awaiting his next move, the thundering crash, the
ultimate explosion. Charmaine vowed to be absent for it.

To that end, she was determined to finish breakfast with the
children as quickly as possible and retreat to the safety of their
rooms. However, Yvette was just as determined to sabotage her
plan. She dallied through the meal, distracting Jeannette and
Pierre. Every time Charmaine pointed a finger at her cereal, the
girl protested. “Too many lumps!” So, the oatmeal grew cold, and
Charmaine had run out of threats.

“I'm going to get some milk!” Yvette announced. “I'm incred-
ibly thirsty!”

“You stay right there,” Charmaine enjoined. “I will get it for
you.”

Upon returning to the dining room, Yvette was nowhere in
sight. “Where is your sister?” Charmaine demanded.
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“Gone,” Pierre replied, taking hold of his glass and sloshing
milk down his shirt before greedily drinking it.

“Back to our room,” Jeannette elaborated. “She changed her
mind.”

Charmaine did not believe it for a second, and wiped Pierre’s
dampened chest in rigid restraint. Sure enough, the nursery proved
empty. Now she feared the worst: the eight-year-old had begged all
weekend long to visit her older brother’s apartments. 7hat was her
destination.

When Jeannette promised to read to Pierre, Charmaine took a
deep breath and set out in pursuit of the errant twin. She walked
quietly along the veranda, stopping just shy of John’s quarters, head
cocked, listening. No voices, though the French doors were open.
Tiptoeing closer, she peered in at an angle, a small section of the
chamber visible. Nothing—nobody. She leaned forward and spied
the foot of the bed. A little farther, and boots came into view. She
jumped back, stumbling over her own feet and nearly falling, plas-
tering herself against the face of the manor. Someone was reclining
there—John! When her heart stopped hammering, she chuckled
softly, foolishly, and relaxed. He was alone; she’d been wrong.

Where to look now? She crossed through her room and began
with the second floor of the north wing, next the servant’s staircase
to the kitchen, then the kitchen itself. No Yvette. She cracked the
door that opened onto the dining room, relieved to find only Anna
and Felicia moving around the table, setting down teacups and
saucers. She walked casually across the room, ignoring their side-
long glances, and entered the study. It was empty as well. She was
growing more frustrated by the minute and feared her original as-
sumption was correct: Yvette had stealthily made her way up to
John’s chambers.

Gritting her teeth, she stepped into the drawing room and
circled the piano, the two sofas, the high-back chairs, and the
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coffee table. She looked behind the curtains. Still, no Yvette. She

moved to a table near the French doors. It was covered with a lace
cloth that fell to the floor. She had just bent over to peer under it
when a crisp, masculine voice resounded behind her.

“Searching for something, Mademoiselle?”

Charmaine’s heart leapt into her throat, and she straightened
so quickly she nearly toppled the table.

John leaned placidly against the hallway doorframe, arms and
legs crossed, a bemused smile on his lips. The easy portrait ended
there: his eyes were bloodshot, his complexion ruddy, and his
cheeks covered in stubble. He seemed oblivious of his unsteady
state as he persisted in demeaning her.

“You didn’t have to straighten up so fast. Your derriére is the
finest bit of fluff I've had the pleasure to see in quite some time,
save for the other night.”

Charmaine reddened, irate more than embarrassed.

His smile broadened. “What are you searching for so dili-
gently? Perhaps I could help locate it? If not, I'd be happy to assist
with anything else that comes to mind.” His eyes, which had
scanned the room, now raked her from head to toe, indifferent
that she was deeply offended.

She steeled her emotions and walked briskly toward the arch-
way where he stood. He did not step aside; rather he placed his
palm flat against the doorjamb, blocking her path.

“Once again, Mademoiselle,” he stated in irritation, “you
haven’t answered my question. Perhaps you thought the wind had
blown a letter under the table, and you felt it your duty to pick it
up and read it

He expected an angry response and was unprepared when she
ducked under his extended arm and raced into the main foyer. She
had reached the steps by the time he’d whirled around, but his
chuckle followed her up the stairs.
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Safe in her bedchamber, she cursed herself for running from
him like some frightened child, or worse yet, a guilty one. She
should have stood up to him, and she stamped her foot. “Oh, that
miserable, despicable man!”

She entered the nursery, praying that by some miracle Yvette
had returned.

“Did you find her?” Jeannette asked, looking up from the
book.

“No,” Charmaine replied in exasperation, only half-aware of
Pierre, who had left his sister’s lap to give her a big hug. “Jeannette,
do you have any idea where she could be?”

Jeannette’s negative response set her to pacing. Soon the
household would be stirring, and she fretted over the mistress’s se-
vere reprimand should Yvette turn up in some forbidden area. Her
heart missed a beat when there was an unexpected rap on the hall-
way door. Agatha already?

Charmaine reached it, cringing when Yvette bounded in, leav-
ing her to face not Agatha, but John.

“I'm returning one missing twin to where she belongs at this
hour in the morning,” he said. “She was what you were looking for,
yes?”

“Yes,” Charmaine replied curtly. “Thank you.”

She pushed the door closed, not caring it would shut in his
face. But he braced his hand against it, stopping it midway. “Before
you lock me out,” he smirked, “I'd like to have a word with you.”

“You've already had a word with me,” she rejoined auda-
ciously.

“I'll have another word with you, then,” he countered sharply,
gesturing for her to step into the hallway.

For all her bravado, his temper was unsettling, and so she
complied, counseling herself calm as he closed the door, hands
folded primly before her, eyes lowered.
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“Aren’t you the least bit interested in where I found her?”

“No,” she replied stubbornly.

“I see,” he mused. “Incompetent and stupid.”

Charmaine’s eyes widened, both hurt and angry, but she didn’t
have the opportunity to defend herself.

“You would be wise to remember the children are your respon-
sibility, Mademoiselle, at least for now. Yvette has no business
eavesdropping on adult conversations, which she undoubtedly will
hear if she escapes your eye and takes cover in the drawing room.
Yes, that is where I found her.”

Charmaine burned, his supercilious stance and smug smile
giving rise to the words, “May I ask you if you are annoyed with
me—or yourself?”

His brow raised in surprise. “Mademoiselle, Yvette is your re-
sponsibility.”

“And I fail to see how she would have come to harm in the
drawing room, unless you are embarrassed by what she overheard:
your adult conversation—derri¢re and all! Furthermore, if you
hadn’t interrupted my search, she wouldn’t have remained hidden
for long.”

John found her outburst entertaining, her large eyes just as
diverting. But it wouldn’t lead to victory, not even a small one.
He’d sparred with intimidating opponents in his day and always
won. What else can I say to fire her up and garner more ammunition
to use against her?

“I don’t care what she heard, Miss Ryan, and even less by
whom. But 7/ am the exception in this household. I know Mrs.
Duvoisin, or even my dear brother wouldn’t take too kindly to
Yvette eavesdropping on them. If #bey find her in some hidden
niche, I guarantee there will be all hell to pay, and the bill that hell
charges will come directly to you. That will be all, my Charm.”

It was the last straw. As he walked away, Charmaine pursued
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him. “No, that won’t be all!” she spat at his back, drawing him
round as he reached the crest of the staircase and took one step
down. She stepped in front of him, closer to eye level now, her
temper out of control. “There is one more thing, Master John. You
needn’t remind me of my duties, and I take offense you've judged
me incompetent. Obviously, you are unaware that I have managed
quite well with the children for close to a year now, and not once
has their welfare been jeopardized. But you are right about Mrs.
Duvoisin: her reaction would have been just like yours. As for
Paul, he has always supported me.”

For the first time, John appeared stymied. Charmaine smiled
triumphantly. He didn’t remain mute for long, however. “Miss
Ryan, I know you've made it well worth my brother’s while to ‘sup-
port’ you, but you underestimate me.”

“Really?” she returned, astounded by the scope of his crude
conclusions. “You should know your father has also commended
me.”

John’s eyes hardened. “Miss Ryan, you have no idea how miser-
able I can make your life if it strikes my fancy. It hasn’t come to
that—yet. But, use my father to threaten me, and it will.”

Charmaine felt the blood drain from her face.

Mercifully, Agatha emerged from the south wing hallway, an
unlikely buffer for her sudden intimidation. “What goes on here?”
she demanded.

“Miss Ryan was just comparing the two of us,” her nephew
replied.

“Comparing us?” she choked out. “Surely there is no compari-
son!”

“Indeed!” John agreed wryly, raising his hand in salute.

Then he was gone, leaving Charmaine to contend with the
confused woman. With a mumbled “good morning,” she quickly
retreated to the nursery.
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There she spent the next four hours lamenting her loose
tongue. Why had she spoken so brashly, boastfully? Pride goeth
before a fall...She’d grown overconfident and had underesti-
mated John’s authority. Should she take the matter up with Paul
and tell him about the incident with the letter? She instantly dis-
counted that idea; it would lead to more trouble. Yes, Paul might
support her, but he was second in line. And if he went to his father,
Frederic would never condone her unscrupulous behavior, no mat-
ter how she pleaded her case. Somehow, her future had been placed
in John’s hands. He held all the cards, had held them since Satur-
day morning. And if that wasn’t bad enough, she’d just added
more fuel to the fire. He was right—she was stupid!

The morning wore on, and the children grew bored. Char-
maine had repeatedly quelled their requests to leave their sanctu-
ary, but as lunchtime neared, she couldn’t quarantine them any
longer. Panic seized hold as they approached the dining room.
What if John were there? Thankfully, he wasn’t. Even so, his
wraith was present; every little noise made Charmaine jump.

“Where is Johnny?” Yvette asked.

“I don’t know,” she replied, then added under her breath, “As
long as he’s not here, he can be anywhere he likes.”

“You don’t like him, do you?” Yvette demanded, canting her
head.

“I never said that!”

“It doesn’t matter. You'll change your mind sooner or later.”

Charmaine nearly choked on her food. The child had never
been more wrong in her life. She’d sooner declare her father a
“man of God.”

Lunch was over, but the children refused to return to the play-
room. “I'm tired of playing with those silly toys or reading those
fairytale books,” Yvette protested. “We haven’t left the nursery for
days!”
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She was right. They couldn’t spend the rest of their lives se-
questered. “Then let us have our piano lesson,” Charmaine of-
fered.

Yvette objected again. “Johnny might hear us, and I want to
surprise him.”

Charmaine sighed, but Jeannette’s suggestion met with every-
one’s approval. “We wouldn’t be spoiling the surprise if you played
for us, Mademoiselle.”

Minutes later, they clustered around the piano, and Char-
maine placed her hands to the keys, performing her usual reper-
toire of children’s tunes while they sang along. Even Pierre joined
in, the serious tremor in his voice spawning contagious giggles. All
their woes were forgotten, and gaiety ruled the afternoon.

John was contemplating the ceiling and the dust motes sus-
pended above him when the strains of a childhood melody floated
into his bedchamber. “Damn good whisky,” he mumbled, swing-
ing his legs over the side of the bed. Still, he wasn’t as drunk as he
wanted to be. Grabbing the bottle he’d retrieved from the dining
room earlier that morning, he uncorked it and poured a brimming
glass. As he took a swig, the sound caught his ear again. His eyes
went to the French doors where the curtains billowed in the breeze.
The tune wasn’t in the bottle, and it wasn’t his besotted imagina-
tion, either. Finding the music a welcome reprieve from his dismal
abyss, he rose and headed to the balcony.

He wasn’t prepared for the piercing light and squinted sharply,
reaching for the balustrade, holding fast until his world stopped
spinning and the throbbing in his head ebbed. The strains were
clearer now, and he pictured the twins as they sang along. A femi-
nine soprano rose above their voices, embellishing the melody.
How sweet, he mused acrimoniously, the governess plays the piano,
too. He looked at the glass he held, then hurled it over the banister,
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relishing the sound of shattering glass when it struck the cobble-
stone drive.

“My, aren’t we happy today!”

John leaned farther over the railing. An impish George Rich-
ards smiled up at him, his smile broadening when they made eye
contact.

“You almost got me in a place I shouldn’t mention.”

“It would have done you some good, Georgie,” John chortled.
“What have you been up to today?”

“A better question is: what haven’t I been up to? Paul keeps me
going.”

“Poor George,” John cut in with pretended sympathy, “paying
the piper for an extended excursion to America. Did he save all the
work for you?”

“Not quite, but we’ve spent the morning going from one op-
eration to the next. He’s made a few changes and wanted to ac-
quaint me with them.”

“Changes?”

“He’s put Wade Remmen in charge of the sawmill,” George
offered.

“Wade Remmen?”

“You don’t know him. He arrived on the island about two
years ago: ambition, brawn, and a sharp mind for business. He’ll
keep the lumber supply stocked while Paul turns his attention to
tobacco. I'm glad Espoir is nearly running itself now. Even with
Paul here, it will be a chore preparing the tracts for a new crop.”

John listened, then snorted. “If Paul is going to be around, I
guess we'll have more time to antagonize one another.”

“Only if you want to, John,” George stated bluntly, hating his
role as middleman and peacemaker.

“That’s right, George,” John agreed coldly, “and he must want
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it pretty badly if he’s shelved the building of his royal palace to
plant tobacco and duel with me. But I'm up to the challenge, don’t
you worry about that!”

“John,” George chided, “remember when the three of us ran
around Charmantes from dawn to dusk? He’s your brother, for
God’s sake!”

Running a hand through his tangled hair, John shook his
head, unable to explain his festering misery. “I'm in a foul mood,”
he mumbled, suddenly feeling childish. “It’s that blasted piano and
the off-key singing.”

“It’s the liquor,” George corrected.

“Yes, I suppose it is.”

“You ought to give it up, John. It isn’t doing you any good.
Besides, the twins have been asking for you. They’re anxious to see
you.”

“Yes, yes,” John replied dismissively.

“Why don’t you join us for dinner tonight?” George suggested.
“I’ll be there. So will my grandmother. She wants to see you. She’s
worried, you know.”

John considered the invitation, then nodded. “Perhaps I will.”

“Good,” George said. “I have to keep moving. There’s plenty
to finish between now and then.”

“Don’t let me stop you,” John quipped. “I wouldn’t want to be
blamed if Paul docks your pay for slacking off.”

George chuckled and climbed the steps to the portico. He’d
just ridden back from the harbor with Paul. Best to warn him John
might dine with them. Not that he regretted coaxing John out of
his isolation. Still, the man was drunk and bitter, a dangerous
combination that could add up to fireworks.

He found Paul in the kitchen wolfing down a chicken leg and
a thick slice of bread. “I invited John to join us for supper tonight,”
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he said, nodding a thank-you to Fatima as she set a glass of cold
water in front of him.

Paul coughed, swallowed, and then glared at him.

“I thought you should know,” George added.

“I assume then, he accepted your kind offer?” Paul queried
caustically.

“I think he did.”

“Thank you, George, for all of us. I'm sure the meal will be as
enjoyable as this one.” He waved the bread in George’s face before
turning to leave.

George delayed him. “Paul, have a care, will you? John’s your
brother. He’s licking his wounds, and they’re deep. He could do
with a bit of compassion.”

“Those wounds, as you call them, are of his making.”

“Perhaps, but they are still there.”

Paul’s eyes traveled to Fatima, who was dabbing her eyes with
her apron. Uncomfortable with the converging fronts, he brusquely
strode from the room.

Deep were his thoughts when he heard the piano. His pertur-
bation evaporated as he moved to the drawing room doorway. He
had ignored the music only minutes earlier in his rush to eat and
get back to work. Now he needed it.

Charmaine struck the last chord of the long sonata she’d been
playing in the hope the children would grow bored and ask to re-
turn to the playroom.

“Well done, Mademoiselle.”

She cringed for only a second, then regarded her admirer, who
stood tall and handsome in the archway. Paul returned her smile,
and her heart soared. She rose from the piano bench as he stepped
into the room, his gaze unwavering.

“Children,” he directed, “run along and play outside. I want to
speak with Miss Ryan. She will join you in a moment.”
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“Why should we?” Yvette objected, rolling her eyes at her sis-
ter. “We aren’t babies anymore!”

Charmaine was appalled, but Paul was angry. “Yvette, I have
told you what to do. Now, you will respect my wishes.”

One look at his hardened face and Yvette capitulated, march-
ing from the room in a huff, Jeannette and Pierre right behind
her.

“Just like John,” Paul mumbled under his breath.

“What is it you wanted?” Charmaine asked.

He stepped closer. Will the children, the servants, and now,
John, forever interrupt us? When will I find release from this gnawing
desire?

“Paul?” she queried, summoning him away from his dilemma.

“I'd like to escort you to dinner tonight,” he said, “if you
would permit me. I have reason to believe that, unlike last night or
the night before, my brother will be present at the table this eve-
ning. He’s been drinking and will do his level best to ruin an ex-
cellent meal. If I am at your side, he will think twice before he
taunts you, as I suspect he might.”

“Oh thank you, Paul! I do appreciate your concern.”

He smiled down at her, impassioned by her ebullient grati-
tude. “Do you think I'd ever allow you to come to harm?” he mur-
mured huskily.

Suddenly, she was discomposed. It was as if this were the first
time she’d faced him after his fiery kiss on Friday night. She
stepped back and dropped her gaze to the floor. “What time will
you come for me?”

“I will be at your door just before seven o’clock.”

“I'll be ready,” she replied. Then, uncomfortable with the
blood thundering in her ears, she quickly skirted past him and
rushed outdoors.

Paul watched her go and smiled in satisfaction. “Here’s to you,
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John!” he toasted, raising an imaginary glass to his brother. You
make it so easy to play the chivalrous hero. And doesn’t every impres-
sionable young maiden love the hero?

Rose took charge of the children while Charmaine dressed for
dinner. Washing away the perspiration of the hot day, she donned
her best dress, then stood before the full-length mirror, pirouetting
to check herself at every angle. Though modest, it hugged her trim
figure and shapely curves. Satisfied, she began brushing her hair.
After a good hundred strokes, she wound it into a loose bun. The
combs she’d received for her birthday were the finishing touch.

Before the clock tolled seven, she left her chamber and, with a
tremulous smile on her ruby lips, made her way through the chil-
dren’s bedroom and into the playroom. To her surprise, only Paul
was there, turning around at the sound of the door opening be-
hind him.

“Good evening,” she greeted shyly.

“Good evening,” he returned suavely, an appreciative gleam
lighting his eyes.

She looked away as he stepped forward. Her heart was already
pounding, and she attempted to break the spell. “Where are the
children?”

“I sent them downstairs with Rose. They were anxious for
dinner, and I was anxious to see you again.” He stepped closer.
“Lovely,” he murmured huskily, his hand caressing her cheek, “you
are so lovely. I fear I haven’t been of much use to anyone these past
few days, for you have haunted my every waking hour.”

The declaration was intoxicating, opening a floodgate of pos-
sibilities and leaving Charmaine vulnerable to the hand that trav-
eled to her hair. Before she could protest, he released the thick
tresses, catching hold of the locks as they tumbled down her back.
Gently, persuasively, he pulled her head back. His mouth loomed



A Silent Ocean Away 339

above hers, his lips barely touching as he whispered an endear-
ment. “You are the wraith that invades my dreams . . . the vision
that follows me when I awake ... my beautiful Charmaine ...
He claimed his prize, his lips moving over hers with a ferocity that
forced them apart, his probing tongue tasting its fill.

She fell into him, thunderstruck, eagerly returning kiss for
flaming kiss, arms wrapped around his broad shoulders, pulling
him closer as she reveled in the strong, sturdy body that held her.
This time, no one interrupted, no one desecrated the rapturous
embrace.

Abruptly, he pulled away, held her at arm’s length, then turned
his back on her, leaving her shaky and confused. She suffered the
first pangs of lust, a foreign sensation of yearning and disappoint-
ment.

“Im sorry, Charmaine,” he murmured over his shoulder. Whar
is wrong with me? [ would have taken her here, in the nursery, without
a care of who might walk in on us. Damn! She is too damn tempting!

“Is something wrong?” she queried, her voice small and laced
with shame.

He inhaled before facing her again, commanding control of
his raging desires. “Nothing,” he reassured, a neat smile painted on
his lips, “nothing at all.”

“Then why did you apologize?”

“Because now is neither the time nor the place to kiss you like
that. But you make me do wild things, Charmaine.”

“Wild things?”

“Yes, like dreaming of you every night.”

She delighted in his poetry, the musical sound of his voice,
and her heart was fluttering again. “I'm sorry I plague you so,” she
whispered coyly.

“You may plague me, Charmaine, but it would be far worse if
you fled me.”
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“Would it?” she asked seriously.

“It would,” he answered earnestly. “Now, come, we've a dinner
to attend.”

Dinner . . . Amazingly, her earlier dread was no longer there.
Paul’s growing love eclipsed his brother’s vicious hatred. With this
man at her side, she could combat anything John hurled her way.
Tonight, she would reign victorious.

Paul noted her poise. “You don’t seem upset about the im-
pending ordeal.”

“With you there, how could I think of it as an ordeal?”

“You're a funny one, Charmaine Ryan,” he laughed, recalling
how she used to avoid him. “But you are correct. I will be at your
side, and John will regret his efforts to come between us. Remem-
ber, I won’t allow him to hurt you.”

“I'll remember,” she murmured, her throat tightening against
her burgeoning emotions. Once, not so long ago, she had dreamed
of laying all her burdens upon Paul’s shoulders. Now, under his
gentle insistence, she was finally moving in that direction. Could
her dreams be coming true? It was best to remain anchored in real-
ity, so she pushed the thrilling thoughts to the back of her mind.

He took her hand and began to lead her to the door, but she
stopped. “Can you wait just a moment? I have to fix my hair.”

“No,” he objected, catching her arm before she dashed away.
“No,” he said again more gently. “Please leave it this way. It looks
lovely.”

She accepted his compliment and complied. The combs were
still in place, holding the riotous curls away from her face. Unfor-
tunately, she would be very warm with her hair down, but for Paul,
she could endure the discomfort. With a final, wistful glance, they
left the room.

For all her intrepid words, her hands turned clammy as they
stepped into the dining room. The power of Paul’s presence forti-
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fied her, but Charmaine prayed it would vanquish any defamatory
information his brother might divulge concerning her actions of
Saturday morning.

They were the last to arrive. Rose was seated between one of
the twins and Pierre, helping them with their napkins. Although
she had sworn not to, Charmaine’s eyes went involuntarily to
the end of the table, where John had lounged last Saturday
morning—DPaul’s usual spot. She knew he was there; why did she
bother to look? She was relieved to find her entrance was not hav-
ing the same momentous effect upon him; he was engrossed in
conversation with George.

George noticed her first, and his face lit up. “Good evening,
Charmaine.”

Grimacing, her eyes returned to John. She’d gained his atten-
tion. Though his face was clean-shaven and his apparel neat, alco-
hol had left its mark, his demeanor unsteady, his eyes bleary.

Paul stepped to the table and pulled out a chair for her. She
would be seated close to John, but not directly to his left. She took
her place with as much grace as she could muster.

When Paul turned to the chair she usually occupied, John ap-
peared amused his brother intended to sit between them. But Paul
did not take his seat. The chair seemed glued to the floor and
would not budge.

“Are you going to sit down, Paul?” he queried merrily as he
straightened up. “Or must we start without you? I daresay, we've
been waiting for you and Miss Ryan for quite some time now.
Whatever could have detained you?”

Irked, Paul yanked the stubborn chair, but instead of holding
stiffly to the floor, it came up easily, and he stumbled backward,
regaining his balance just short of a fall. The twins laughed, but he
ignored them as he took his seat.

Charmaine cast cold eyes across the table, stifling the girls’
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mirth to an occasional snicker. She wondered what trick had
caused the misfortune, her suspicions lying with the newcomer,
whose eyes sparkled deviously.

The table fell quiet as the meal was laid before them—though
not for long.

“I heard someone playing the piano today,” John mused aloud.

Everyone looked up, save Charmaine, who fixed her gaze on
her plate.

“The music was quite good . . . whoever was playing it.”

Mutinously, her eyes connected with his. “Yes, quite good,” he
reiterated casually, his regard steadfast and challenging. “An as-
sortment of lullabies and even an attempted sonata . . . Very—how
shall I say—2? Sweez.”

Silverware clanked on china and Charmaine cursed the blood
that rushed to her cheeks, advertising her disquiet. His jeering gaze
refused to release her, and so, she broke away first.

Thus dismissed, John turned his attention to his brother, who
seemed oblivious to his calculated comments. Evidently, Paul had
not yet recovered from his skirmish with the chair. Well, Paul’s
fatal flaw was his temper. John’s was never leaving well enough
alone. Even now, he was wondering: How far need I push the gov-
erness before she lashes out and Paul rushes to the rescue?

“Might I ask who was playing that beautiful piece this after-
noon?” he continued most politely, a masterful performance of
cordiality.

Charmaine knew he was goading her and refused to answer,
picking up her fork instead.

“Nobody knows?” he pressed, eyeing Yvette. “Perhaps it was a
ghost.”

“I know who it was!” the girl offered eagerly.

Charmaine groaned inwardly. Why didn’t I just answer the ri-

diculous question, instead of allowing him to intimidate me?
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“Well?” John probed.

“Information costs money,” Yvette informed him curtly. “How
much are you willing to pay?”

Charmaine was revolted, but George chortled softly.

“Don’t laugh, George,” John quipped. “I fear your avaricious
streak is rubbing off on my sister.”

George’s face dropped, and John turned back to Yvette, who
was waiting for a monetary bid. “Now, Yvette, you wouldn’t be
expecting a bribe, would you? For if you are, Auntie over there
might be interested in that little matter we discussed in the draw-
ing room this morning.”

Agatha leaned forward, suddenly interested in the story that
was emerging from the opposite end of the table.

Yvette answered quickly. “Mademoiselle Charmaine was play-

ing.
Charmaine was livid. Now that the answer was out, she sim-
mered over the methods used to extract it. To think the man would
actually coerce an eight-year-old child for his own gain! Unfortu-
nately, his tactics had worked, and his laughing eyes were upon her
again. Charmaine gulped back the bile rising in her throat, sur-
prised when a reprieve came from the foot of the table.

“What is this matter concerning Yvette?” Agatha demanded of
John.

He raised a hand to wave her off. “You can live without it,
Auntie.”

Sputtering momentarily, she quickly regained her aplomb.
“You may call me Madame Duvoisin if you wish to address me!”

“Address you?” John shot back. “Rest assured I will never wish
to address you anything—Auntie—and certainly not with my
name. No, you will always be ‘Auntie Hagatha’ to me.”

“Well, I never! Your father will hear of this!”

“Fine,” John responded wryly, “why don’t you rush up there
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right now and tell him? Then perhaps the rest of us can eat in
peace.”

Seething, Agatha glared at him, but dismissed his suggestion.
Then, unable to sling an equally debasive remark, she made a great
show of ripping her gaze from him and turning her unspent fury
upon her plate, forcefully plying her knife and fork into a slice of
meat.

“Now,” John sighed, turning back to Charmaine. “Is it true
you play the piano, Mademoiselle Ryan?” His eyes rested momen-
tarily on Paul, who shifted irately in his chair. “Do you play the
piano?” he asked again.

“Yes,” Charmaine answered flatly, looking directly at her tor-
mentor now.

“You play quite well. Few are acquainted with the modern pi-
anoforte and pound on it as if it were a harpsichord. Did you re-
ceive lessons from a maestro?”

His belittling sarcasm stymied her.

Rose sensed Charmaine’s distress, aware John was no more
interested in finding out where she had learned to play the piano
than he was in giving up the alcohol he’d been nursing. It was time
to intervene. “John,” she scolded, “eat your dinner before it grows
cold.”

To Charmaine’s stunned relief, John leaned back in his chair,
glanced at Yvette, who found the reprimand quite delightful, then
lifted a fork to eat. Charmaine turned back to her own plate, grate-
ful for Rose’s deliverance.

George studied John, his intimidation of Charmaine unfath-
omable. He remembered her tears on Saturday and sympathized
with her plight. Over the years, he had seen many an unfortunate
soul go down in defeat once they were in John’s crosshairs, but
those victims had always deserved it. He couldn’t imagine what
Charmaine, as sweet as she was, could have done to provoke John’s
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wrath. “I saw Gummy Hoffstreicher in town yesterday, John,” he
began with a crooked smile and a dose of levity. “He actually asked
me how you were doing!”

“And did you tell him I've been rather miserable lately?” John
replied gruffly. “He should be pleased to hear that.”

“After what you did to him,” George chuckled, “I'd say he
would!”

“What did Johnny do?” Yvette asked.

George’s chuckle deepened. “When we were boys,” he remi-
nisced, “perhaps a bit older than you, John, Paul, and I used to go
fishing off the main wharf in town. Fatima always packed a large
lunch, and we’d be off for the day. Anyway, that’s where Gummy
always used to be.”

“Gummy?” Jeannette queried. “Why was he called that?”

“John gave him that name. His real name is Gunther, but we
called him Gummy because he was missing a good many of his
front teeth.”

The twins lit up, giggling at what Charmaine thought to be
cruel. Looking askance at John, she noticed he was listening, but
eating as well, his mind far from her. The conversation turned
spontaneous, and she relaxed.

“He was always lurking about the harbor,” George was ex-
plaining, “scavenging for food and hooks. He wasn’t poor, mind
you, just too lazy to bring his own lunch. So, if we didn’t give him
something to eat, he would steal the sandwiches out of our lunch
sack when we weren’t looking, and then we’d catch him ‘gum-
ming’ down. Every day, we were one sandwich short, until John
got angry enough to do something about it.”

Felicia entered the room with a pitcher of water. Charmaine
watched from the corner of her eye as the maid arrived at the head
of the table. She leaned over to refill John’s glass, her ample bo-
som straining against the tight uniform, top buttons undone, her
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obtrusive pose affording him a generous view. What a lovely couple
they make, Charmaine mused. They deserve each other!

“The next day,” George snickered, reliving the delicious re-
venge, “John cut open some fish and scraped out the guts. Then he
poked out their eyes. Finally, he took the sandwiches and spread
some eyes and guts on each one.”

Charmaine’s stomach heaved. George, however, was not so
squeamish, guffawing with glee, tears brimming in his eyes and
running down his gaunt cheeks. “I'll never forget Gummy’s face
when he bit into that sandwich. He spit it out so fast, well, I
thought he was going to lose his breakfast, too!” His merriment
washed over the table as Paul and John, then the children and
Rose, began to laugh.

“And what about the eyes staring up at us from the dock?”
Paul added, drawing an even louder howl from George.

“That was the last thing Gummy ever stole, at least from John,
anyway!”

Charmaine found the entire tale distasteful, and she turned
disbelieving eyes upon Paul, who was chortling even harder than
George. Everyone found the tale hilarious, save Agatha and her-
self.

“I can find no humor in such barbarism!” the mistress de-
clared.

Without thinking, Charmaine looked to John, certain his re-
tort would be swift and sure. However, he caught her eyes upon
him and said instead, “You see, Miss Ryan, my aunt and [ are re-
ally not alike at all.”

“That is precisely what I indicated this morning!” Agatha
added.

In response, John raised his glass of brandy. “Here’s to you,
Auntie, I believe that is the first and only time we will ever agree!”
He took a long draw.
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Charmaine gasped when Yvette imitated him. Rose quickly
confiscated her glass of water and reprimanded her softly. “That is
not befitting a young lady.” But Yvette’s eyes remained fixed on
John, wide and wistful with her brother’s wink of approval.

Everyone went back to eating, and the table began to hum
with clustered conversations. Paul and George exchanged ideas,
but John remained reticent. With him unoccupied, Charmaine’s
nerves grew taut. Why had she surrendered Pierre to Rose’s capable
hands? Though the child ate his meal passively, seeing to his dish
was the type of distraction she needed. Nevertheless, when she
smiled at the boy who smiled back at her, she found John’s gaze
rested on him as well, and she thought better of having the child
sitting next to her.

Thus, she concentrated on eating, forever mindful of her an-
tagonist. Surely he isn’t constantly watching me! She looked his way
and cursed her stupidity. He instantly sensed her regard. The brow
arched, and the amber-brown eyes mocked her. She rose to the
challenge. She would not allow him the satisfaction of relentless
intimidation. She would not!

As if comprehending her resolution, he addressed her directly.
“Miss Ryan, I don’t recall seeing you on Charmantes before I left a
few years ago. I realize you would have been younger; however,
you don’t speak like an islander. In fact, I detect a Southern accent.
I’d like to know how you obtained your position here.”

To Charmaine’s relief, Paul intervened, sparing the details.
“Miss Ryan sailed from the States specifically to apply for the posi-
tion of governess. She possessed all the necessary qualifications
and was offered the job.”

John propped his elbows on the table and tapped laced fingers
against his lips. “Who decided Miss Ryan ‘possessed all the neces-
sary qualifications?” You? If so, perhaps those qualifications are not

in the children’s best interest.”
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His meaning was not lost on Charmaine nor Paul. The latter’s
jaw twitched menacingly, but his reply was temperate. “Colette
conducted the interview. Miss Ryan was her choice.”

Their eyes held in a silent, meaningful exchange.

“A most foolish choice if you ask me,” Agatha interjected,
drawing John’s regard. “Miss Ryan has a most questionable past.
She is nothing more than a sly opportunist who managed to slither
her way into this household by clever pretense, preying on certain
members of this family.”

Paul’s mouth flew open to protest, but John beat him to the
punch. “Are you describing Miss Ryan or yourself, Auntie?”

Agatha gasped loudly, and he savored her outrage before con-
tinuing. “I don’t think Miss Ryan is the consummate schemer you
say she is. The refined conniver is never caught.”

Fuming, Agatha fell into a stony silence.

Charmaine, on the other hand, shuddered at the man’s tacit
reference to Colette’s letter, amazed at how effortlessly he discred-
ited two people at the same time. Had she not been included in his
double-edged remark, she would have appreciated the fact the mis-
tress of the manor had met her match.

“Now, Miss Ryan,” he proceeded, “what prompted you to
leave your home and family, even your friends, to apply for a posi-
tion so far away?”

For a second time, Paul attempted to answer, but John held
up a hand. “Miss Ryan has a tongue, has she not? Allow Aer to
answer the question, Paul. I fear that when you tell a story, I have
to keep digging and digging until I get down to the truth of the
matter.”

The ensuing silence sent Charmaine’s mind into a spiraling
frenzy. Spontaneously, Paul winked at her, a gesture that drew a
callous grunt from John. But it imbued her with valor; she could
answer as concisely as he had. “My home was in Richmond,” she
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said. “When my mother died, I needed to make a new life for my-
self. Friends in Richmond—the people I worked for—informed
me of the opening for a governess here. They have family on the
island.”

“Really?”

“Yes, really! When I heard of the position and showed an in-
terest in seeking an interview, they accompanied me.”

The inevitable question followed. “And what of your father?”

Here it comes, Charmaine thought, Anne London’s nasty allega-
tions. She’d been right: John knew all about her past and had bided
his time, carefully choosing the moment to defame her, and in
front of the children, no less! She thought to flee. I’ve learned never
to turn my back on the enemy.

“My father disappeared one day,” she replied boldly, catching
sight of Agatha’s smug smile, “never to return.”

“He just disappeared?” John scoffed. “Never to return? People
don’t just disappear, Miss Ryan. There must have been a reason
why he deserted you. What type of man does such a thing?”

Rose’s sympathetic eyes rested on the dedicated governess. Char-
maine was undeserving of this insensitive inquisition. “John,” she
chided, “will you please stop talking and start eating? Your pota-
toes are getting cold.”

“They’re already cold,” he stated flatly, not backing down as he
had before, his eyes unwavering, “and my question has yet to be
answered. I find your story hard to believe, Miss Ryan. Did your
father really do thac?”

“Yes,” she whispered.

“Why?”

Charmaine clenched her jaw. Anger and humiliation collided,
their union tantamount only to her loathing of this man. He
played the game so well, pretending not to know the answers he
probably had memorized, while insinuating she was the liar. “My
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father was responsible for my mother’s death,” she hissed. “He dis-
appeared in order to escape punishment for his crime.”

John regarded her skeptically. Her acting was superb—a hint
of tears welling in her doe-like eyes—and for that she deserved
credit. But murder? Was she suggesting her father was guilty of mur-
der? One look at Paul’s stark face and the macabre revelation was
verified. “A great man,” he commented mordantly.

“Are you satisfied?” she demanded. “Do you derive pleasure by
demeaning me in front of the children, or are you out to prove me
unfit to care for them?”

“I don’t hold you responsible for your father’s actions, if that is
what you're implying, Miss Ryan, only your own. The man should
have been horsewhipped and then hung at dawn for his evil deed.
In future, when I ask a question, you should speak the truth, im-
mediately. I'm an honest man, and I respect those who are honest
with me. Perhaps we will get along if you heed my words.”

Charmaine was both stunned and revolted by his condescend-
ing tirade. An honest man? Bah!“1 fear you contradict yourself; sir,
for when I dared to speak the truth to you on Saturday morning,
you refused to believe a word I said!”

She immediately regretted bringing up the topic; Paul’s puz-
zled regard was upon her. Even so, she could sense his applause.

John was not so easily captivated and laughed outright. He
stood and walked over to the liquor cabinet, where he selected a
bottle of wine. He uncorked it and poured himself another glass.
“Don’t play me for the fool, Miss Ryan,” he sneered, turning back
to her. “Poor innocent Charmaine Ryan just happened to venture
into my chambers in search of her charges, when a gale force wind
came along, opening a drawer and scattering papers on the floor.
And just as she was doing her first good deed of the day by picking
them up and reading them, that nasty ogre of a man, John Duvoi-
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sin, came storming into the room to persecute and defile her
wholesome kindness with his blackhearted evilness—”

Paul shot to his feet, slamming his fists down on either side of
his plate and sending the china clattering across the table. “You
insist on making everyone here miserable, don’t you?” he exploded.
“Don’t you?”

George jumped to his feet as well, shaking his head at a seeth-
ing Paul before moving to John, whose eyes were dark with hatred.
“John, just sit down and eat,” he ordered, prodding him back to
the table.

Surprisingly, John did not resist, and Paul, who awaited his
brother’s retreat, slowly sat as well. An implacable silence envel-
oped the room, leaving Charmaine to ponder this latest outburst.
Surreptitiously, she glanced from Paul to John. The former blindly
contemplated some object on the table, while the latter studied the
crystal wineglass he rotated in his hand.

Minutes lapsed and the main course was eventually finished.
Only dessert remained. Felicia returned with a generous tray of as-
sorted cakes and turnovers. Charmaine declined, having lost her
appetite long ago. Paul did the same, contenting himself with a
cup of black coffee. John chose to nurse the wine in front of him.
George, however, took three.

“You glutton,” John commented, eyeing the stack.

Charmaine’s anger flared. There wasn’t a civil bone in the
man’s body.

“Why waste?” George shrugged, taking a large bite of the tart
on top. “Besides,” he continued with his mouth full, “comorrow,
they’ll be stale.”

“Yuk!”

All eyes turned to Jeannette, who had pushed her pastry away.
“I hate nuts!”
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Standing, she reached across the table for another, but Ag-
atha swiftly confiscated the tray, slapping her hand away. “You've
already chosen your dessert, young lady. You must be satisfied
with it.”

“But—"

“No buts!” Agatha reprimanded. “Nuts or no, you must eat
the one you selected. A girl of your age and class should know it is
uncultured to call attention to your plate and then attempt to
snatch a second helping.” The woman turned her accusatory eyes
upon Charmaine, and the remonstration took on a twofold pur-
pose. “It seems the children haven’t received any lessons in table
manners. First you”—and she flicked her hand at Yvette—"raising
your glass like a common seaman at a tavern, and you”—she
wrinkled her nose at Jeannette—“grabbing at the desserts like a
starving beast. A proper young lady would be appalled!”

Charmaine bowed her head and silently sympathized with
Jeannette.

“Furthermore, it is sinful to waste food,” Agatha concluded.

John rose and walked to the foot of the table. His aunt cringed
as he lifted the pastry tray. “Jeannette, if Auntie here is a paragon
of propriety, then God help us. Personally, I think you are a fine
young lady.”

Enraged, Agatha’s mouth flew open. “I will not tolerate your
insolence!”

“Nor [ yours. You've made it abundantly clear you fancy yourself
‘Duchess-Countess-Empress-Your Royal Majesty, the Queen,” and
L, for one, care not to have it shoved down my throat for dinner!”

“I am mistress of this house and demand your respect!”

“Ah, but one day I will be in charge here,” John countered.
“Take heed, Auntie. It is wise to stay in my good graces, for once
my father passes from this world to the next, I won’t hesitate to
expel those who irritate me, relative or no.”
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Holding her breath, Charmaine glanced at Paul, surprised to
see him smiling. One sweep around the room told her he was not
the only one enjoying the duel. Anna and Felicia had stepped out
of the kitchen, and Charmaine could vividly imagine Fatima Hen-
derson from within, an ear pressed to the door.

“Your father will hear of this insult!” Agatha screeched, her face
ruby red. “He shall hold you directly responsible for what you have
said. Your drunken daze will not excuse you come the morrow!”

“I need no excuse,” he replied, menacingly, “for drunk or no, I
mean what I say. So take your little complaint to Papa as fast as
your spindly legs will carry you. However, you will zever receive an
ounce of respect from me.”

Though Agatha trembled with rage, John appeared insouci-
ant, dismissing her as quickly as he presented the tray of pastries to
Jeannette. “Which one would you like, Jeannie?”

“I wanted créme,” she said softly, “but stepmother took the last
one.”

“Creme it shall be,” John agreed before turning toward the
kitchen and calling an unfamiliar name. “Cookie!”

Fatima hobbled into the room. “You want something, Master
John?”

How clever, Charmaine thought wryly, e nicknamed the cook
“Cookie.”

He requested a créme pastry for Jeannette, and Yvette imme-
diately jumped in, asking for another one, too. “And what about
you, Pierre?” he inquired, looking to the boy who immediately
turned around, a good portion of his half-eaten dessert smeared
across his face. “I suppose not. Make that two créme pastries,
Cookie, and next time, leave out the nuts. Jeannette doesn’t like
them.”

“I like them!” George protested, plate miraculously clean, eye-
ing the one Jeannette had rejected.
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“George, you would eat anything,” John commented dryly. “If
you were Gummy, we wouldn’t have had a story to laugh over to-
night.”

He picked up the discarded tart, but instead of giving it to
George, he placed it in front of Agatha. “Here you go, Auntie, you
finish it. It’s sinful to waste.”

George laughed loudly, gladly forfeiting the pastry for Ag-
atha’s dressing down. Everyone else gaped. John’s impudence was
boundless, leaving Charmaine to wonder if he ever left well enough
alone. Agatha continued to seethe, but said not a word as John re-
turned to his seat.

Charmaine stole sidelong glances at the head of the table,
studying him curiously. He had certainly fallen into his role of
master of the house. How much power would Agatha wield with
him countering her every move? A storm was brewing to be sure,
and most exciting would be the final showdown, when the battle,
as Agatha threatened, would be brought before Frederic. Who
would the man stand by: his prodigal son or his witch of a wife?

Dessert was finished, and Paul stood. “Ladies, George,” he
suggested invidiously, “why don’t we retire to the drawing room
for the remainder of the evening?” He motioned toward the hall,
then assisted Charmaine with her chair.

“I quite agree,” Agatha added as if nothing untoward had hap-
pened, standing regally and running a hand over her costly gown.
“Perhaps we could enjoy a glass of port. Yes, port would do me a
world of good.”

“I doubt anything would do her a world of good,” John mum-
bled to George, rising as well, “excluding, of course, a stampede of
wild boars.”

George chortled again. “Why don’t you join us?” he invited,
leaving the table and patting John jovially across the back. “I need
your advice on a land deal I've heard about near Richmond.”
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When John agreed, Charmaine’s plans for the evening imme-
diately changed. She moved around the foot of the table and lifted
Pierre into her arms, placing a tender kiss on his chubby cheek.

“Mainie,” he said, laying his head on her shoulder.

John’s attention was drawn to the spectacle, and he frowned.

“This little one is ready for a bath and bedtime story,” Rose
commented as she stood and squeezed Pierre’s pudgy leg. “Let me
settle him in for the night.”

“You've minded him for the entire dinner,” Charmaine said,
anxious to return to the nursery. “I'll take him.”

Yvette stomped her foot. “I don’t want to go to bed! It’s too
early. I want to go to the drawing room with everybody else.”

“I didn’t say you had to—"

“She is right, my Charm,” John interrupted pleasantly. “It is
much too early for the girls to retire.”

Charmaine tensed; Paul was rankled by John’s endearment of
her name. “If you would have allowed me to finish,” she replied
stiffly, “I was about to say Yvette and Jeannette may stay.”

“How noble of you,” John taunted. “You relieve Nana Rose of
caring for a small three-year-old, then ask her to mind two
eight-year-olds.”

“John,” Rose admonished gently, “I love the children.”

His face softened, and he considered Pierre, who snuggled
contentedly in Charmaine’s embrace. “I never doubted that. I
know he’s safe in your hands.”

Insulted, Charmaine’s arms quickened around the boy, but
Rose was already coaxing him away.

“Allow Rose to see to Pierre tonight,” Paul interjected. “We
rarely have the pleasure of your company.”

Defeated, she smiled across the table at him. Then her eyes
traveled to John who was moving toward her, his raised brow and
crooked grin unsettling.
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“Let me,” he said, reaching for Pierre. “T'll carry him upstairs
for Rose.”

The boy buried his head deeper into Charmaine’s shoulder
and refused to be cajoled into his brother’s outstretched arms.

“I'll take him,” Paul said, coming around the table.

This time Pierre lifted his head and smiled. Charmaine passed
him over to Paul perturbed by the anger that smoldered in John’s
eyes.

“He knows me, John,” Paul placated before leaving the room
with Rose.

“Shall we?” George interrupted, defusing the vexing moment.

When they reached the front parlor, Jeannette crossed to John
and clutched his hand. “Johnny? Is it true what Auntie Agatha said?”

“About what?” he asked.

“Are you really drunk?”

John seemed taken aback by her frank question. “Not quite
yet,” he said, bowing his head. “But a glass or two should see me to
that end.”

“Why haven’t you visited us?” Yvette demanded, drawing up
alongside her sister. “We waited in that boring playroom all week-
end!”

“I was preoccupied with other matters, Yvette. I'm afraid I
would not have been entertaining company.”

He settled into a sofa, and the twins situated themselves on
either side of him, a safe distance from Agatha, who took up the
needlepoint she never seemed to finish. Paul returned, and he and
George started discussing work priorities for the next day. As Char-
maine suspected, the next unpleasant episode began.

“Wielding the whip again, Paul?” John observed dryly, joining
them.

“That’s right. After all, that is how we keep the business run-
ning, is it not?”
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“Or how you keep George running,” John retaliated, strad-
dling the chair he’d pulled out and placed directly across from his
brother. He folded his arms over the back and leaned forward.
“You don’t waste much of his time, do you?”

“No,” Paul replied, “unlike you, I don’t waste much of George’s
time.”

“I thought you could run Charmantes with your hands tied
behind your back.”

“Once again, you are mistaken,” Paul replied, his patience
wearing thin. “I'm the first to admit my limitations, which happen
to be far greater when George is not around to pull his weight.”

George’s chest inflated.

“But you did manage without him,” John countered.

“Yes, I did. I'm not completely without resources.”

George’s chest deflated.

Pretending great interest, John continued his assiduous pester-
ing. “You never cease to amaze me, Paulie, turning to virgin re-
sources so the construction of your palace would not be delayed.”

Paul was dumbfounded. “How did you know—:?” He threw
George a scowl and shook his head. “Never mind. It’s a house,
John, not a mausoleum.”

“Well, then”—John proceeded with a chuckle—"if it’s only a
house, no wonder you were able to manage without George. And
no, George didn’t tell me. I already knew. So, how did you manage
without him?”

“By relying on more dependable help,” Paul answered, casting
another emphasized glare at George. “In fact, the only real compli-
cation I had to confront and then rectify was of your making, dear
brother.”

Charmaine shuddered with the appellation, knowing it por-
tended trouble. She watched John’s lips curl amusedly, the devil
dancing in his eyes.
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“Complication?” he inquired innocently. “What complication?”

Paul resisted the urge to launch into the subject of missing in-
voices.

“Is there something wrong?” John asked, his tone all courtesy
and concern. “No? Then may I ask a question?”

“Ask away,” Paul ceded impatiently.

“You mentioned resources. Would it be too impertinent to ask
who managed my inheritance when you went gallivanting across
the seas to New York and Europe or your soon not-to-be-deserted
island?”

“Father—he handled everything.”

“Then he’s only an invalid when he wants to be? I can’t imag-
ine him mounting his mighty steed and riding out to the fields
each day. So, who was in charge while you were away? Or is that
why the sugar crop has been so bad?”

Paul’s temper flared. “You cannot be serious! I work my hands
raw for the likes of you, while you sit back and wait for Father’s
fortune to fall squarely into your lap. Don’t talk to me about gal-
livanting when it’s you who've gallivanted on the mainland for
these past ten years, choosing to do as little as possible!” When he
received nothing more than John’s crooked smile, he was needled
into reproving his brother further. “In the words of Socrates: ‘Let
him that would move the world, first move himself.””

“Really?” John yawned. “Well, Paulie, I'm more inclined to
believe it is: ‘better to do a little well, than a great deal badly.””

Paul dropped the asinine volley.

John sighed loudly. “Now that we've gotten all that figured
out, may we get back to the subject at hand?”

“And what would that be?” Paul ground out.

“The men you've put in charge—here on Charmantes.” When
Paul began to object again, John cut him off. “Just the names,
please. That’s all I want.”
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“Damn it, John, you know them all!”

“George mentioned a Wade Remmen. Who in hell is he?”

“Wade Remmen?” Jeannette inquired.

John nodded, looking to his sister. “Do you know him, Jean-
nie?”

“Oh yes! He’s a handsome man!”

Charmaine smiled, aware of Jeannette’s infatuation.

“He’s quite handsome, is he?” John asked, his mien merry.

“Oh yes,” Jeannette nodded eagerly.

“And who told you that?” he probed. “Miss Ryan perhaps? Tell
me, does Mr. Remmen have a moustache?”

“No, Johnny,” she denied, “Mama said he was handsome.
Then I noticed.”

Paul’s furrowed brow gave way to a gratified grin.

John matched smile for smile. “Did you hear that, Paul? You
have nothing to fear: Miss Ryan has eyes only for you.”

“I know that!” Paul bit out, belatedly realizing how ridiculous
he sounded.

Charmaine groaned inwardly, displeased her private affections
were being broadcast to the entire room, breathing easier when
Paul revisited the topic of Wade Remmen.

“When George disappeared four months ago, I asked Wade
to run the lumber operation. He’s managed it very well, his deci-
sions sound. For that reason, I've placed him in charge perma-
nently. George will now be free to oversee other important
matters.”

“Free to be at your beck and call, you mean,” John rejoined.
“Tell me, George, how do you like having your strings constantly
pulled like a marionette?”

“I don’t mind at all—so long as I'm well paid.”

“I guess some things never change,” John mused.

“That’s an understatement,” Paul mumbled.
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Clapping his hands together, John pressed on. “This Mr. Rem-
men sounds quite industrious. How long has it taken him to reach
such an elevated stature?”

Paul knew John couldn't care less about Wade Remmen or any
other island employee, for that matter. The sole purpose of this
inquisition was to perpetuate the game John enjoyed playing—that
of heir to the family fortune—a game John knew chafed him
greatly. So Paul steeled himself and put on a face of disinterest,
determined not to allow his brother to succeed.

“Wade is from Virginia. When his parents died, he and a
younger sister were left destitute. Unable to find work, they stowed
away on one of our ships, hoping to build a better life here. The cap-
tain found them aboard the packet two days out of port and turned
them over to me when the vessel docked. That was two years ago.
Wade was seventeen, well built, and used to hard labor. He pleaded
his case and promised to pay for the ship’s passage if I gave him the
chance. I had nothing to lose and haven’t been disappointed. So it
was only natural I relied on him when George deserted us.”

“What a story!” John exclaimed with a dramatic shake of his
head.

“Anything else you’d like to know?” Paul asked, ignoring the
theatrics.

“Did Mr. Remmen ever pay for his passage?”

Charmaine was astounded at the man’s stinginess, but Paul
seemed accustomed to the financial interrogation and laughed
spuriously. “Tell me, John, must I account for every penny that
might slip past your wallet?”

“If you don’t, our resident moneymonger George will. Right,
George?”

“Right, John. And, no, I don’t believe Wade paid for either
fare.”

“And why not?” John asked, his eyes leveled on Paul again.
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“Because he has needed his wages to get settled,” Paul replied,
ripping his furious regard from George. “His salary has gone into
purchasing the rundown Fields’s cottage. He’s done a fine job fix-
ing it up.”

“I should think so, having had two passages waived. A bit un-
fair, I'd say.”

“I didn’t waive them—"

“Miss Ryan wasn’t given a grace period, was she? Two years
can earn a fortune in interest.”

“Impossible,” Paul snorted, “it’s impossible to speak intelli-
gently with you.”

“Since you are meting out charity from my pocket, shouldn’t
everyone get a share of the bounty?”

“Miss Ryan was not indigent,” Paul responded snidely, certain
John was pressing the issue simply to pit Charmaine against him.
It wasn’t working: not a hint of anger flashed in her lovely eyes.
“Nor was she penniless. She held a comfortable position in Vir-
ginia, and could afford the crossing costs.”

“Then why did she leave?” John demanded.

“We have been over this, John. She wanted to make a new life
for herself.”

“And that she has,” John smiled wickedly, entertained by his
brother’s deepening scowl. “I'd like to meet this Wade Remmen.
Indeed, I would.”

“He’s at the mill,” Paul stated. “Whenever you come out of
your inebriated daze you can look for him there.”

He stepped over to the serving tray and poured three glasses of
port, passing one to Agatha and another to Charmaine.

Charmaine accepted the libation grudgingly, taking a sip be-
fore setting it on the table. This evening had served as a vivid re-
minder of the detrimental effects of alcohol. It made angry men
angrier. She’d be happy to never see a bottle of spirits again.
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Yvette took advantage of the lull in the conversation and scur-
ried over to the grand piano. “Johnny,” she said in great excite-
ment, “I have a surprise for you!”

Charmaine cringed. Here it comes, she thought. John had im-
plied her abilities at the instrument were sadly lacking. Now he
was about to discover she had taken it upon herself to teach his
sisters the little she knew.

“What’s that, Yvette?” he queried, the timbre of his voice un-
usually gentle.

“Just listen!” she exclaimed, commencing to play her favorite
tune.

Charmaine resolved not to look John’s way, yet her eyes muti-
nied. He did not seem to notice; he remained transfixed upon the
simple recital.

“What do you think?” Yvette asked, swiveling around when
she’d finished.

“I'm impressed. That was beautiful.”

The girl was beaming, and Jeannette quickly joined her. “May
I play now?”

With John’s assent, she began. This time, his eyes traveled to
Charmaine and remained there. She was uncertain what she read
in his expression, but it was more than astonishment. Triumphant
for the first time that night, she smiled defiantly at him.

“That was lovely, too, Jeannie,” he said, turning his regard on
both sisters. “I suppose Miss Ryan has been teaching you to play?”

Jeannette nodded. “But we swore her to secrecy so we could
surprise you.”

“Now I understand,” he said, his half-smile sardonic. “Your
governess wasn't at the keyboard after all this afternoon. You were
just pretending it was she.”

“Oh no, Johnny,” his sister refuted earnestly. “It was Made-
moiselle Charmaine. We don’t play that well!”
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“Do you think we play that well?” Yvette piped in.

“Nearly,” he replied, satisfied he’d quashed Charmaine’s
gloating.

Jeannette moved from the piano to the chessboard across the
room. “Will you teach me how to play chess, Mademoiselle? You
promised you would.”

“It’s been so long since I've played. I wouldn’t be a good
teacher.”

Paul capitalized on the request and left John and George, pull-
ing a chair up to the table. “I challenge you to a game, Miss Ryan.
Jeannette, I will instruct you as we play.”

Charmaine stammered with an excuse. “I'm afraid I won’t be
much of an opponent. Perhaps George would like to play in my
stead.”

Her objection had fallen on deaf ears, for Paul was rotating the
board so the white pieces were on her side. “Come, Charmaine,”
he coaxed debonairly, “I haven’t played in a long time, either. We
shall be equally matched.”

She gave in reluctantly. Joshua Harrington had taught her the
game’s basic strategies, but she had never committed them to
memory. Paul would handily gain control of the board, and al-
though she didn’t care in the least if she lost, she preferred her
inadequacy not be exposed to his brother. And yet, John was con-
versing with George; perhaps he wouldn’t notice.

“ .. but George, if you purchase land that is nothing more
than a swamp, you'll soon find yourself sinking into a quagmire of
debt with that little devil of a lawyer Edward ‘P. Richecourt
knocking on your cabin door. Now, I know you fantasize about
accumulating unlimited wealth overnight,” he continued face-
tiously, as Rose stepped into the room and moved closer to them,
“but it won’t happen if you go looking for bargains. Part with the
money you've been hoarding, however, and I've a few prospects
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that might interest you—sound investments that could prove a
real windfall over time.”

Paul’s eyes left the chessboard and shifted to John, but Rose
interrupted. “How many times must I tell you not to sit in a chair
that way, John Duvoisin? You are going to topple over.”

John, who’d been balancing the chair on its back legs, stood
and rearranged it. “I've been sitting that way for as long as I can
remember,” he complained good-naturedly, “and I have yet to
fall.”

“Don’t argue with me,” his one-time nanny warned, shaking a
crooked finger at him. “I'm older than you, and if need be, I can
still take a switch to you!”

The statement elicited giggles from the twins, who had lost
interest in the chess game. “Did you really take a switch to his
backside?” Yvette asked, her laughter renewed as John feigned a
grimace of fear.

“On more than one occasion,” he interjected, placing an af-
fectionate arm around the older woman’s bent shoulders and walk-
ing her nearer his sisters. Noticing he had everyone’s attention
where he liked it, he said, “In fact, I remember one occasion in par-
ticular when I was nine—not always a lucky number—"

“Do you mind?” Paul cut in. “I'm trying to concentrate.”

Amazingly, John forfeited his story and gave Rose another
squeeze before releasing her. “Is Pierre settled for the evening?”

“Sleeping like a newborn,” she whispered, taking a seat near
Charmaine.

“He’s quite a boy,” John commented, talking across the chess-
board now. “I'm impressed by how well he speaks for a boy of—"

“John,” Paul bit out, and then, “Please—take your conversa-
tion elsewhere.”

“Am I not allowed to speak in my own parlor?” John asked in-
nocently.
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Turning slowly in his chair, Paul regarded his brother. “You
may speak wherever you wish. I just ask that you spare me your
domestic whims until I've finished playing this game with Miss
Ryan.”

“Now, Paul, I'd hardly be a gentleman if I allowed you to play
games with Miss Ryan. Therefore, I will act as a chaperone and
watch—quietly.”

Vexed, Paul turned back to the chessboard, conscious of John
surveying the game from behind him. Sliding his bishop five
squares diagonally, he proclaimed Charmaine’s king in check.

She was in a fine mess, and everyone was watching. Distracted,
she pretended intense deliberation before edging her king one
square forward. Belatedly, she realized she had laid her valuable
queen open to attack.

Paul closed his eyes to the critical blunder, for capturing her
queen would place her king in checkmate. Ignoring the decisive
move, he took hold of his bishop. But John swiftly brushed his
hand aside. “What sort of game is this, Paulie?” he needled, grab-
bing his brother’s black queen and sweeping the white queen off
the board. “That’s checkmate.”

Charmaine’s eyes flew from John’s taunting visage back to the
chessboard. She was indeed in checkmate.

“You couldn’t have missed that move!” John remarked with
relish. “You were always better at this game than 1. Or were you
just allowing Miss Ryan a small victory before closing in for the
kill?”

“That’s it!” Paul snarled, his ire doubly stoked by the twins’
chorus of laughter. “You've been at me all night, pressing my pa-
tience!”

“Have I now?”

“You know damn well you have!” Paul barked, coming out of
his chair and standing toe to toe with his brother.
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“Watch your language!” John admonished jovially, unperturbed.
“There are ladies present, and we must at least act decently.”

“What would you know about decency?”

“l don’t know, Paul, why don’t you—Mr. Epitome of
Decency—tell me? Why don’t you begin with an accounting of
the money you've spent on Espoir and an explanation as to why
youve concealed its development from me? Or could it be you
don’t want me to know how much of Charmantes’ profits are fi-
nancing your building project there?”

“So—the real issue comes to light! Why don’t you take the
matter up with Father?”

“I have all the figures,” John smiled crookedly. When Paul
turned on George, he added, “No, I didn’t get them from George.”

“Then who?”

“Your lawyer and mine, the distinguished Edward Richecourt.”

“The hell you did!” Paul roared. “He was given explicit
instructions—" As if caught, his words died in midsentence.

John paid no mind to what he already knew. “Ah, but given a
choice, Mr. Richecourt wisely spoke up. You see, even though he
despises me, he knows better than to bite the hand that will one
day feed him.”

“Very good,” Paul applauded ruefully. “But what are you go-
ing to do about it, John? Tell Father how to spend /is money? It’s
not yours yet!”

“I couldn’t care less how Papa manages his affairs, and even
less about his great estate. I've done fine on my own and, unlike
you, will continue to do so without taking a single penny from his
pocket.”

“How dare you suggest I've taken money from this estate?”

“I wasn’t suggesting at all, Paulie. I was merely stating the
facts.”

“Well, let me state a few facts for you, dear brother!” Paul
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thundered. “Unlike you, I don’t draw a salary every month—which
I’'m certain has secured you a great many investments, not to men-
tion the purchase of that additional plantation of yours in Vir-
ginia. Yes, John! I, too, know what’s going on! So, let’s just say I'm
cashing in on ten years of wages I've never laid claim to.”

“Any salary I draw is coming out of my future inheritance,”
John retaliated. “I believe I'm still first on father’s will, am I not?
Amazing, loyal as you are to him, you are not even mentioned in
that document.” John shook his head once, and clicked his tongue
for emphasis. “That being the case, your island operation is cost-
ing me dearly!”

Paul stepped in close, his red face only inches from John’s, his
fists balled white. “You've gone too far this time!”

Before he could act, George grabbed John’s arm. “You've had
too much to drink,” he chided sternly. Next, he scolded Paul. “And
you've taken the bait. Now, John and I are going to say ‘good-
night.” He gave a slight nod, then shoved John toward the door.

When they were gone, Paul slumped into his chair, and Char-
maine heaved a shuddering sigh of relief.

“Are you out of your mind?” George asked, his voice rising as
they reached John’s suite. “Why in hell did you say that to him?
Why do you perpetuate this rivalry? It isn’t Paul’s fault your father
favors him, is it?”

“I can’t stand how he exploits it—he’s a real daddy’s boy.”

“He may be a daddy’s boy, John, but Paul was the one who
held this family together four years ago. He was the shoulder all
the tears were cried upon. He was the one who calmed everybody
down and got life back to normal here.”

John grunted in renewed disgust, but George wasn’t silenced.
“You were dead wrong accusing him of embezzling money from
this estate!”
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“Out of my way, George,” he growled, pushing into the room.

“No, I won’t get out of your way!” George expostulated, delib-
erately stepping in front of him. “You were at it all evening long,
and not just with Paul. Why in heaven’s name were you picking on
Charmaine Ryan?”

“She’s a sneaky little actress,” John sneered.

“Charmaine?” George exclaimed incredulously. “You can’t be
serious!”

“She has you fooled, too, George?”

George frowned. “What are you talking about?”

“I caught her in here the other day riffling through my pa-
pers.”

“Charmaine? I find that hard to believe. Are you sure?”

“No,” John fired back sarcastically, “she was a mirage!”

“This doesn’t sound like Charmaine. Did she explain?”

“She gave a lame excuse.”

“She’s not a liar,” George maintained. “She’s a decent, honest
young lady.”

“And what’s this business about her father?”

“He was a wife-beater. One day it went too far. It has nothing
to do with who she is, but it does upset her to talk about it.”

“Ah . ..” John muttered snidely, “that explains it.”

“Leave her alone, John, or you’ll have me to contend with.”

John was perturbed by George’s adamant defense of the gov-
erness. Fleetingly, he wondered how she’d managed to charm both
his brother and his friend. “You know what, George? You talk too
much.”

“Aye, I talk too much,” George agreed, grabbing John’s arm as
he attempted to brush past him, pulling him round and looking him
square in the eye. “But somebody needs to tell you a thing or two!”

“You can’t tell me what I want to hear,” John replied bitterly,
“so why don’t you get out and leave me alone?”
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He wrenched free, but George beat him to the brandy de-
canter on the other side of the room, confiscating it. “No, I can’t
tell you what you want to hear, but liquor isn’t going to wash it
away, and even if it could, I doubt the past was any better than the
present. You've been unconscious for three days now. If you can’t
pull yourself out of this stupor, you should leave. Go back to Vir-
ginia, so Yvette and Jeannette will remember you as you were four
years ago, and Pierre, well . . .

“Finish it, George,” John prodded, his eyes sparking back to
life. “So Pierre won’t remember me at all. Right?”

“Damn it, John! Do you want him to grow up thinking of you
as a drunk—an obnoxious oaf who spreads misery to everyone
around him? Is that what you want?”

There was no point in preparing for bed; she would never fall
asleep. Instead, Charmaine reread the letter she’d recently received
from Loretta Harrington. A response was in order, the diversion
she needed. She sat at the desk and set quill to paper. But when she
had finished, she was no closer to tranquility. Yes, she had written
about a variety of things, but the dominant subject was John Du-
voisin.

Charmaine stared down at the pages. Committing her turbu-
lent thoughts to paper had not exorcised the demon. It had only
succeeded in anchoring his face more firmly before her. Wide
awake . . . she was still wide awake! How was she to enjoy the se-
renity of this lavish bedroom when her mind returned over and
over again to the night he had invaded her privacy here? With ev-
erything that had occurred since then, why did she still picture it
so vividly—feel his hands on her, his hard body drawn up against
hers, his breath buffeting her cheek? No! I won’t think abour him! I
won’t! I'll think about Paul, his kiss before dinner, or his passionate
embrace that stormy night when—TIt was useless! She needed to
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escape. Suddenly, the night air beckoned, and she thought of the
courtyard gardens. Yes, the gardens, where the ocean breezes min-
gled with the sweet scent of exotic flowers, a haven that might
vanquish the odious image of John Duvoisin.

Paul propped his elbows on his knees and rested his chin on
laced fingers. The cool breeze that wafted off the ocean did not
ease his turmoil, for phantom figures continued to spurn and
mock him. George was right. He had played the buffoon, played it
to the tune his brother piped, leaving Charmaine sorely abused,
and his dignity battered. John would never allow him to forget his
illegitimacy, would always ridicule his efforts to prove himself
worthy of the Duvoisin name. Why did it matter? Because, down
deep, I still respect him, Paul admitted. Bastard . . . the label had
dogged him for as long as he could remember, but up until four
years ago, it had never mattered to John. Now, John used it as a
weapon, skewering him every chance he got. Paul exhaled and
closed his eyes. Suddenly, his father stood before him, hard and con-
descending. For all of Frederic’s praise of his adopted son and vocal
disapproval of his legitimate son, John remained sole heir to the
Duvoisin empire, with Pierre second in line. Perhaps Paul had no
right to pretend to something he wasn’t, to claim a rank among the
Duvoisin men who had gone before him. The circumstances of his
birth denied him that right. Hadn’t his uncontrolled temper this
evening proven his worth as a gentleman? A true gentleman would
never have behaved so badly, justified or not.

“Good evening . . .” The soft greeting was angelic.

“Good evening,” Paul returned, standing and stepping closer
to the feminine vision before him. “I thought you had retired long
ago.”

“No,” Charmaine said shyly. “And what of you? Couldn’t you
sleep?”
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“I had the good sense not to try. Would you walk with me?”

Charmaine agreed without hesitation, though she was disap-
pointed when he turned pensive, clasping his hands behind his
back, rather than taking her elbow.

“I'd like to apologize for my brother’s behavior tonight,” he fi-
nally said. “Actually, I'd like to apologize for my behavior. I al-
lowed John to test my patience and, in so doing, hurt you. I'm
sorry I broke my promise.”

Charmaine studied him in confusion.

“Am [ forgiven?” he inquired in earnest.

“Forgiven? Whatever for? You said you would be at my side,
and you were. How could I ask for more? As for your brother, you
need not plead forgiveness for him. He will have to do that him-
self, though I'll not hold my breath waiting. I find it amazing such
a man can be called a gentleman. Why, a gentleman sets aside ar-
guments diplomatically, as you attempted to do a number of times
this evening. But when one is not dealing with a gentleman,
then—"

“Charmaine,” Paul chuckled, suddenly grasping her hand and
squeezing it jubilantly, “you must have been sent by the very gods
this night—you with your determination and conviction.”

“I'm sorry?”

Though befuddled, she was caught up in his surge of joy.

“You've just restored my self-confidence, and I'm grateful. You
see, John can have a sobering effect on people—force them to look
at themselves no matter how hard they resist. And this evening, I
fell victim.”

“Sobering? That’s one word I would never use in describing
your brother.”

“So it would appear,” he agreed. “But just wait until he s so-
ber. His mordant wit was a bit dull tonight. As a rule, he’s far

»
WOrseE.
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The moment’s gaiety vanished.

“Worse?” she declared apprehensively. “Then, how am I to
avoid him?”

Paul’s elation did not diminish. “Take the children outdoors.
The weather is beautiful. I'm certain they would enjoy a day
abroad. Plan a picnic or two.”

“That is a fine idea for tomorrow,” Charmaine replied deject-
edly, “but what of the next day, and the day after that?”

“John will tire of his little games. He has no reason to remain
here.”

“Then why s he here?”

Noting her deep interest, Paul deliberated his reply. “He’s curi-
ous about Espoir. Once he’s looked everything over and is satisfied
with his assessment, he’ll return to Virginia.”

“Do you really think so?”

“I know so. Future chess games will be far different from to-
night’s.”

“And next time you’ll allow me to win?” she asked coyly,
bravely.

Paul chuckled softly. “Mademoiselle, surely you didn’t take
my brother’s assertions to heart?”

“Did he speak true? Were you allowing me to win?”

“And if I answer honestly, will you offer a reward?”

“That depends on what you request,” she answered tremu-
lously.

His eyes settled on her lips. “A kiss,” he murmured.

“Very well,” she responded breathlessly, their playful banter
taking her into uncharted territory.

“Charmaine, I would let you win any game if it would afford
me a kiss.”

His words were muted by the thud of her heart and the sweep-
ing motion that pulled her into his arms. She tilted her head back



A Silent Ocean Away 373

and closed her eyes, allowing him full access to her lips, savoring
the coarseness of his moustache on her soft skin. When it seemed
he could hold her no tighter, his embrace quickened, his ravenous
mouth bruising, cutting across her lips and forcing them apart, his
tongue thrusting into her mouth. This time he did not withdraw,
and the splendid moment lengthened. Charmaine clung to him for
support, returning his searing kiss with an ardor of her own. When
his mouth traveled to her throat, she sighed, his breath warm on
her neck, sending a chill of sensate pleasure down her spine. She
was keenly aware of the love words he whispered close to her ear:
“Sweet Jesus, Charmaine, my need is great . . . I long for you . ..
long to make love to you . . . Come with me to my room . ..”

Reality took hold, overpowering that odd blend of expectancy
and yearning. “I can’t!” she cried, bracing her palms against his
chest. “I just can’t.”

Tormented, Paul’s iron embrace fell open, and the woman
whom he wanted more than any other disappeared beyond the
hedge. Although he was left in agony, he reassured himself time
was on his side. It wouldn’t be long before she succumbed.

Safe in her room, Charmaine went through the motions of
preparing for bed, tears of frustration giving way to the pleasing
memory of Paul’s embrace. Yes, he had propositioned her again,
but she was warmed by the knowledge he wanted her as a man
wants a woman, yet respected her enough to set aside his passion in
deference to her wishes. Perhaps in time the two would become

one.
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