














Madeline Oxley could not comletely fault 
Adam Coates. Her father had hoodwinked them 
both…but now that she stood at last before him, 
how could she ever walk away?

“Your father sent me 
the wrong bride!”

Madeline gritted her teeth. “Sir, you are not the only one who has been inconvenienced by this. I just spent forty-six days on a damp, creaky ship, and now you tell me in front of everyone that I’m not the one you ordered, and I shouldn’t have bothered. I believe I’ve had quite enough insults for one day. My father assured me you had asked for my hand. I had no reason to question the truth of it.”

Adam’s chest heaved with a sigh. “No reason to question it? Do you not have a mind of your own?”

Oh, this was too much. “To tell you the truth, Mr. Coates, I do have a mind of my own—a mind to poke my father with a knitting needle, and if I may say so, you could use a poke yourself!”
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Anyone who has ever had the pleasure of taking a walk on a damp day on the Tantramar Marsh will forgive me for the artistic license I took with the mosquitoes. I wouldn’t have been able to tell much of the story the way I did if I had given them their due.
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Prologue



Yorkshire, England, 1775

Madeline Oxley gathered her cloak about her and picked her way over the damp, foggy moor toward home. She peered through the mist shrouding her little stone house, nestled in the valley alongside the stone piggery and the other buildings, then came to a halt.

Oh, she wished she did not see what she thought she saw. She blinked slowly and looked again. Yes, it was still there. Her father’s carriage. He had returned.

A nervous little breath puffed out of her lungs. She did not like surprises. The past few days, with her father gone, she’d tasted freedom. Not freedom to come and go, mind you—she was always free to do that as she pleased—but freedom in a more mindful sense. She didn’t have to look upon that expression of disappointment and disapproval, the look that never failed to sit like a wet stone in her belly at every meal.


With a resigned sigh, she walked down the hill and across the cobbled yard, past the chicken coop and stable and around the empty carriage to the front door. She unhooked the clasp on her cloak and stepped inside. Warmth from a strong fire crackling in the parlor touched her chilly, red cheeks.

The door clicked shut behind her. She removed her cloak and carried it into the room where her father sat in a chair in front of the flames. “Hello, Papa. How was Thirsk?”

He folded a letter, slipped it into the breast pocket of his waistcoat and gazed up at her over the rims of his gold spectacles. “Thirsk was most pleasant, indeed. More gainful than I expected.”

Madeline tried to keep her tone light and cheerful. “Oh? How?”

“It seems a burden has lifted. I received a most generous offer from a man I haven’t seen in a number of years.”

Madeline swallowed uneasily. “What kind of offer?”

Her father raised his chin as if contemplating how best to phrase whatever he was going to tell her. “Sit down, Madeline. We must have a word.”

A word? She had a constricting feeling around her ribs—the feeling she always got whenever her father wanted to have “a word” with her.

Still holding her cloak over her arms, Madeline sat down in the chair opposite him.

“It’s good news for both of us.” He leaned back and crossed his legs. “It seems you’ll be married after all.”


Madeline’s body went stiff. She wet her lips and tried to speak in a steady voice. “May I ask—to whom?”

Her father cleared his throat and shifted in his chair. “Well, he’s a bit older and you probably won’t remember him. It’s been a number of years since he’s been here.”

“I’ve met him?”

“Yes.”

“It’s not Mr. Siddall, is it?” she asked, unable to conceal a fiery panic she hated to hear in her own voice. But how could she help it? Mr. Siddall was three times her age, and the last time she’d seen him, his teeth were black and rotting and it was all she could do now to hope that, for the love of God, they’d fallen out…..

“No, it’s not Mr. Siddall,” her father replied. “Mr. Siddall is a local gentleman. He would never offer for you—not after what happened at Stanley Hall, and how you behaved so impertinently afterward.”

The words struck Madeline like a slap, for her father had not defended her in the scandal that had ruined any chance she’d had at marriage with a decent man. Her father had even made it worse, by turning against her and blaming her publicly.

Determined not to let her father see that her wounds still burned, she raised her chin to speak with as much dignity as she could muster. “Who, then? If I’m not good enough for Mr. Siddall, what manner of man have you agreed to ship me off to?”

He sighed deeply, as if he could not understand why he’d been cursed with such an impertinent disgrace of a daughter. “As I said, you probably won’t remember him. It’s been almost fifteen years since he’s been here. You couldn’t have been more than an infant.”

“Fifteen years ago, I was seven, Father.”

He waved a hand at her. “Yes, yes, whatever.”

Madeline felt the familiar sting of her father’s antipathy toward her, and squeezed her hands together on her lap to harden herself against it.

Her father tugged at his linen cuffs. “It seems he’s not aware of your scandal, which is a miracle in itself, wouldn’t you say?”

Madeline simply gazed indifferently upon her father, who continued his account.

“The gentleman I’m speaking of left Yorkshire four years ago for Nova Scotia. According to his description of things, there are very few women there. He would like to be married again, and it appears that he remembers you fondly. Though why, I cannot imagine. You never sat still long enough for any man to get a look at you.” He turned his gaze toward the fireplace. “Regardless of that, he’s asked for your hand.”

Madeline steeled herself. “And you said yes?”

“Of course. I already sent my reply. You’ll be leaving on the next ship out of Scarborough in five days. I’ve arranged for you to travel with a family from Helmsley.”

Nausea welled up inside Madeline. Five days? She would be leaving Yorkshire forever and crossing an ocean in five days?

She tried to focus on the shock of that and only that, rather than the fact that her father could be so cavalier about never seeing her again.

She swallowed hard and sat up straighter. “You still haven’t told me his name.”

“His name?” Her father cleared his throat as if he were nervous about revealing it. She wished he would just spit it out and end this debilitating dread. “His name is Adam Coates.”

Adam Coates?

Madeline’s heart stumbled and took a high-flying leap.

“But as I said,” her father continued, “you probably don’t remember him. It’s been a long time.”

Remember him? How could she not? She’d been overwhelmed by the sight of him the first moment he rode into their yard fifteen years ago on his big black horse, to call on her older sister, Diana. Diana had been eighteen and devastatingly beautiful, while Madeline had been a rather willful child of seven who refused to go to her room when her sister’s suitor came calling.

It had been the first time Madeline had ever seen a man so handsome he’d sent the clouds dashing right out of the sky. He’d hopped down from his horse, made a great sweeping bow in front of her and said, “Who is this beautiful young lass? A princess, surely!”

Years later, when she began to think about men in a romantic way, her dream suitor always seemed to have Adam Coates’s handsome features. For he had been the prince charming of her dreams, the gallant hero who had come to rescue a little princess locked in a tower.

All the sounds in the room retreated into some kind of garbled bubble while Madeline sat there in disbelief, staring blankly at her mumbling father.

She interrupted him. “But what about Diana? Why didn’t Mr. Coates ask for her hand? He loved her once, and she’s a widow now.” Good God, her voice was shaking.

Her father removed his spectacles and set them on his lap. “He didn’t mention Diana. I suspect he doesn’t know she’s been widowed. Besides, Diana is better off here with me.”

You mean her inheritance is better off here with you.

Madeline’s foot began to tap beneath her skirts as if it had a will of its own. Adam Coates?

“I thought he was married,” she said as casually as possible. “He had four children, if I recall.”

“Ah, so you do remember him.”

Vividly, she thought.

“Vaguely,” she replied.

Her father put his spectacles back on. “Well, yes, he did marry someone, quite soon after Diana married Sir Edward. Too soon, I think. A young woman from York, who already had a son. I don’t believe she gave him an easy time, but that’s all in the past now. She passed away before Mr. Coates left for Nova Scotia.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Madeline said softly.

Her father stood and gestured for her to stand also. “I know, my dear, that after what happened at Stanley Hall, you’d resigned yourself to spinsterhood, but you can not afford to pass up on this offer. The man has made a success of himself. He’s as wealthy now as any aristocrat and he knows nothing about the scandal. With any luck, he won’t find out until after he’s wed you. Lord knows you’d never get such an offer from anyone here, so mind what I say and go without kicking up a fuss and try to make the best of it, will you? From what I hear, it’s a different world over there. Perhaps you can make a fresh start and live a respectable life.”

She nodded politely. “Yes, Father.”

He took a step back. “Yes, Father? That’s all you’re going to say? Heavens above, I expected a full-blown battle over this. I don’t think you’ve ever said yes, Father to me about anything in your entire life!”

She lowered her gaze, careful not to give away any of what she truly felt. “If I’m to leave here in five days, I would very much like our time together to be agreeable.”

His shoulders slumped visibly. “Well, that’s long overdue. Now off you go, and think carefully about what you want to take with you. I can only spare two trunks.” He sat down again, waving her off. “And Mr. Coates requested that you bring a bushel of wheat for seed—yellow Kent and Hampshire brown—and that you lay it under your head like a pillow during the crossing, to prevent it from getting wet.”

That last request sailed over her head, pushed aside by all the other thoughts and dreams that were circling around her like a hurricane. Adam Coates. It hardly seemed possible.


 

After Madeline left the room, her father rested his head against the high back of the chair and drummed his fingers upon the armrest. What should he do with the letter still in his waistcoat pocket? he wondered.

Promptly he decided to lock it away in the secret compartment in his desk drawer. Knowing Madeline’s inquisitive nature, she might wish to see it, and that was out of the question. She would never agree to leave Yorkshire if she knew the truth—that the woman Coates was expecting to wed was her sister, Diana.








Chapter One



The British Colony of Nova Scotia 
Seven weeks later

Charlie Coates nearly skidded sideways into the large cherry oak table in the dining room. “The ship’s in the Basin!”

His father, Adam, seated at the table, looked up from his book and calmly removed his spectacles. He set them down beside the sterling silver candelabra.

“Calm down, son, and catch your breath. It’s just a ship.”

“But it’s her ship, Father!”

“Yes, that it is.” Adam couldn’t deny the tremor of anticipation that moved through him at his son’s reminder. “I suppose I should go and greet her, shouldn’t I?”

He gave his youngest son a smile and rose to stand.

“I’ll hitch up the buggy!” Charlie offered. The boy spun on his heel and dashed out of the house.

Adam stood at the dining room table for a moment and listened to the mantel clock ticking.


How many years had it been? Twenty? No, not twenty. Fifteen. He couldn’t pretend, not even to himself, not to remember the exact day Diana had jilted him to marry another.

Nor could he forget how long he had been married to Jane, God rest her soul, for her violent outbursts had taken their toll on him, to be sure. He was not the idealistic man he used to be….

Glancing down at his simple clothing—his plain white shirt and tawny breeches—Adam wondered what Diana would think when she first saw him. Would she recognize him?

His appearance hadn’t changed that much over the years, except for perhaps a few gray patches in his hair and the lines around his eyes. He was forty-three now, but he was as strong and vigorous as any man half his age. Stronger, even. He held out his rough, callused hands and looked them over. Most of the changes, he supposed, she would not be able to see. At least not right away.

Good Lord, what would she look like? How had the years treated her? Had they darkened her exquisite golden hair or tarnished the clean, pale complexion he remembered?

Not that it mattered, he decided. She would still be Diana—his Diana—and he would adore the changes, whatever they were.

With a mingling of euphoria and nervous anticipation, he walked out of the dining room and went upstairs to quickly change his clothes.

 

Madeline stood with her hands tight on the rail, her feet braced apart on the rolling deck of the Liberty. The glorious wind whipped her skirts and cloak, and a salty spray cooled her cheeks. She closed her eyes to breathe in the moist, clean scent of the sea and listen to the schooner’s heavy keel slice through the frothy waves below.

It wouldn’t be long now, she thought dreamily. Then there would be no more waiting, no more imagining what it would be like to see Adam again after all these years.

Adam. Should she call him that when she first saw him? How strange to use his Christian name, when he’d always been Mr. Coates to her. She wasn’t sure she’d be able to force the word past her lips with any measure of casual dignity and sound like a wife.

Well, she wasn’t his wife yet, but she would be soon. Very soon.

Her heart did a little dance inside her chest at the thought of marrying her ideal, even though she had been just a child when she’d last seen him.

Anxious gulls squawked against the blue sky overhead, swooping over the billowing sails as the boat neared the dock at the mouth of Cumberland Creek. The schooner docked smoothly and surely. Soon Madeline was stepping down the gangplank to the wharf below and gazing eagerly up at Fort Cumberland on the hill in the distance.

Madeline paused there a moment to take in her surroundings while the crewmen unloaded her trunks. The salty tang of the sea whisked by on a fast wind, whipping her skirts around her ankles and tugging at her dainty bergère hat. She reached a hand up to keep it from flying off, while the ribbons flew wildly beneath her chin. She squinted toward the rolling, windswept expanse of grass that stretched for acres and acres into the distance, flanked on either side by ridges of wooded upland.

This land—this magnificent land—it would be her home. It hardly seemed possible!

“Come along! This way!” Mr. Ripley called out, waving toward his family. He and his wife had been Madeline’s guardians and companions during the crossing. Madeline hoped the kind family, who knew nothing of her scandal, would find land nearby and become her neighbors here.

“You, too, Madeline!” Mr. Ripley called to her. “Follow us this way to the fort. We had your trunks put in the wagon with ours.” Madeline picked up her skirts and began the long trek along the cart road, stepping carefully over the loose stones. They reached the top of the hill and made their way to the fort’s entrance.

While Mr. Ripley located an empty room for his family in one of the barracks, Madeline glanced around the courtyard. Wondering if Adam was already there waiting, she searched the faces of the tradesmen and farmers.

Good heavens, her heart was beating like a wild thing in her chest. It had been a lifetime since she’d last seen Adam, but there was no way on God’s green earth she would not recognize him. She would know his eyes the moment she caught them in her eager gaze. They were the bluest eyes she’d ever seen in her life. Unforgettable.


Doris Ripley appeared beside her. “Is he here yet?”

“I don’t see him,” Madeline said. “Perhaps he doesn’t know the schooner has arrived. I should send a message to him.”

“I’ll find someone,” Mrs. Ripley quickly offered. She looked around, anxious to help.

At that moment, a tall man walked into the courtyard. He wore a finely made black coat, the ruffles of a clean white shirt visible at his collar, and a black tricorn hat. He carried himself with a grace and confidence that made most heads in the yard turn and stare.

Even from a distance, Madeline knew. It was Adam.

Her blood rushed to her head, and her knees came dangerously close to buckling beneath her skirts.

She grabbed blindly for Mrs. Ripley’s sleeve before the woman walked away. “He’s here!”

Mrs. Ripley looked toward the fort’s entrance. “My word, Madeline” was all she said, in a breathy voice.

Fighting the crippling sensation that had taken over her legs, Madeline watched him. Dear God, he was a magnificent man, even more handsome than she remembered, if that was possible. The years had been good to him. There was a confident manliness in him now. A maturity.

Madeline quickly straightened her fichu, ran her hands over her tight, boned bodice and down her striped cotton skirt.

Adam walked toward a man just inside the entrance, and spoke to him. The man pointed a powder horn toward Madeline and the other passengers from the Liberty, who were all standing in a crowd outside the barracks. The next moment, Adam was walking toward them, his long strides full of purpose, his gaze searching over everyone. There was anticipation in his eyes.

Could it be he was as ardent in his yearning as she?

Mrs. Ripley nudged Madeline a few times in the arm, and she heard someone behind her whisper with interest, “Is that Miss Oxley’s fellow? Goodness…”

What was said after that, she had no idea. It was all Madeline could do to keep a calm, composed expression on her face and prepare herself to say hello.

Adam stopped in front of Mrs. Ripley, removed his hat and slid it under his arm. His dark hair—lightened with a hint of gray here and there—was tied back with a ribbon. His eyes were still as blue as an autumn sky, framed with black brows and black lashes, and he wore a polite yet confident expression.

Madeline’s heart warmed at the sight of him. Though she knew he was a stranger to her now, she felt as if she’d known him all her life, which, in a way, she had. The idea of him was a part of who she was, a part of her identity.

He glanced once at Madeline—rather indifferently—then turned his attention back to Mrs. Ripley again. “Good afternoon, madam. I’m here to meet someone, and I wonder if you could tell me—”

Before he had a chance to finish, Mrs. Ripley put her arm around Madeline’s waist, pushed her forward and said with a warm smile, “Yes, Mr. Coates, she’s right here.”

Adam’s gaze fell upon Madeline again, a little more attentively this time. For a long moment, he studied her face.

Madeline felt suddenly self-conscious in front of all these onlookers.

She cleared her throat to say How do you do, Mr. Coates, but before she had the chance, his dark brows drew together with a look of concern.

“No, it’s someone else I’m looking for. We’re to be married. Her name is Lady Thurston.”








Chapter Two



Madeline felt the color drain from her face like a slow, painful torture. No one spoke. There was only the uncomfortable rustle of skirts behind her, the sound of a knife whittling somewhere off to the side, then a woman cleared her throat.

“Is she here?” Adam finally asked, looking hopeful.

Madeline’s whole body went numb.

Mrs. Ripley struggled for a reply. She knew that Madeline had first met Adam when he was courting her older sister, Diana, so Mrs. Ripley must have understood that a mistake had been made.

“I’m afraid Madeline’s sister did not accompany her.” It was a tactful, clever response, and Madeline was thankful for it.

Adam turned his gaze toward her again and she knew the precise instant he understood who she was. His disappointment was clear in the depths of his eyes and in the set of his shoulders. The color drained from his face, too.

“I’m sorry, I—” He stumbled over his words. “You’re Diana’s sister? What was your name again?”

Madeline squared her shoulders against the stinging humiliation and labored to speak in a steady, dignified voice. “My name is Madeline.”

Adam stared at her for another few seconds. “Yes, I think I remember you now.” He paused again. It was the most acrid silence she’d ever experienced. “Was there some kind of problem? Why did you come?”

This couldn’t be happening….

Dear God, she felt as if she were going to be ill. “I…I was told you wished it.”

“No.” He paused. “Well, this is awkward, indeed.”

“Awkward for whom, sir?” Madeline replied sternly. “For you? Or for these people standing behind me?”

Thankfully, the others recognized the hint and casually dispersed, including Mrs. Ripley, who gave Madeline a sympathetic pat on the arm before turning away.

She was now standing alone, face-to-face with Adam Coates, not knowing what in the world to say to him—to this man who only a moment ago she had thought was her husband-to-be.

“Who told you I wished for you to come?” he asked directly.

“My father. He said you wrote him a letter.”

Adam’s mouth tightened into a hard line. “I did write to him, and to Diana, as well. Did he not deliver my note to her?”


“Not to my knowledge. She was away in London when your proposal arrived. I never saw the letter and I never even said goodbye to her. I barely had time to write and tell her where I was going.”

The muscles in Adam’s jaw clenched visibly as his anger took root and burst forth. He began to pace in front of Madeline. “I was more than clear about wanting to marry Diana. He had no right to send you instead. What was he thinking of?”

Madeline had to work hard to maintain her dignity, when her whole being was winding tight with rage at her father.

At Adam, as well, for humiliating her like this in front of everyone. Not to mention for crushing her dreams without even noticing, or taking the time to consider the fact that she, too, might be disappointed.

“My apologies for the misunderstanding, sir. My father has a tendency to manipulate things to his liking.”

“Manipulate? He sent me the wrong bride!”

Madeline gritted her teeth together, unable to hide her fury any longer. “Sir, you are not the only one who has been inconvenienced by this. I just spent forty-six days on a damp, creaky ship eating dry oatmeal and drinking stale water, and now you tell me in front of everyone that I’m not the one you ordered, and I shouldn’t have bothered. I believe I’ve had quite enough insults and frustrations for one day.”

He stopped pacing and looked at her—really looked at her—as if for the first time. “Didn’t you think it strange that I would ask for your hand? Didn’t you question what your father was telling you? Diana and I have a history together, a past, and you were just a child then. You’re still a child now.”

“I’m twenty-two, sir.” She was quite unable at this point to keep the ire out of her tone.

“Ah, I see. Twenty-two, and wanting marriage so badly you were willing to deceive a man to get it.”

“It was my father who deceived you, not I!”

He did not accept her declaration of innocence; he merely continued to pace back and forth in front of her. “Whether you knew the truth or not, you played a part in it. Diana was the obvious choice. Lord in heaven, what were you thinking?”

What was she to tell him? That she had been thinking with her foolish, lovesick heart? That she had dreamed of marrying him since she was a child and had spent the past six weeks fantasizing about a wedding night in his arms? A lifetime in his heart? That she’d believed he wanted to marry her, too, because she’d wanted to believe it?

What a fantasy it had been! The man in her dreams had been full of mirth and adoration. This bitter, belligerent man was nothing like the young man she remembered.

“My father assured me you had asked for my hand. I had no reason to question the truth of it.”

Someone nearby split a log with an ax. The sharp crack made Madeline jump. She felt as if someone were taking an ax to her heart as well.

Adam’s chest heaved with a sigh. “No reason to question it? Do you not have a mind of your own?”

Oh, this was too much. “To tell you the truth, Mr. Coates, I do have a mind of my own—a mind to poke my father with a knitting needle, and if I may say so, you could use a poke yourself.”

His dark eyes narrowed. She wasn’t certain if he was furious with her, or just plain shocked out of his shiny black boots.

The man with the ax swung again and the sound of splitting wood cut through the silence. Madeline kept her eyes on Adam.

“What are we to do, then?” he asked, his tone finally softening a bit.

“I don’t know, Mr. Coates. As you said earlier, this is indeed awkward.”

“Well, I can’t just leave you here.”

Good God, if he thought he was going to make her feel like a helpless orphan who had been flung upon him against his will, he was mistaken. She was a grown woman and she was innocent in all this. She had not asked him to write that letter to her father and she would find her own way out of this. With or without his help.

“Your father trusted me with your safety,” he added, “and I know for a fact that this schooner isn’t returning to England. It’s going to Boston, and God knows when the next ship will arrive.” She heard him whisper, “What a bloody mess.”

Madeline took a deep breath and counted to ten, fighting the urge to poke Adam not just with a knitting needle, but with anything she could get her hands on.

“You needn’t worry about me, Mr. Coates. I’m sure the Ripleys would be pleased to have me stay with them. I’ve been teaching their children to read the past few weeks.”

He considered that a moment. “Do they have land yet?”

“No, but Mr. Ripley plans to purchase something as soon as he finds a—”

“It’ll take the man some time to familiarize himself with the area. A few weeks at least before he finds what he’s looking for.”

A tattered-looking tradesman walked by, the barrel of his musket resting on his shoulder. He tipped his hat and smiled admiringly at Madeline. Adam watched the man’s back as he crossed the courtyard.

“Well, you can’t stay here,” he said flatly, turning to face her again.

“Why not?”

“Because you’re practically a child and you’re alone and it would be unthinkable for me to leave you here.”

“I’m not a child,” she reminded him again.

He sighed and shook his head at her argument, and once more, she felt like a burden. An insolent one, too, this time around. She had thought, when she’d said goodbye to her father, that she was finally escaping those wretched feelings.

“You’ll stay in my home until we decide what to do. You’ll be good company for my daughter-in-law. She’s nearing the end of her confinement.”

All this was happening too fast—the confusion, the humiliation, the collapse of Madeline’s dreams. She wasn’t about to be shuffled off anywhere before she had a chance to think about what she wanted. “I will not come and stay with you, Mr. Coates.”

“Why not?” he asked, as if her refusal were completely inconceivable.

“Because…because I don’t want to.” Oh, why couldn’t she come up with something better than that? She sounded like the child he believed her to be.

“What we want isn’t always what’s best for us,” he told her. “Or what we get.”

Madeline bristled at his paternal tone. He sounded like her father—lecturing her, pointing out her constant rebellion. She hadn’t liked hearing it from her father and she certainly didn’t wish to hear it from the man who had just publicly rejected her.

Then she wondered if there was a double meaning to Adam’s words. Perhaps he was referring to Diana breaking his heart all those years ago to marry a baronet.

Madeline wet her parched lips. “As I said before, I’ll stay with the Ripleys.”

“You will do no such thing. You’re my responsibility now. You’re Diana’s sister, for pity’s sake, and I will not leave you here.”

Madeline could feel the frustration building up inside of her like a rising tide about to overflow.

All at once, an image of Adam’s first visit to her home in Yorkshire years ago flooded back. She remembered how he had ruffled her hair like a puppy and shown her a magic trick. Good God, what had she been dreaming of? He was four times her age then, and he was twice her age now. She’d been so foolish!


She squeezed her eyes shut, feeling rankled all over again. She didn’t want to spend any more time with Adam Coates. She didn’t want to look at his irritatingly handsome face and relive this embarrassing stupidity over and over in her mind.

“Where are your belongings?”

“My belongings?” she asked, caught off guard.

“Yes, your trunks. I’ll have them delivered to my home.”

She tried to say no, but he was already going to find someone to do it. She followed him. “I told you I don’t want to go with you.”

“I’m not giving you a choice. You’re Diana’s sister and I mean to look after you.”

“I don’t need looking after!”

He stopped at that and turned to glare at her. She saw an unyielding conviction in his eyes and noted the lines around his mouth. The lines gave him the appearance of a man stuck in a permanent frown.

Those lines had not existed fifteen years ago—at least she didn’t remember them—nor had they existed in her dreams of him. She did her best to appear unperturbed by all that had happened, and began to think that maybe she should count herself lucky to be spared having to marry him today.

“I see you’re still as headstrong as ever,” he said sharply.

His comment struck her hard. She hadn’t thought Adam had remembered anything about her, or known that she was headstrong in the first place.

Then she recalled all the times Diana and Adam had gone for walks across the moors, wanting to be alone. Diana would beg Madeline to go home, but she was too young to understand why, so she’d argued with Diana and followed them anyway.

So that’s what Adam remembered—the troublesome little sister.

Madeline stood there, saying nothing, waiting for him to give in.

He didn’t. He simply rephrased his intentions. “I genuinely wish for you to come and be my guest. As I said, my daughter-in-law is confined to her room and she’ll be disappointed if you do not come. In addition, both my daughter and my youngest son could use some instruction in reading and arithmetic. You have experience, you say?”

“Yes,” she replied, before she had a chance to think about it.

“It will work out well, then.” He started off again to fetch a driver to deliver the trunks, and Madeline stood there in the middle of the courtyard, feeling depleted and exhausted, and as if she’d just been manipulated all over again.

 

Sitting in the buggy beside Madeline, Adam flicked the lines and began the trip home along Cumberland Ridge, laboring to block out everything he had expected and hoped for today.

Of course, he couldn’t. Inside he was reeling with a mixture of disappointment and rage. Over the past few weeks, since the letter had arrived saying his “bride” was on her way, crossing an ocean to be with him, Adam had somehow managed to fall in love with Diana all over again. He’d spent too many hours remembering how she’d made him feel years ago, how the sight of her lovely face had brought him to his knees. She was the first woman he had ever loved; they had been young and desperate for each other and had wanted to be together every minute of every day for the rest of their lives.

God, how he’d loved her—with all the fiery, intense passion of his youth. No one had known him like she had, and he’d thought he’d known her deeply, too. He had. All these years later, he still believed it. They had once told each other everything, expressed every feeling and desire. He’d held her in his arms and wanted to be with her forever.

Unfortunately, forever hadn’t lasted very long. There had been no warning that the end was coming. No disagreements or falling out of love. No natural conclusion. She’d told him she was leaving him—crying her heart out on his shoulder—making him love her more than ever.

Of course, through the years, he’d come to understand why she’d made that choice. How could she not? Adam was the third son of a tenant farmer—a prosperous one, yes, but by no means anything close to gentry, and with no hope of ever becoming a landowner. Diana had married a baronet. She’d chosen wisely, as any prudent young woman would have.

The memories these past few weeks, thinking she wanted him back, had stirred his blood and made him feel young again, as if their lifetime apart were a mere heartbeat. Ever since he’d learned of her husband’s death and known she was free, he hadn’t been able to stop thinking of her, and when he let his mind return to those intimate, glorious moments they’d shared in their youth, it seemed like yesterday.

Now, sitting next to Diana’s younger sister, who had been a child the last time he’d seen her, he felt more ancient than ever, and more pathetic to have been foolishly dreaming about Diana, the one who always seemed to slip through his fingers.

Strange, how Adam had thought after all these years, their coming together again was some kind of romantic destiny.

A ridiculous fantasy, indeed.

“Where is your home?” Madeline asked, jolting him out of his thoughts. “Is it far?”

He pointed straight ahead. “Farther along this ridge, hidden in the trees.”

She sat up straighter to see as far as she could, and he sensed she was fighting the urge to stand up in the moving buggy.

He tried not to think of Diana, when there was no point torturing himself. Instead, he gazed at the landscape in all directions. “Quite a view from here, don’t you think?”

Madeline gave him a cool, brief glance that told him she was going to reply only because it was the polite thing to do. Obviously, she was still upset over what had happened, and rightly so, he supposed. It had been an awkward scene in front of her traveling companions. Awkward for both of them, for if he was honest about it, he had been an ogre.

Lord, when had he become this ill-natured? It had happened so gradually over the years, he hadn’t really noticed it until he was here, face-to-face with someone from his past. Someone who had known the man he once was.

“Is that farmland down there?” she asked.

At least she was willing to make an effort. He supposed he should do the same.

“They’re salt marshes. Everything down there is dyked.”

She stared in silence at the velvet green vistas below and the dark spruce forests on the uplands. Above them, white clouds sailed quickly across the vast blue sky.

“Your sons must be a help to you,” she said.

“I couldn’t do it without them.”

He turned his gaze to her feminine profile and stared at her for a long moment. Her cheeks were delicately carved, her lips full. Her eyes had the look of girlish fascination at the unfamiliar world around her. She was such a child, yet she had left her home and crossed an ocean with the expectation of becoming his wife. His wife! Diana’s baby sister. She had thought she would meet his sons as their future stepmother.

Good Lord. Did she know that Jacob, his stepson, was only four years younger than she?

With that thought, a tremor of uneasiness coursed through him. She couldn’t actually be brokenhearted, could she? In a sense, he had rejected her romantically, and told everyone within hearing range that she was not the one he’d wanted. He considered saying something about it—offering an apology perhaps?—then he decided that it would just be rubbing salt in both of their wounds, and he should leave it be. There was no point dwelling on it. He would let her enjoy the view.

At least there had been no true, deep-rooted romance between them. In fact, she was probably relieved to be spared marrying a man she hardly knew. A man almost twice her age.

Yes, what was done was done, and there was no sense dragging the uncomfortable circumstances on any longer. All this would be straightened out soon enough, for he was not yet ready to give up on Diana.

 

Madeline sat back in the rolling carriage, gazing in a detached way at the windswept landscape she had thought would be her home. It was everything she had dreamed of, ripe for an adventure, and the reality of that only made her feel worse—as if her dreams had been mangled and mashed in front of her eyes and now all she could do was accept it.

Adam drove the carriage down the slope of the ridge and into the thick spruce forest where all was shaded and quiet and sheltered from the wind. Little more than a narrow bridle path was all they had for a road, and only the sounds of the horse’s hooves thumping and the carriage wheels rolling over the ground, snapping twigs, filled the silence.

An uneasy feeling closed in around Madeline. What would become of her? She was an ocean away from her familiar world of moors and dales and meandering stone walls, and she knew no one here except for Adam and the people from the ship. She had no family.

Not that she’d had any family that she could depend upon back in Yorkshire, either, but at least she knew the country. Here, she could get lost in these deep, unfathomable forests or swallowed by a bear, God forbid. She squeezed her pink-and-silver guinea purse into a ball in her hands. Partly in fear, partly in fury.

“Are you all right, Miss Oxley?” Adam asked, surprising her.

She’d thought she was more proficient at hiding her feelings. She would have to do better.

“I’m fine, Mr. Coates.”

“You don’t look fine.”

She took a deep breath, not sure how to reply. “I was just thinking about my future and where I will go after this.” And I’ve never felt more alone in my life.

“I think the best thing is for you to return to your father in Yorkshire.”

“I would rather not.”

He was quiet a moment. “Do you think that’s wise?”

How was she to explain that she’d left Yorkshire because she’d been ruined by an outrageous, unfounded sham of a scandal, and her father had never made any effort to defend her?

After this little debacle, she realized he had been more determined to get rid of her than she’d thought.

And more determined to keep Diana at his side.

“I’ll be frank with you,” Adam said. “There isn’t much here for a young, unmarried woman. Very few settlers can afford a live-in governess and the chances of finding work, outside of keeping house for someone, are slim. The winters are long and severe—the icy winds over the marsh can take a bite out of your skin if you’re not careful. And the mosquitoes…well, I guarantee they’ll come close to driving you mad. Their bite feels like a hot needle prick in your skin and it swells up like a big boil for days afterward and itches insufferably.”

“You’re exaggerating.”

He tilted his head at her. “Just wait and see. In a month, you’ll be jumping into the muddy Tantramar just to escape them. Sometimes, they’re worse than a black cloud around your head and—”

“You’ve made your point, Mr. Coates, but I’m not going home. I don’t know what I’ll do, but don’t worry, I’ll find some means to make my way. If not here, then perhaps in Halifax.”

“There’s no road to Halifax. It’s all Indian trails and bridle paths.”

She huffed in frustration. “What would you have me do, then? Go home on the next ship? Go home to a father who wanted me gone so badly that he deceived both of us to get rid of me?”

Adam removed his hat and ran a hand over his dark, backswept hair. “You don’t know that.”

“You said you asked him for Diana’s hand. The man could read.”

The horses snorted and tossed their heads. “Well, perhaps he simply thought it should be your turn. Diana had already been married. I doubt he was that determined to get rid of you.”

Madeline chose not to correct him on that point. He didn’t need to know the truth, and at least he was no longer insinuating that this scheme was her doing.

“I still think it would be in your best interest to return to Yorkshire and be with your father,” he told her. “Cumberland is no place for a young woman alone.”

“I’ll consider it,” she replied, just to end the discussion.

A few minutes later, she watched a brown squirrel shimmy across an evergreen bough overhead and leap onto a taller tree. “How did you learn about Diana’s widowhood?” she asked, curious about how this deplorable situation had come to pass.

“News makes its way over here eventually. And I may have made inquiries about her over the years.”

Inquiries. Beautiful Diana. Men were always making inquiries….

Madeline gazed at Adam’s mature face beside her, and even now, after all that had happened, her childish heart found it difficult to believe that she was actually sitting beside him, alone here in the forest, their thighs bumping every so often. She felt an unwelcome, impetuous thrill over it, and a twinge of hope that perhaps one day, he might forget about Diana and see Madeline differently.

Her skin tingled beneath her dress, and she wished she could throttle the sensation. She didn’t want to start fantasizing again about this man who was not what she remembered. She would only wind up getting hurt, for she had yet in her life to experience otherwise.

“Did you love her that much, then?” She hoped her tone hadn’t revealed how hurt she’d been over all this, but she wanted to hear how he felt.

No. After that thigh-bumping thrill, she needed to hear it.

He clicked his tongue at the horses. “Yes, I did.”

Madeline tried to crush the unwise pang of jealousy she did not want to feel.

Adam continued. “And I still wish to marry her. Perhaps you could help me?”

Help you? She tried to keep her voice light, to sound obliging. “How?”

“You could give me her address in London. I plan to notify my solicitor there, and if Diana agrees, have him arrange a proxy marriage. I want no mistakes this time.”

Feeling very tired all of a sudden, Madeline nodded. She knew that Diana had been lonely since her husband died. If it was her whim, she would be sailing into the muddy waters of Cumberland Basin on the very next ship from England—as Adam’s wife—and there was no sense harboring any secret hopes to the contrary.








Chapter Three



Madeline and Adam drove out of the woods and down a gentle slope onto the low, windy grasslands. A herd of black-and-white cattle grazed nearby, and they lifted their heads and stared, as if they were perplexed to see Madeline, who was not the woman they had been expecting. Knowing it was a ridiculous notion, she turned her face away from them and looked the other way.

In the distance, up on another hill overlooking the marsh, stood a large, majestic-looking red brick house. Madeline wondered if this was the place she had dreamed about, and wondered further how close her fantasies had been to reality. Judging by the look of the place, her fantasies had been eerily accurate indeed.

They turned into the tree-lined driveway that led up to the house, and barely made it to the door before a young boy came racing out of it to greet them.

Adam obviously wasn’t the only one who had been looking forward to Diana’s arrival.


“My youngest son,” Adam explained with an apologetic tone.

The boy bolted across the front yard. Madeline shifted uncomfortably in her seat, dreading the matter of explaining the mistake and telling him that the woman his father had planned to marry hadn’t even known he’d proposed.

They rolled to a gentle stop in front of the house. The boy approached and took hold of the harness. “Hello, Father!” He gazed timidly at Madeline as he waited for an introduction.

Adam stepped down from the buggy and came around to help Madeline. “Miss Oxley, this is my son, Charles.”

The boy suddenly lost his enthusiasm. “Miss Oxley? But where’s Lady Thurston?”

“She didn’t come. There was a misunderstanding, and Lady Thurston’s sister came to visit instead.”

“Her sister?” Charlie gazed uncertainly at Madeline. “Will you be marrying my father?”

Madeline was thankful that Adam answered the question before she had to. “No, Charles. She’s just visiting. I’ll be sending another letter to Lady Thurston to clear everything up.”

While the boy led the horse and buggy into the barn, Adam escorted Madeline into the house, the wide center hall decorated with teal wallpaper and dark cherry columns. An older woman wearing gold spectacles appeared from the back kitchen. She smoothed her skirt with her hands. “Mr. Coates, you’ve returned.”


“Hello, Agnes. This is Madeline Oxley. Diana’s sister.”

Looking bewildered, the woman stared at Madeline.

Madeline saw the situation work itself through the woman’s mind, until finally she nodded in understanding. Madeline forced herself to smile. She would be glad to get these awkward introductions over and done with.

“Madeline, this is my housekeeper, Mrs. Agnes Dalton.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

At that instant, a dark-haired girl came running from the kitchen. “Father!”

She flew into Adam’s arms. He scooped her up and squeezed her before setting her back down. “Miss Oxley, this is my daughter, Penelope. Penelope, this is Miss Madeline Oxley.”

“Are you Lady Thurston’s maid?” the little girl asked. “Father said she might bring one.”

Could this possibly be any more humiliating?

Adam quickly interrupted. “No, Penelope. This is Lady Thurston’s sister. There was a misunderstanding about my marriage proposal, but it will all be cleared up soon enough.”

If Madeline heard him say sister with that overly explanative tone one more time, she might decide to swim back to Yorkshire!

“So, you’ll be my aunt, then?” Penelope said.

Despite the setbacks, Madeline couldn’t help smiling at the girl. “I suppose I will be.”

“Will you be living with us, too?”


Madeline tried to imagine living here after Diana arrived, married Adam and became stepmother to these children.

Could she live here, too? As the spinster aunt?

She glanced up at Adam’s handsome face, noticed the line of his strong jaw, caught the scent of his shaving soap.

No, definitely not.

“I’m just visiting,” she replied.

“For how long?”

“Very briefly.”

“How briefly?”

Thank goodness the housekeeper stepped forward and cut off the interrogation. “You must be exhausted after your journey, Miss Oxley. The crossing wasn’t too unpleasant, I hope?”

She was the first person not to make Madeline feel like a huge human blunder. “As smooth as can be expected.”

“Let me show you to your room. You can freshen up and rest a while, then you can meet Mary.”

“My daughter-in-law,” Adam offered.

He gave Madeline a melancholy look that she wished she could read. Was it an apology for their awkward beginning? Or was it simply disappointment that Diana had not arrived?

He nodded at her, and she knew he was passing his duty over to the others. He was finished with her.

Madeline followed Mrs. Dalton to the staircase, peered surreptitiously over her shoulder at her once future husband.

Without a backward glance, he walked out the door.


 

The afternoon sun moved across the sky and glistened outside Madeline’s lace-covered window, shining in her eyes and waking her from her nap.

She stared dazedly at the dappled light upon her quilt. It was a muted, golden glow, unlike anything she’d ever seen in Yorkshire, and she wondered how in the world the sun could be different here, when it was exactly the same sun.

Sitting up, she yawned and realized how exhausted she was after the long journey and the horrible, mortifying end to everything. She hadn’t taken any lunch; she just hadn’t felt like eating. Not that she was pouting. She was never one to wallow in self-pity. All she’d wanted to do was drift into a deep, rehabilitating sleep, then wake up and feel ready to begin again.

But as she looked around the bedchamber at the dainty writing desk in the corner—stocked with stationery and a goose quill pen next to a bottle of ink, and a silver candelabra with five new white wax candles just waiting to be lit after sunset—she knew the room had been lovingly prepared for Diana. Madeline found herself, at that moment, quite unable to pick herself up, as she usually did, and dust herself off.

She thought about Diana then. How everyone loved her and praised her, while comparing Madeline’s shortcomings in the very next breath.

Madeline had never been bothered by it before, not deeply anyway. She’d not permitted herself to be bothered by it, and she was always firm when it came to her emotions and keeping them in check. She could sweep away the most painful insults or degradations with a mental wave of her unfalteringly strong will.

On that account, in childhood and adulthood, too, she’d crushed any interest in wishing for—or competing for—the kind of attention Diana received. Madeline had never expected to participate in the same game, nor had she wanted to; she was much happier going her own way, spending time alone, outdoors in the garden, while Diana preferred to socialize and charm anyone and everyone who crossed her path.

Today, however, for the first time, Madeline felt the sharp claws of envy boring under her skin. Adam had not been charmed by her, not in the least. He’d looked right through her, just as he had all those years ago when he’d come to the house to court Diana.

Determined not to spend another beastly moment feeling sorry for herself, Madeline rose, slipped her tiny stockinged feet into her black buckled shoes and prepared to venture downstairs.

At the top of the wide staircase, however, she heard someone call her name. In one of the rooms, lying on a huge, fluffy, canopied bed, was a pretty and very pregnant young woman. She couldn’t have been more than eighteen.

“You must be Madeline,” she said cheerfully. “Mrs. Dalton told me you were sleeping. Come in, come in.”

Madeline moved all the way into the room.

“I’m Mary, Jacob’s wife. He’s off in the fields today, planting the spring crop. You’ll meet him at supper.”

“I’ll look forward to it,” Madeline replied. She glanced discreetly at Mary’s full belly with an open book leaning upon it. “How are you feeling?” she asked.

“I’m fine. I’ve had some pains and the doctor suggested I rest until the baby comes next month. Please sit down.”

Madeline sat in an upholstered chair beside the bed.

Eyes warm and caring, Mary leaned forward and gently touched Madeline’s hand. “Mrs. Dalton told me what happened—that you thought you were coming here to marry Mr. Coates. I felt terrible when I heard it. It must have been very distressing for you. Are you all right?”

Surprise, more than anything, shook Madeline. Mary may have been young, but she was astute.

“Of course, I’m fine. It was just a misunderstanding.”

“Misunderstandings can sometimes be more than that.”

Madeline swallowed hard over the lump that suddenly rose in her throat. “Yes, but honestly, Mr. Coates and I were strangers to each other. There were no hurt feelings. I should have guessed something was wrong initially, before I set out for Nova Scotia. I should have known he would want Diana. They were close once, after all.”

Mary nodded and leaned back, but Madeline suspected that the young woman knew what was really going on.


A part of her wanted to confide in Mary, but Madeline bit back the urge. If in time, Adam did marry Diana, Madeline would never want anyone to know how she herself had loved him. She didn’t want everyone to pity her as the poor, brokenhearted spinster sister. That would be the worst fate imaginable. Her pride would never be able to endure it.

Madeline politely stood. “I should go downstairs to see if I can help with supper. Can I get you anything?”

“No, thank you. Mrs. Dalton usually brings me supper on a tray.”

Feeling a little shaken, Madeline nodded and left the room, promising to return later for a visit and perhaps a game of cards. She walked down the stairs, sliding her fingers along the smooth oak handrail that swept round in a scroll to the newel post at the bottom. She ventured into the stone kitchen at the back of the house to find Mrs. Dalton at the large fireplace, spooning drippings over a crispy-looking hen on a spit. The glorious smells of roasting poultry filled Madeline’s senses and her mouth began to water.

Mrs. Dalton wiped her hands on her apron and straightened, then noticed Madeline in the doorway. “Hello, dear. Come in and sit down.”

Madeline moved into the room. “After six weeks at sea, Mrs. Dalton, this kitchen smells like paradise. Can I help you with anything?”

“Not today. You’ve just arrived. Tomorrow you can help.”

Just then, footsteps pounded over the wide floorboards in the center hall and stopped in the doorway. Madeline, somehow recognizing the sound of Adam’s boots, turned with a sudden nervous sensation in her belly.

“Miss Oxley, may I speak with you, please?” His tone was serious and steely.

She swallowed. “Of course.”

He led her into his private study, a large room with dark green wallpaper and a fireplace flanked by bookcases built into the walls. The rug was soft under her shoes.

Adam stopped in the center of the room, faced her and clasped his hands behind his back. “I realize you’ve barely had a chance to settle in, but I would like to send Jacob back to the fort this afternoon with the letter, to see that it gets to Halifax with the next traveler.”

“The letter?”

Distracted, she gazed at Adam’s dark features—the set of his jaw, the straight line of his nose. His black coat was gone now, and he wore a white linen shirt with plentiful gathers off his broad shoulders, and a navy silk embroidered waistcoat that hugged the masculine shape of his torso.

He had filled out since the days she’d known him in Yorkshire. He had been slender then. Now he seemed stronger, more muscular. She suddenly thought of all her romantic daydreams during the crossing, how she had imagined Adam kissing her and touching her on their wedding night. She’d imagined all of it in great detail—the way he would look at her with desire and love in his eyes. She’d imagined him laying her onto his bed and covering her body with his own. The feelings of love she’d experienced at those moments had seemed so true. They still seemed true.

“The letter to my solicitor in London,” he said. “I wish also to write to Diana, of course. You mentioned you had the address where she is staying.”

Torn abruptly from her fantasy, Madeline felt a heaviness settle in her stomach. “Yes, I have it. In one of my trunks. But I haven’t unpacked them yet. I don’t know where—”

“They’re upstairs in Penelope’s room. You were resting when they arrived and I did not wish to disturb you.”

“I see.” Speaking to him now, she had to remind herself that whatever she had fantasized about during the crossing was just that—a fantasy. She and Adam were strangers. There was nothing between them. Nothing.

“I’ll get it right away,” she replied in a congenial tone, then turned to go.

“Madeline—” He took what sounded like an anxious step forward.

She stopped but didn’t turn around. She didn’t want to see his face.

Nor did she want him to see that her smile was not real. She didn’t want him to know that she was disappointed or unhappy or affected in any way. She didn’t want him to know anything.

“Thank you,” he said simply, and there was a hint of regret in his voice.

Regret? Over what part of the day, exactly? she wondered.


She nodded and walked out of the room, all the while trying to ignore the questions and hopes still dashing about in her brain. Trying to ignore the way her skin had erupted in gooseflesh just from the mere sound of his voice and the way he looked, standing before her, here in the flesh.

Oh, it would not do her any good to continue her fantasies about him. To continue to think of him in a romantic way. She had to stifle these reactions. She had to remind herself ten times a day if necessary that he was likely going to be her sister’s husband one day soon.

If she knew what was good for her, she would throttle her hopes and never let them get away from her again.








Chapter Four



Madeline sat at the long, oak table in the dining room, trying very hard not to look at Adam, because every time she did, the urge to stare at him was something close to crippling.

She couldn’t explain it. She didn’t want to stare. She wanted all these desires to go away. She thought they would after what had occurred at the fort, after he’d humiliated her and accused her of deceiving him. She thought that the cold, hard reality of the man Adam had become would jolt her out of her fantasy, and that she would feel nothing for him.

Unfortunately, instead of feeling nothing, she felt everything. One minute she was angry at him. The next minute, after all her ministrations to remain indifferent, she was caught up in the intoxicating dream of him. To be in his presence here tonight made her feel almost short of breath. He sat at the head of the table, his clean, white neckcloth presented in a neat ruffle, his large hands strong and sure. Why couldn’t she stop noticing how handsome he was?

She found herself wishing most ridiculously that he had turned out to be a crotchety old man with bad teeth and no hair.

Forcing her eyes to stay focused on her plate, she cleared her throat, and the sound made everyone jump. All of the family was present, all except for Mary, and Madeline wondered uncomfortably if this silence was normal.

“Why is everyone so quiet?” Penelope asked.

Madeline dabbed at her lips with a damask napkin, curious as to how Adam would answer the question.

His voice was deep and calm. “We’re hungry, Penelope. That’s all.”

“But we’re always hungry at supper.”

“Perhaps it’s because we have a guest, and we’re all trying to be on our best behavior.”

Penelope lifted her sweet gaze toward Madeline and smiled, then returned quietly to her eating.

A hush fell over the room again. Silverware clinked against china plates, the clock ticked audibly, and Madeline knew that they were all aware of the mix-up, and had now had time to discuss it privately amongst themselves…to whisper and pass judgments about her. Did they believe Madeline had been involved in the manipulation? Did they think she was deceitful or self-serving? Or did they suspect the embarrassing truth and sympathize with her, as Mary had?

She dabbed at her mouth again with the napkin and decided it was long past time to make some polite conversation. “Jacob, Mary told me you were working in the fields today. What are you planting this time of year?”


The young man across the table, dressed in a pale blue waistcoat, set down his fork before he spoke. “I finished planting potatoes in the high field, Miss Oxley. Then I rode over to Mr. Carter’s place to help him plant his.”

Madeline noticed the lack of resemblance between Adam and his stepson, Jacob. Jacob possessed fair features—golden hair and blue eyes—while Adam and the other children had strikingly dark coloring.

Madeline was curious, all of a sudden, about Jacob’s mother and Adam’s late wife. Had she been flaxen haired and beautiful like Diana?

Then Madeline thought about her own appearance—her mousy brown hair, dull with frizzy curls, and her freckled complexion. It was the first time in her life she wished she had been blessed with the kind of beauty that Diana possessed. The kind of beauty that turned gentlemen’s heads and rendered them speechless when they first laid eyes upon her.

“Do you have a large crop?” she asked Jacob, forcing herself to disregard such foolish, frivolous thoughts, for she had never put much stock in appearances. She’d always credited herself with having more depth of character than that.

Besides, there was no point dreaming about what could never be.

“Large enough to last through the winter.”

She smiled at him, but out of the corner of her eye she noticed Adam wipe his mouth with a napkin, then toss it down as if he were finished. “We raise only enough potatoes to meet our needs.” She suspected he was being polite for the children’s sake, not hers. “We don’t market them.”

“What do you market?” she asked, deciding she would not let him intimidate her with his silences any longer. She would look him in the eye and if she wanted to know something about Nova Scotian farming or the dykes or even if she wanted to hear him admit that he’d been rude to her that day, she was going to say what she pleased. “Corn?”

“No. It’s the same with corn as it is with potatoes—only enough to meet our own needs. The marshes here are better suited toward pasture and meadow.” He picked up his glass and looked away, as if he were finished not only with his dinner, but with her questions as well.

She couldn’t help pressing him. “Animal husbandry, then? And hay?”

“Yes, Miss Oxley. Hay.”

Adam turned his attention back to his dinner, and Madeline could see that he had no interest whatsoever in talking to her, nor any interest in even looking at her.

She would have liked to call it indifference, but as she watched him and the way he looked about the room, the way his dark brows drew together in a frown, she realized with some annoyance that it was more than that. The man flat out resented her presence here at his table, for she was the reason Diana was not here, and he was obviously still angry about that. He only felt obligated to see to Madeline’s welfare because she was Diana’s sister and he didn’t want to jeopardize his future with her. Like Madeline herself, Adam was probably thinking that she could one day be the children’s aunt, and for that reason alone, he wanted to keep things affable.

Adam’s continued silence for the rest of the meal forced Madeline to think more seriously about what she should do. She couldn’t live in a house where she was not wanted. She’d lived like that in her father’s house long enough. And worse, she could not stay here and watch Diana arrive and live happily ever after with Adam and his children.

Madeline decided with firm conviction she would look for another situation as soon as she could. She would be long gone by the time Diana arrived to claim her prize.

 

Inside the barn the next day, Adam lifted a heavy sack of seed grain onto his shoulder and carried it to the wagon. He set it down with a loud thwack and mentally kicked himself for being so hard on Madeline during the past twenty-four hours.

What was wrong with him? He used to be better with people, women in particular. He used to enjoy charming them and making them happy, and he had always presumed they were honest and forthright, for his mother, God rest her soul, had been a good, kind woman.

That was before his break with Diana, and before his marriage to Jane.

Unfortunately, Jane had taught him that not all women were what they seemed, and he had to be exceedingly careful. In the beginning, not long after Diana had married Sir Edward, Jane had been a rock of sensible wisdom and understanding, helping Adam through that painful time. Recently widowed and looking after her son, Jacob, she had shared her bed with Adam, and it was there where they both found comfort during difficult times.

When they discovered she was with child, Adam had married her. It was only after the marriage certificate had been signed and they were living as man and wife, that she’d revealed her true nature.

So here he was, presuming the worst about a gullible young woman who had trusted her father and crossed an ocean to become Adam’s wife, when he should be going out of his way to apologize for the situation and to ensure her comfort and happiness.

On top of that, she was Diana’s sister, and if things worked out the way he hoped, he and Madeline might one day be brother and sister by marriage. He needed to guarantee that Madeline was safe and well-cared-for, and he supposed it wouldn’t hurt to cultivate a friendship.

Slapping his hands together to brush away the grain dust, he heard a throat clearing behind him, and turned. There in the doorway stood Madeline, wearing a pretty blue-and-white-striped day dress, with a white lace scarf tucked neatly into her neckline.

Lord, she’d grown into a lovely young woman, he realized suddenly. It was hard to believe he was looking at the same freckle-faced child he remembered.

Adam blinked a few times, then found himself comparing Madeline to Diana. Madeline wasn’t lovely in the same way as her older sister. Diana was indisputably beautiful. One knew it the first instant one saw her.

Madeline, however, was more of an enigma. He discovered now—as he noticed the color of her dark brown eyes, so deep and discerning—that she required a longer look, a more careful study. There was an innocence about her because of her youth, but beneath that soft exterior, almost in full contradiction, there seemed to be a firm, immovable strength that revealed itself gradually. And a stubbornness he’d already experienced firsthand. He could see it as clearly now as he could see the pink ribbon on her lace cap. She looked as if she could survive anything.

He wiped his hands on his breeches as he approached her in the doorway. “Is there something you need, Madeline?”

She held her chin high and prepared to speak, as if she were bracing herself for a scolding for interrupting his work. Had he truly been that surly toward her? With a sharp pang of regret, Adam accepted that he had and promised himself he would try to be less gruff.

“I would like to go to the fort,” she announced.

“Why? Did you forget something?” Bloody hell, he sounded gruff again.

She seemed to put enormous effort into forming her response, to speak clearly and succinctly and not shrink before his tone. “No, but I would like to speak with the Ripleys. Or I could send a message, if someone is going that way.”

He leaned a shoulder against the door frame. “No one’s going, at least not that I know of.”


“Well, if no one is going, I would like to take a horse myself.” She raised her chin again, almost daring him to say no, and he found himself oddly impressed by her tenacity.

Nonetheless, there was no way on God’s earth that he would let her ride out into the wilderness alone. “I couldn’t let you do that.”

“Why not? I could find my way. I’m quite sure I remember the road.”

He backed away from her, then lifted another sack of seed onto his shoulder. “‘Quite sure’ isn’t good enough. Some of the paths can be obscure. I’d have to take you myself, but as you can see, I’m busy.”

He tossed the seed onto the back of the wagon, and Madeline jumped at the loud smack. “Then tell me when.”

“How about the day after tomorrow?” He went for another sack.

She said nothing, and he had the distinct impression that his answer wasn’t the one she was looking for. He felt her determined gaze upon him, watching him pick up the bag of seed and carry it to the wagon.

“I’d like to go sooner,” she said.

He dropped the sack onto the pile, then crossed toward her and leaned against the door frame again. He rubbed a thumb along his stubbled jawline. “What’s the hurry?”

“I wish to see about working for the Ripleys.”

Distracted briefly by the wind lifting the wispy curls that had escaped Madeline’s hairpins and now hung loosely at her delicate shoulders, Adam tried not to let his gaze wander downward, for that would lead his eyes to her neckline.

He felt uncomfortable with his awareness of her neckline all of a sudden—and the fact that he was curious about it, for he should not be noticing anything like that in this young woman whom he had known as a child.

He labored to bring his attention back to where it should be: on the situation at hand and her question about leaving to work for the Ripleys. What should he do?

He had already sent his proposal to Diana, who—if fate was kind this time—would arrive before the fall harvest. What would she say if she knew he had not at least attempted to keep her baby sister safe in his home, and well-cared-for?

“There’s no need to leave.” He did his best to sound hospitable and not quite so ogrelike. “You’re more than welcome to stay here with us as long as you wish.”

“Thank you, but no.”

“No?”

“No.”

God, she was like a brick wall. “Miss Oxley, you’re in a strange land. I apologize for the way things were between us yesterday, but that’s no reason to be stubborn about—”

“I’m not being stubborn. I only wish to make my own way here.”

Hell, he’d insulted her. “Let me start again. Your plans have been hampered, and it’s partly my fault that you’re here.”


She blinked a few times. “Partly your fault? Yesterday, this was all my fault for not having a mind of my own.”

He deserved that, he knew, so he raised his hands in mock surrender. “You have a point, and I’m sorry.”

He suddenly felt inarticulate and flustered talking to her—this child who used to follow him and Diana around like a little lost puppy. Lord, how things had changed. He didn’t feel as though he was talking to a lost puppy now.

“Why don’t you want to stay?” he asked, hoping to steer the conversation into gentler waters. “If you want to earn your way, I could always hire you as a governess myself.”

“I don’t want a charity position.”

“It wouldn’t be charity. Penelope and Charlie both need more than what Mrs. Dalton can give them. I’ve been considering hiring someone for quite a while, in fact…” He was rambling now. Lord Almighty, he’d really lost his touch.

Madeline shook her head. “I’m sorry, I can’t.”

“Care to tell me why not?”

After a long pause, she gave a frustrated sigh as if he was forcing her to reveal more than she wanted to. “Because if Diana accepts your proposal and comes here to marry you, I’d rather be elsewhere.”

Adam gazed at her drawn expression and the way she was pursing her full lips. He hadn’t expected Diana to be the reason Madeline would not want to stay. “Are there problems between you two?”

“No, I just don’t want to be dependent upon her.”


He rested his hands on his hips. “I can understand that you don’t want to be in the position of servant to your sister, but it wouldn’t be that way. You would be a member of the family.”

Their conversation stopped dead while they stood in the barn doorway, staring at each other. She seemed unable to think of a rebuttal.

For a second or two, he thought he had managed to persuade her, then she pressed her shoulders back and spoke firmly. “Thank you for the kind offer, but I would prefer to be on my own. I’d like to go to the fort tomorrow.”

He said yes—only because he knew there was no point in arguing, for she was not going to give in—then watched her turn away from him and walk back to the house, her gait swift and true.

Once again he saw the young Yorkshire lass who had never let anyone tell her what she could and could not do. Back in those days, that willfulness had frustrated him when he’d wanted to be alone with Diana, just as it frustrated him now, when he wanted to keep Madeline here, safe in his home.

Something was different today, however. Adam could feel his blood warming to her, for she was no longer the child she once was. She had become a woman, and he found himself admiring her for, of all things, knowing her own mind and settling for nothing less than what she wanted.








Chapter Five



After dinner, Madeline sat by the fire in the parlor, mending one of Penelope’s caps, while the children played cards at the table. She had just threaded her needle, when two shiny black boots and a pair of muscular legs in tawny brown breeches appeared in her line of vision. She glanced up at Adam, who was gazing uneasily down at her.

He gestured at the chair opposite hers. “May I?”

“Of course.”

He sat down and crossed one long leg over the other. The fire snapped and crackled, and the children burst into laughter about something.

“I must apologize again,” he said quietly, “for the way I treated you yesterday at the fort, and for the way things have turned out.”

Madeline poked her needle through the white lace cap on her knees. Oh, she didn’t want to have this conversation. She didn’t want to experience Adam Coates trying to be nice to her. She’d gotten along fine the way things were—first being accused of deceiving him, then enduring his silences and cool reticence. She’d been perfectly happy telling herself that she was lucky to have been spared a marriage to him. She didn’t want to go back to feeling otherwise.

“It’s not your fault.”

“No, but I do feel responsible. If I had never sent the proposal, you would not be here among strangers.”

Madeline was careful not to let her cool exterior crack. “You’re not a stranger, Mr. Coates. Not entirely. I did know you once. A long time ago.”

“Yes,” he replied thoughtfully, “it was a long time ago, wasn’t it? Who would have guessed the years would pass so quickly?”

She lifted the needle high over her head to pull it through the seam. “They do pass quickly, don’t they? It seems like only yesterday that you rode into our yard for the first time.” You wore a long, black cloak.

The firelight flickered across his face as he held her in his contemplative gaze. Madeline felt her blood rush. She hoped it was not coloring her cheeks.

“Refresh my memory,” he said with interest. “Did we speak to each other much?”

She took time to clear her throat. “Not very much, no. I was young.”

“Not so young that you didn’t enjoy a magic trick, as I recall.”

A warmth moved through her. She hadn’t thought he remembered anything beyond her bothersome presence—intruding upon his private moments with Diana and refusing to leave when they asked her to.

“You used to make a shilling disappear. Then you would retrieve it from behind the butter crock.”


He smiled. “I do the same trick for Penelope now, but instead of the butter crock, I retrieve the shilling from her nose.”

Madeline laughed. The beat of her pulse eased a little.

“You were Penelope’s age then,” he said.

“I was.”

“Looking at you now helps me to remember.” He stared at her for a long, lingering moment. “You seemed curious about the farm last night at dinner. Or were you just making conversation?”

“Someone had to,” she said with a hint of humor, which garnered another smile from him. “But I was genuinely curious as well.”

“If you like, on the way to the fort tomorrow, I could show you around the area. It’s the least I can do after what happened.”

Madeline felt her mood lift slightly. “I would like that very much. Would we see some dykes? I’m curious as to how they work.”

He nodded, looking pleased with her enthusiasm. “Do you enjoy riding?”

“More than anything.”

“Then I’ll take you down onto the marsh in the morning.”

She eagerly agreed and the conversation turned to Yorkshire. Madeline told Adam news about some of the people he once knew, and he asked about the earl who had been his landlord, and how the tenant farmers were faring with all the rent increases.

An hour later, it was time to retire. The boys went upstairs and Adam stayed behind to snuff out the candles.

As Madeline climbed the stairs, feeling invigorated from her first pleasant discourse with Adam, she found herself anxiously anticipating their morning ride. There was a sweet fluttering in her belly, not unlike the way her belly had fluttered aboard ship, when they were nearing the coast.

She stopped on the landing halfway up the stairs, and squeezed the railing tightly in her hand. This nervous, giddy feeling was not a good thing.

Perhaps she should not have accepted Adam’s invitation. Perhaps she should have feigned disinterest and requested that he take her straight to the fort.

But that would have been lying, and she had truly wanted to go, so much so that she had momentarily forgotten about her unbending intentions to protect her vulnerable heart. She could only hope there would be no harm in it.

 

Before breakfast the next morning, Madeline passed by Mary’s open door. Mary lay quietly on the bed, her blond curls splayed out upon the pillow, her expression solemn as she gazed at the bright sash window. Her head turned when she heard Madeline’s heels across the threshold.

“Madeline. I’m so glad you’re here. Please, come in.” She tried to sit up.

“Am I disturbing you? You look melancholy.”

“Melancholy? I was thinking of Jacob and our baby and hoping all will go well.”

Madeline sat down beside the bed and covered Mary’s hand with her own. “I’m sure everything will be fine.”

“I wish the doctor thought so. He’s ordered me to stay in bed until after the baby comes, and sometimes…good heavens…sometimes I think I’m going to go out of my mind. He allows me to take a turn about the room only twice a day, just to keep my legs in working order, and it’s all I can do to keep from bolting out the door to escape and be with Jacob and feel his arms around me. I miss him so much, Madeline, sometimes I think I’m going to disintegrate and crumble into a hundred tiny pieces. And here I am, all alone in this room staring at the same four walls day after day, doing nothing but worrying about having this baby. Oh, I wish he were here with me now.”

A wave of commiseration for what Mary must be feeling coursed through Madeline. Childbirth. So much could go wrong. She squeezed Mary’s hand again. “I’m sure that when you hold your baby in your arms for the first time, all this will be forgotten.”

“You’re probably right.” Mary’s voice brightened a bit, but Madeline knew the girl was still anxious.

“Do you like Nova Scotia?” Mary asked, changing the subject. “Or are you anxious to go home?”

“No, I’m not anxious to go. There’s nothing for me there. My father doesn’t need me. I’m more of a burden than anything. I want very much to make my own way here.”

“What will you do?”

“I’ll be a governess.”

“For Mr. Coates?”

The question lodged like a musket ball in Madeline’s heart. “No, not for Mr. Coates. I know a family from the ship who I think would be pleased to have me work for them. They have four young children and we’re going to see them today.”

“Why not Mr. Coates?”

Madeline stumbled over a few possible replies, none of which would do.

Thankfully, Mary continued talking. “He’s going to need some help soon, I think. I used to help out with the children, but after the baby comes, Jacob and I will move into our own home before the end of the summer. Jacob already has our fields planted.”

“What about Mrs. Dalton?”

“Agnes loves the children, certainly, but she does so many other things, she doesn’t have time to teach them their numbers. And it matters a great deal to Adam to have his children schooled.”

Madeline didn’t know what to say. She supposed there wasn’t really anything to say. She had already made up her mind.

“I should hate to think you’ll be leaving us so soon,” Mary said. “You’ve only just arrived, and I like that you’re here with us.”

“Yes, but it was my sister Mr. Coates meant to bring, and if she comes, then I should—”

“Wouldn’t you want to live here with your sister? Were you not close?”

There was that question again.

Madeline didn’t know how to answer it. How could she explain that the problem was more about Adam than it was about Diana, and her feelings were too complex to even understand them herself?


One minute she found Adam cold and unfeeling. The next minute, he was apologizing and talking about shillings in noses, making her feel giddy and nervous when she knew she shouldn’t be feeling anything but a sisterly regard.

Adam belonged to Diana and there was no point in hoping she could ever be with him. Not when she was so certain that Diana would come.

Besides all that, how could Madeline be sure that if she expressed her deepest feelings, the entire household wouldn’t know by sunset?

That would be far too humiliating.

“My leaving has nothing to do with Diana. I’m simply a very independent person.”

Mary smiled. “I guessed that about you. You were very brave to come all the way from England by yourself, and then, to have your hopes dashed.” She shook her head. “In my opinion, Mr. Coates owes you at least a comfortable place to stay as long as you like. None of this was your fault. And don’t be in any hurry to find employment, either. Take your time and be sure to find the right position.”

“I will,” Madeline replied. “But it wasn’t Adam’s fault, either,” she added, wishing afterward that she hadn’t leaped so quickly to his defense.

Mary gazed at her knowingly for a long, agonizing moment before she finally nodded and reached for the cards.

 

Adam and Madeline started off at a trot through the early morning haze, the thumping of the horses’ hooves mingling pleasantly with the chirping of sharp-tailed sparrows in the leafy sugar maples. Frost covered the ground and glistened like a blanket of tiny diamonds in the sun.

Madeline looked about at the low fog hanging over the land. “Is it unusual to have frost so late in the spring?”

“Not for Cumberland.”

“What about the crops? How do you manage to get everything done when you have to wait so long for the ground to thaw?”

“We plow in the fall. But don’t worry, this won’t last much longer. In another week, you’ll be fluttering your fan everywhere you go.”

“I’m not worried,” she replied, unable to stop herself from smiling. “And I still haven’t seen any of those mosquitoes you were so adamant about the other day.”

Her teasing tone made him smile, too. “Ah, yes, the mosquitoes. They’re as big as groundhogs, you know.”

“Groundhogs!” She laughed. “What do you take me for, Adam Coates? I may be a young Yorkshire lass, but I do have a head between my ears.”

“So I’ve learned,” he conceded.

They galloped up the ridge. Adam showed her where the barley and wheat would be planted, and pointed out the fields for oats and flax along the plowed uplands.

When they reached the crest, Adam pulled his mount to a halt. Madeline stopped beside him, finally able to look down at the great marsh below, stretching before them for thousands of acres, like a vast green, grassy sea.

“All this was created with dykes?”

He nodded, and she felt him watching her, studying her as she gazed with fascination at the magnificent vista below.

“How much of it is yours?” she asked.

“I own only a fraction of it. The rest goes on for miles inland. The local farmers work together to maintain it and protect it from the tides.”

“Does everyone do their rightful share?”

“Unfortunately, no. There are a number of absentee landowners. I’m pushing for the county to appoint an official committee to insure that—at the very least—the marsh as a whole continues to be maintained.”

“Yes, of course. You need to preserve this.”

“Preserve it, yes, but if we are enterprising, we could build it as well.”

He kicked in his heels and led the way along the top of the ridge to a road down the hill. Soon they reached the bottom and followed a narrow path that crossed the lowlands.

“We’re below sea level now.”

“Really? May I see some dykes?” Madeline could not keep the exhilaration from her voice.

“Of course. I’ll take you to the river.”

They trotted leisurely across the chilly marsh, the horses’ foggy breaths puffing out of their noses. The scent of wet marsh mud somewhere in the distance touched Madeline’s nose, and she inhaled its glorious freshness.


Seated high in the saddle, she looked down at the drainage ditches dug into the meadows like deep gashes, carved by a giant, swift knife. She doubted any of this work had been swift, however. All this would have been dug out by hand. Some of it by Adam’s hand.

She tried not to imagine that. It wouldn’t do her any good to picture him with his sleeves rolled up, his muscles straining against the physical force of driving a dyking spade into the dirt. Just thinking about it now made her body tingle in the strangest places.

They reached a dyke—a long, narrow hill, stretching like a giant snake along the bank of the meandering river. It went on and on as far as the eye could see.

“This was all built by hand?”

“Yes, by the Acadians.”

Adam dismounted and helped Madeline down. He took her hand to lead her up the steep side of the grassy dyke. From the top, she peered down into the river.

“The tide is low,” Adam said. “When it comes in from the bay and the water level rises—almost to where we’re standing—the dyke will keep it from spilling over onto the marshlands.”

“Has it ever overflowed?”

“Several times over the years, for different reasons. Neglect mostly.”

“What happens to the flooded land?”

“It’s put out of production for at least two years. The salt water has to be drained off, then rain and snow has to leach the salt out of the ground. But perhaps I’m telling you too much. I’m sure you’re not interested in the science of it.”

“Of course I am. It’s fascinating, Adam.” Too late, she caught herself using his given name, as she had so many times in her daydreams.

His head turned. She refused to look up at him. How could she? She was afraid he would see the awe in her eyes, and know how desperately she had wanted him the day she’d stepped off the boat.

“Sounds like a risky way to farm,” she continued, trying to keep her tone light, pretending she hadn’t even noticed that she’d used his given name.

“Perhaps.” He finally turned his attention back to the river. She swallowed over her heart, now thumping in her throat.

“But good management dulls the risk,” he said. “The dykes are well worth the effort. We don’t have to clear forests, there are virtually no stones, and we don’t have to fertilize the marsh soil. It’s already fertile enough. We can even use the marsh mud to fertilize the uplands.”

“Sounds like a perfect scenario.”

“Nothing is ever perfect, Madeline.”

Madeline. Hearing him use her given name sent a flurry of gooseflesh down her back. He spoke with such a deep, resounding voice, yet her name spilled past his lips with fluid grace and buoyancy.

She looked him straight in the eye. “I’m all too aware of that.”

For a long moment, he gazed at her in the sunshine. She wondered what he was thinking, what he thought of her, what he saw. Was he trying to understand her meaning? Was he wondering what kind of a life had shaped her into the person she was, or was he looking into her eyes and wishing he was looking into Diana’s?

He turned his gaze toward the river again. “Perhaps we should go.”

“Yes, we should.” We definitely should, before I feel more of what I shouldn’t be feeling.

But she didn’t want to leave. She wanted to stay here with him—here alone on the dyke with the sun on her cheeks and the breeze in Adam’s hair and the sound of her skirts whipping lavishly in the wind.

Then she thought of her sister and knew that even if Adam wanted to stay here with her, too—which he didn’t—it would be wrong.

He tried to lead her down the steep slope, but she let go of his hand and broke into a run.

Adam laughed. “Are you all right? You practically flew down, Madeline!”

She burst into a fit of laughter herself. “I’m fine!”

He walked her to her horse and helped her mount. As she settled into the creaky leather saddle and gathered up the reins, he discreetly took a section of her skirt in his large hand and flipped it over to cover her leg, which she hadn’t realized was exposed almost to the knee.

Good God. Her belly went whoosh as his hand brushed over her petticoats.

Without even acknowledging that anything had been amiss, Adam mounted his own steed. Madeline felt a tremor of disappointment that he had not flushed or nervously cleared his throat or expressed some other kind of abashment. Then she chided herself.

Why she should think Adam would feel awkward or shaken at seeing her leg was beyond her, for men had never stumbled over themselves with her the way they did with Diana. They looked right through Madeline as if she weren’t there. She did not stir passions in men, and that fact was demonstrated to her yet again, as Adam hadn’t even noticed her leg. He flipped her skirt as if it was the folded-back corner of a faded tablecloth.

She wondered then what it would be like to be Diana, to always feel beautiful and to know she captivated men wherever she went. What power Diana must have felt when they dissolved at her feet.

The horses started walking in the direction of the fort, and a moment of disconsolate silence hovered over Madeline.

At last, Adam spoke. “Care to race?”

Madeline shook her head. “No, I don’t really think I’m up to it.” Then she kicked in her heels and swindled a head start across the grassy marsh, just to put some distance between them and avoid any more reminders that she was invisible.

 

Adam galloped after Madeline but did not push to win the race. He intentionally lagged back a bit in order to recover his composure after the shock of his intense response to the unexpected, startling sight of Madeline’s long, slender leg.

Desire had sparked inside him, red-hot like a blacksmith’s poker left too long in the fire.


He immediately attributed the response to his frustration over Diana’s failure to arrive, for over the past few weeks, his eagerness to see her again had mushroomed into a burning, aching need. Madeline was a part of those long-ago days, and her presence here had no doubt brought it all closer to home and stirred what had been dormant in Adam for what seemed like forever.

If he was aware of Madeline’s shapely leg or the creamy, soft-looking skin at her neckline, it was only because she was a woman, and he had not seen many “new” women since he’d arrived here in this remote section of the world. He would probably react that way to any feminine feature.

Adam then tried to picture his beloved’s face, and wondered if her leg would be anything like her younger sister’s, for he was sure he had seen some firm muscle in Madeline’s calf. He suspected that Madeline didn’t spend a lot of time sitting. She seemed to enjoy the outdoors.

He watched her ride ahead of him. She was indeed an accomplished horsewoman.

He wondered further where he and Diana would be now if she had come as she was supposed to. Would he be riding across the marsh with her? Would she be curious about the dykes, like Madeline was?

He preferred to imagine they would be married already and in bed together, for he had been without her too long. And after the bit of fire he’d just experienced, he decided firmly that he was even more starved for Diana than he knew.








Chapter Six



Adam and Madeline rode up the steep, grassy hill to Fort Cumberland. They dismounted outside the main entrance and led their horses into the courtyard.

A voice rang out. “Miss Oxley!”

Madeline turned and recognized the caller. John Metcalf, a young man who had traveled on the ship with her from Yorkshire, was approaching, ax in hand. He had come alone to Nova Scotia to rent land until he could earn enough to buy his own and send for his brothers. This morning, he looked as if he’d been hard at work, splitting wood and perspiring in the sun.

Madeline smiled and walked to meet him halfway. Adam waited near the barracks.

“Hello, John. It’s good to see you. Have you been settling in?”

“Yes, Miss Oxley. Though I haven’t found a place to call my own just yet.”

She remembered his optimism on board ship, speaking ambitiously about the fertile soil in Cumberland, and how he planned to acquire enough land to someday make something of himself. “I’m sure you’ll find what you’re looking for soon enough, John. Have you been to see the marshes?”

“Yes, and it’s fine land, but I knew it would be.” He peered over her shoulder.

Curious to know what had caught his attention, Madeline turned. There was Adam, standing by the barracks, watching their conversation. When he noticed her looking at him, he glanced the other way.

“So you didn’t marry him after all?” John asked quietly.

“No.”

“Were you very disappointed?”

Madeline cleared her throat. She didn’t want to talk about this—not with John Metcalf, not with anyone. “I barely knew him.”

“He’s older than I thought he’d be.” After a pause, John settled his gaze upon her again. “Will you return to Yorkshire?”

“No. I haven’t decided what I’ll do exactly, but I do hope to remain here. For the time being anyway.”

Madeline couldn’t help thinking that after spending the morning with Adam, so full of knowledge, wisdom and experience, John’s eyes looked particularly youthful.

“So, what are you doing at the fort this morning?” he asked.

“I came to see the Ripleys.”

“Ah…”

Did she detect a hint of disappointment in his tone? She was probably imagining it. He couldn’t possibly be hoping she was here to see him. Men never had hopes about her.

“They’re staying in there.” John pointed toward the barracks where Adam stood.

“Thank you, John. I must go now. It was nice seeing you again. Good luck finding land.” She returned to where Adam was now leaning against the barracks.

“An acquaintance from the ship?” he asked, still watching John.

“Yes. His name is John Metcalf.” Why did she feel uncomfortable answering that question? Was it her own foolish sense of loyalty to Adam? Did she feel she should not be talking to single young men?

“Did he bring a family with him?” Adam asked.

“Not yet. He plans to send for his brothers as soon as he finds property to lease.”

Adam watched John intently for a few more seconds, then escorted Madeline to the barracks.

They knocked on the Ripleys’ door, which almost immediately opened before them. Adam removed his hat and held it under his arm.

“Madeline! How wonderful to see you!” Mrs. Ripley pulled Madeline into her arms, then stepped back. “Is everything all right?”

“Of course. Mr. Coates was very kind to bring me to visit you today.”

He bowed at the waist and settled his tricorn hat back on his head. He was so gentlemanly, so courteous and elegant. And how handsome he looked in his hat.

“I shall be in the courtyard, Miss Oxley.” Then he left them.


With his departure, Madeline felt the same way she felt when she was in her garden and a cloud moved in front of the sun.

Mrs. Ripley closed the door behind him and sat down on one of the beds with Madeline. “Why did you come? Has it been difficult for you? Have you been crying? Do you want to go home?”

“I’m fine.” Madeline laughed at Mrs. Ripley’s flair for the dramatic, but at the same time, she couldn’t bear the thought of everyone thinking she was heartbroken and pining away. She needed to set them straight, even if she wasn’t being completely straight with them or herself.

“Now that I’m here and I’ve had a chance to get to know Mr. Coates, I see that we wouldn’t have been suited to each other anyway. He’s a good deal older than I am, and he’s not at all the man I remember. Honestly, I have not shed a single tear. I am glad things turned out the way they did. He and Diana are meant to be together, and he has already sent another proposal to her. In fact, it was I who encouraged him to do so.”

The older woman touched her hand. “But he’s such a handsome man. Surely it’s been at least a trifle difficult to bear, living under the same roof with him.”

“Not at all. He’s been a perfect host, more like a father figure. Really, he seems very old to me.”

A father figure? Seems very old? She was more skilled at hiding her feelings than she’d thought.

It was time to change the subject. “May I ask, Mrs. Ripley, if you’ve found suitable land yet?”


“Yes, we found a very promising spot—a farm near Amherst township. A section of the marsh is included and the ground is plowed, and a full crop of potatoes has already been planted.”

A rush of hopefulness surged through Madeline. “That’s wonderful news. Will you be moving there soon?”

“As soon as the present owner vacates the house in two weeks.”

Two weeks! Madeline tried not to sound too delighted about it. “Well…the reason I came is…I wonder if you might have need of a governess. Or even a housekeeper. Or both.”

Mrs. Ripley was quiet a moment.

Madeline shifted on the hay-filled tick. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to sound so anxious. You’ll need time to discuss it with Mr. Ripley, of course. Perhaps I could return for an answer tomorrow.”

She made a move to stand, but Mrs. Ripley clasped her hand.

“No need to come back, Madeline. We would be delighted to have you. We’ve been saying that ever since we met you.”

A cry of relief spilled from Madeline’s lips. “What good news.”

“We’ll come by early, two weeks from Wednesday, to pick you up.” Mrs. Ripley hugged Madeline. “I’m very happy. In a couple of weeks, we’ll all be together, and we can finally start to build a new life.”

Madeline rested her cheek on Mrs. Ripley’s shoulder. “I will be counting the days.”

A short time later, Madeline said goodbye to Mrs. Ripley and found Adam sitting on a bench in the courtyard, conversing with some local tradesmen. He immediately stood, left the men to themselves and crossed to meet her.

“Will you be returning with me?” he asked. The question came abruptly out of nowhere.

“Yes, to stay only temporarily. The Ripleys found land near Amherst township and in two weeks, I’ll be able to move into their new home and begin work as their governess.”

His gaze swept over her face and settled on her eyes. His voice grew quiet. “I see. Well, that is good news.”

“They’re just waiting for the other family to remove themselves. The papers have already been signed.”

“Already signed. More good news.” Adam’s tone was as cordial as always, but beneath it, she thought she detected a hint of disappointment. Could it be he had enjoyed her company and conversation this morning more than he had expected?

No, surely not. He was simply disappointed because his children would continue to live without a governess of their own.

He offered his arm. “Shall we go?” He escorted her to their horses, tethered near the fort’s entrance.

Suddenly an unexpected sadness moved through her.

She chastised herself, for those feelings made no sense. She had accomplished what she’d set out to accomplish this morning. She’d found another situation. She should be overjoyed.


Perhaps a small part of her had still not let go of the dream.

She tried to ignore it and told herself that soon, when she was settled into a new life with the Ripleys, all this would surely pass.

 

Days later, Madeline ventured outside to feed the chickens. She closed the kitchen door behind her, but started at the unexpected sight of Adam pushing the plow behind a yoke of oxen in Agnes’s vegetable garden. The sleeves on his loose, linen workshirt were rolled up to his elbows; he wore no waistcoat. He labored hard to push the plow, his muscles straining as he strove to keep the furrows straight.

She stood motionless, watching for a moment, realizing how much she loved to watch him work. The sight of him, with dirt on his clothing and perspiration dampening his face, made her skin tingle all over with gooseflesh. She could have stood there and watched him all day. He was rugged and strong, like the land itself. He was a part of it. He worked it, handled it, nurtured it.

Then she began to entertain the most indecent thoughts. She imagined him alone in his bedchamber at night, taking off his shirt in the candlelight, preparing for bed. What would his bare chest look like, and what would it feel like to her touch? What would it be like to share a bed with him and feel those huge hands moving over her body? She imagined they would feel callused and rough, yet warm and gentle at the same time.

Shaking herself out of those improper thoughts, Madeline started off toward the chicken coop. She stepped inside. There was a cackling frenzy, then the hens settled as Madeline made her way about, collecting the eggs from the nests of hay while she tried not to think any more indecent thoughts about her future brother-in-law.

A few minutes later, she stepped out to the barnyard, where more hens pecked at the dry ground. She reached into her bucket and sprinkled the feed at their feet.

A tiny voice caught her attention. Madeline turned. Penelope, resting her cheek on her arm and looking quite decidedly bored, watched her from the other side of the fence. “Father said you’ll be leaving us soon.”

Hearing dejection in the young girl’s voice, Madeline labored to sound cheerful. “Yes, Penelope, I’ve been hired as a governess and housekeeper for a family I met during the crossing.”

“Are they a nice family?”

“Yes, they’re very nice.”

Penelope picked her way around the fence. Her gait was shy and uncertain. “Do they have a little girl? Or just boys?”

Sprinkling more feed onto the ground, Madeline held out the bucket for Penelope to lend a hand, thinking it would do the girl good to feel useful. “They have two boys and two girls. The oldest is ten and the youngest girl is only four.”

“Does the youngest one know her numbers yet?” Penelope kept her gaze fixed on the chickens.

“Not yet, but I’ll begin teaching her right away.”


“I could count when I was two.”

A breeze fluttered Madeline’s skirts and she stopped what she was doing to gaze down at Penelope, who seemed to be searching for approval. Madeline was more than happy to give it to her, for she knew what it was like to spend a lifetime feeling deprived of it. “That’s excellent. You must be very bright.”

Penelope shrugged and sprinkled her grain on the ground. “Do you like those children more than you like us? Is that why you don’t want to work for Papa?”

“Oh, no, Penelope! It has nothing to do with you and the boys. It’s just that my sister will be coming here, and when she arrives, you won’t have need of a governess. You’ll have a new stepmother.”

“But Papa says she won’t be here before autumn. Why do you have to leave now?”

Because if I don’t leave now, it will be too painful later.

“It’s just the way things are. I’ve already promised the Ripleys.”

Penelope was quiet a moment. “I never knew my real mother.”

A heaviness settled in Madeline’s chest. She stopped what she was doing and touched Penelope’s shoulder. “I know, sweetheart, and I’m very sorry. I never knew my mother, either, and I know how it feels.”

Madeline shuddered inwardly at the memories of her lonely childhood, of never being held or cuddled the way other children were. Her own father had never offered her any affection—only blame and disdain, for having been the instrument of his wife’s death. That fact had led to his favoring Diana all through their lives.

Madeline found herself wondering more about Adam as a father to these children. Was he affectionate? Had he ever blamed Penelope for Mrs. Coates’s death, as Madeline’s father had blamed her?

“Papa says that Mama had a good heart,” Penelope said, “and that she could thread a needle with her eyes closed.”

Madeline made sure to keep her tone cheerful. “That’s quite a talent. I don’t believe I could do that.”

“Nor can Mrs. Dalton. Or I. But I keep trying. Papa says it just requires practice.”

Madeline held the bucket while Penelope dug into it for more feed. She felt a sudden, strong connection to the girl beside her.

Penelope’s tone brightened. “Is your sister anything like you?”

Now, there was a good question, Madeline thought. She had to think very hard to come up with some similarities to offer Penelope. “We both grew up on the moors in Yorkshire. And we both like the color blue.”

“Does she look like you?”

“Not at all. She has blond hair and blue eyes and she’s very beautiful.”

“You’re beautiful, too.”

“Thank you, Penelope, that’s very kind of you to say. You’re a sweet girl.”


“I’m not trying to be kind, or sweet. It’s the truth.”

Feeling a pleasant swell of warmth, Madeline turned the bucket upside down and dumped the last of the feed onto the ground. Then she and Penelope went into the barn to fill another bucket for the hogs.

“Will you come and visit us when you’re living with the Ripleys?” Penelope asked.

Even though she knew future visits would be difficult, Madeline couldn’t bring herself to refuse Penelope’s invitation. “Yes, of course I’ll come.”

A short time later, Madeline and Penelope started back to the house. They had just reached the kitchen door and were discussing a new cookie recipe, when a gut-wrenching scream cut through the still, morning air and pitched Madeline’s heart into her throat.








Chapter Seven



“Whoa!” Adam angled the plow to a halt, wiped a sleeve across his damp forehead and turned toward the house. He listened intently, not altogether certain what he’d heard. There. There it was again—another cry from the upstairs window.

Dropping the reins, he bolted for the door. He nearly wrenched it from its hinges as he threw it open and ran through the kitchen toward the stairs. Two at a time he took them, until he reached the top, crossed the hall and skidded to a halt at Mary’s open door.

She was sitting up on the bed, panting and screaming Jacob’s name while Madeline leaned over her, trying to calm her. “Everything’s going to be all right now, Mary. I’m here.”

Penelope dashed into Adam’s back. “There you are, Papa! I tried to find you!”

Adam turned to her. “Go out to the south field and fetch Jacob. Tell him Mary’s time has come, but first go and get Mrs. Dalton.”

Panic flitted through Penelope’s wide eyes. “She’s not here! She’s gone to the market!”


Adam glanced at Madeline again, who was trying to convince Mary to lie back against the pillows. “Find George, then. Tell him to saddle a horse and fetch Dr. Hudry.”

“I will!” Penelope hurried down the stairs.

Another terrorized scream from Mary shook Adam to the core and summoned hot, agonizing memories. Jane’s screams had sounded the same. For the rest of his days, Adam would never forget the desperation in his wife’s voice just before Penelope had come into the world—the tears and the sobs and the pleading to God for mercy. He was sure she’d known she was dying and, from his seat in the hall outside the closed door, he could do nothing to save her.

The guilt afterward had been excruciating, for how many times over the years had he wished for things to be different with Jane? How often, when she was ranting and smashing things, had he wondered what life would be like if she were not there?

Adam thrust those thoughts away and said a quick prayer for Mary. His children’s happiness meant everything to him, and he did not want Jacob’s young wife to be taken from them now, when she and Jacob were so deeply in love and eager for the future.

Madeline pulled the quilt back and tossed it into the corner of the room.

“What can I do?” Adam asked.

Fear showed itself in her eyes, but her voice was calm. “Is there no one here? Just us?”

“Just us for the moment. Penelope has gone to fetch Jacob, and George will go for the doctor.”

Adam watched Madeline contemplate the situation, as if she were playing it through in her mind and anticipating what she would have to do.

A feeling of powerlessness moved through him. All he could do was trust her with his daughter-in-law’s life.

“Have you done this before?”

She met his gaze squarely. “Yes. Twice in Yorkshire, and the midwife explained everything to me along the way. We’ll get along fine, Adam. Breathe, Mary. That’s it. In and out.”

He stood in the doorway, watching Madeline move around Mary, talking to her and telling her what to do, her voice always composed and reassuring.

“Adam, could you get me hot water and towels, please?” She sounded wholly in control, and her confidence eased the tight knot that had formed in his gut. “Then you can leave us alone.” With her eyes, she told him not to worry.

He left the room to do as she asked, and thanked the good Lord for sending Madeline to them when He had.

 

Jacob pounded a fist against the door frame in the hall. “How much longer is this agony going to last?”

Mary screamed again, her cries muffled behind the locked door, but no less disquieting for Adam and Jacob, who waited restlessly outside.

Adam stopped pacing to reassure Jacob again. “This is normal, son, especially for the first child. I remember the night George was born…it seemed to take a week, but it was only six hours.”

“Six hours! It’s only been three so far!”


Adam strove to maintain a confidence he did not feel, not when Mary was screaming so much louder now.

Where was the damn doctor? George hadn’t been able to find him.

“I know it’s difficult, but all you can do is wait and pray. Perhaps you’d be better off outside, where you can’t hear what’s going on.”

“No. If she has to endure this, so must I.”

Jacob collapsed into the chair in the hall and buried his face in his hands. He shook almost violently with silent, pain-racked sobs.

The sight of him weeping was like a knife in Adam’s chest, twisting with excruciating exactness, for his children were his life. His love for them was greater than anything he could ever have expected or comprehended, and to see his son suffer was grueling agony.

Another cry came from inside the room. This time, a baby’s cry.

Jacob looked up, his eyes full of tears. “Was that what I thought it was?”

Before Adam had a chance to reply, the door creaked open and Madeline walked out. Her hair was damp with perspiration around her forehead, her face pale. She wiped her hands on a bloody cloth.

Jacob almost leaped out of his chair. He took one look at the blood smeared on Madeline’s apron and teetered, as if he were about to faint. Adam grabbed onto Jacob’s arm to steady him.

Madeline smiled. “Congratulations, Jacob. You have a daughter.”


The air sailed out of Adam’s lungs. Surely, the weight of the whole world had just lifted from his shoulders.

Jacob stood. “Is Mary all right?”

“You can ask her yourself.” Not even the sun could compete with the purity and brilliance of Madeline’s smile as she delivered this welcome news.

Jacob hastened into the room, leaving Adam and Madeline alone in the hall. They both stood in silence, staring at each other, recovering from the anxiety they had both been harnessing for the past three hours.

Adam gestured toward the chair. “Why don’t you sit down? You look to be in need of a rest.”

“Thank you.”

An immense upwelling of fondness and gratitude moved through Adam. Madeline had been a great champion today. She had kept Mary safe and brought a beautiful new life into the world. She had made Jacob a happy, lucky man, and that made Adam a happy, lucky man, too.

“No, I must thank you. What would we have done if you had not been with us today?”

She made light of his compliment. “Everything went smoothly. Mary’s built for childbearing. You’ll have a whole house full of grandchildren before you know it.”

Adam gazed at the young woman sitting across the hall from him, her hair tousled and toppling from its bun, her cheeks now flushing from the stress of the morning. How was it she could be a mere four years older than his stepson, Jacob, yet seem a whole lifetime older in maturity and experience?


“Blimey,” he stammered, trying to sound full of humor, when he was not at all accustomed to trying so hard to sound anything at all. “The years have caught up with me. I’m an aging grandfather.”

Her eyes shone with self-assurance again. “That is not how I see you, Adam. I see what lies ahead, not what has already gone by.”

He could not resist probing further. “And what do you think lies ahead?”

She thought carefully before she spoke. “New beginnings, great happiness and love.”

“Do you mean Diana?” he asked quickly. Too quickly.

An uneasy sensation prickled through him. What kind of question was that? Of course she meant Diana.

After a long pause, she simply smiled and stood. “I should go and see if Mary needs anything.”

Adam cleared his throat. He felt unexpectedly flustered and unsure what to say next. “Of course, you must go.” There was that gruff voice again. “I’ll go and spread the good news.”

He made a move to leave, but Madeline caught his arm. “Please, Adam, come first and see your granddaughter.”

A warm, familial pride moved through him. Madeline was right of course. He should be among the first to see the babe. This was all so new to him. Thank God sensible Madeline was here to guide him through this.

He followed her into the room, where Jacob was standing in front of the large window, holding his firstborn child in his arms. Dazzling sunshine lit up Jacob’s fair features—so much like his mother’s—and reflected off the tears of joy on his cheeks.

Adam felt his own eyes cloud with tears. It was an extraordinary moment he would never forget.

Jacob turned to show off the babe in his arms. Adam moved softly toward them. Only the infant’s tiny face was visible from beneath the white swaddling blanket—her beautiful, tiny red face. She made quiet little fussing sounds and pursed her puffy lips. Adam touched his knuckle to her fat little cheek and felt love move through him in a powerful, potent rush.

“Look, Father, isn’t she beautiful?”

“She’s a treasure, Jacob.” His voice shook.

Mary watched from the bed, smiling. Madeline moved toward her and wiped a cool, damp cloth over her forehead and face.

“Congratulations, Mary,” Adam said, bending to kiss his daughter-in-law on the cheek. “You did well.”

A single tear spilled from her eyes. “I couldn’t have done anything without Madeline. She was so encouraging and knew exactly what to do. I would have been terrified if she had not been here to tell me that everything was going to be all right.”

Adam glanced over his shoulder at Madeline, who had moved to the other side of the room. She lowered her eyes at Mary’s compliment, turned her back to him and wrung the cloth out in the basin.

Adam’s heart trembled with gratefulness. He could not let the moment pass without letting Madeline know how much he appreciated what she had done for them today. He crossed the room and took her by the arm, gently urging her to face him. “I’ll never forget this, Madeline. Thank you.” Then he laid a warm, light kiss on her cheek.

As he caught the scent of her hair in his nostrils, felt the warm, silky softness of her cheek beneath his lips, his body responded with a subtle buzzing sensation. He had the most intense urge to hold her a little closer and embrace her more fully. To run his hands over her back and let his lips linger longer upon her skin, and to kiss her again in other places: her hair and her forehead, down her cheeks to her neck.

Surprised and bewildered, Adam pulled back. He searched around inside himself for explanations. He had dismissed the spark he’d felt when he’d helped her onto her horse that day on the marsh. He had attributed it to his frustration over Diana. Could he dismiss this, too? Could he blame this on the intensity of the moment?

Thankfully, Madeline didn’t seem to sense any change in him, maybe because she’d kept her eyes lowered. She turned from him to face the washbasin again, and Adam sucked in a deep breath as he backed away from her and struggled to retrieve his sobriety.

 

Throughout the next week, Adam did manage to deny what he’d felt when he’d kissed Madeline in Mary’s bedchamber. Over and over, time and time again, he told himself that it was gratitude and nothing more, for he had come to depend upon Madeline a great deal since she’d delivered the baby.


She had been caring for the infant, reading to the children in the evenings, helping Agnes in the kitchen and with the chores. She was also giving Penelope impromptu music lessons. Then, after the children were in bed at night, Madeline sat with Adam in the parlor, listening to his concerns about the marshlands and encouraging him to continue his campaign to preserve them.

Like a newly sown field after a long, cold winter, Adam felt awakened and more confident about the task of safeguarding and expanding the land that belonged to him and would one day belong to his children and grandchildren. Yes, he and Madeline had become good friends. But nothing more than that, he assured himself.

Then one morning, Adam descended the stairs just as the back door opened and Madeline walked into the kitchen carrying a basket of eggs. She began to hum as she pulled off her shawl and hung it on a peg by the door. She wore a dress Adam had not seen before, with red printed flower sprays over a white background, and a muslin neckerchief covering her bosom.

Or perhaps he had seen the dress before but had simply not noticed it.

Well, he noticed it now. He noticed a lot of things now—like the feminine curve of her neck and shoulders, and the delightful wine-colored blush of her soft, moist lips. For once he let himself gaze deliberately at her bosom. It was hard to believe those ample, womanly breasts had not even existed all those years ago. Now they were full and round beneath that neckerchief, and he found himself wishing she would take the blasted thing off so he could see the deep crease between them.

He watched Madeline for another few seconds as she whisked the eggs, and he grew increasingly uneasy with his thoughts and the way his eyes were locked on her, as if he would stare at her all day if it were possible.

Just then, Agnes walked out of the dining room with an empty platter in her hands, and he felt as if he’d been caught stealing cookies from the jar.

In reality, this was much worse than that.

He cleared his throat. “Good morning, Agnes.” Then he walked with exaggerated aplomb into his kitchen.

Madeline turned, her voice cheerful and melodic as she greeted him. “Good morning, Adam. Breakfast will be ready soon.”

He picked up a warm biscuit from a pan cooling on the table and bit into it. The moist flavor of the biscuit melted exquisitely on his tongue. “These are spectacular, Madeline. Did you bake them?”

He sensed Agnes hovering around like a busy bee behind him, listening. His awareness of her presence, and a feeling of self-consciousness, was a great deal sharper than usual.

Madeline’s eyes lit up at the compliment. “Yes. I added some sweet, dried savory to the dough.”

“Savory, you say…” He took another bite. “Magnificent.”

Near the door, Agnes pulled on her shawl. “I’m going to the barn to do a few chores before breakfast.” With that, she was gone.

Adam remained in the kitchen, watching Madeline pour batter into an iron pot on the fire. She was so quiet. So calm all the time.

Suddenly he yearned to know more about her and her life before she came into his, and he couldn’t resist the curiosity. He sat down at the trestle table. “Did you cook for your family at home?”

“My father had a housekeeper, but I was always in the kitchen helping her, if I wasn’t in the garden digging in the dirt. Of course, neither of those things my father approved of, but he gave up trying to stop me after a while. To be honest, I doubt he ever expected me to do what Diana did.”

Her voice trailed off, and Adam was intrigued. “Which was?”

Madeline looked at him and giggled. “I don’t know, Adam. She spent so much time away from home. She was constantly with our aunt in London, and when she came home she always looked beautiful. She was skillful with an embroidery needle, too, so I suspect she spent a lot of time doing what most well-brought-up young ladies do.”

He laughed. “Are you saying you were not brought up well?”

“I’m saying I was not as socially ambitious as most young women my age.” She threw him an apologetic look. “I beg your pardon, Adam, I did not mean to insinuate anything about Diana.”

“I didn’t think you had.”

She stirred whatever she was cooking in that huge pot. “Diana and I were eleven years apart, and we had very different childhoods.”

Why did he have the feeling she was still apologizing for what she’d said about her sister?

Adam watched Madeline a little longer. The desire to know more about her and the person she was beneath the surface she showed to the world would not leave him, so he simply gave in to it. “How so? Diana spent time in London with her mother and aunt. What about you?”

Madeline moved away from the fireplace to the worktable. She reached for bread dough that she must have set to rise before she’d gone out for the eggs. “Mother died when I was born, so I never took any trips to London. Father went, of course, and continued to take Diana with him, but I was just a babe, so he left me at home with the housekeepers. Habits form, I suppose, and as I grew older, he continued to leave me behind.”

“Did that bother you?”

“No, I hardly noticed. It was the way things always were, and I never questioned them. To be honest, I grew to look forward to their trips, so that I could have more freedom at home to do what I wanted.”

“Were you lonely?”

“No. At least I didn’t think I was. I found much to interest me on the moors and in the garden, and later, in books. I know that when you came calling on Diana, I might have seemed lonely, the way I followed you about—” she glanced at him sheepishly “—but I think I was more curious than anything. About what you and she talked about and did together. I had never seen a romance before.” She flipped the heavy dough over and smiled at him, an appealing smile that made the hairs on his arm prickle. “Is it too late to apologize?”

“If anyone deserves an apology, Madeline, it is you, for we were young and selfish. You were just a child, and we should have included you.”

That apology, he decided, was long overdue.

He absently twisted his wedding ring around on his finger. Madeline stopped kneading. “I’ve noticed you have not taken that off.”

“My wedding ring?” He turned his large hands over and looked at them. How candidly they revealed his age. “No, I couldn’t bring myself to.”

“You must still miss her a great deal.”

Adam laid his hands flat on the table. “It’s not so much that….” He had never spoken of Jane to anyone, at least not about their imperfect marriage. He wondered why he was compelled to do so now, with Madeline—a young woman who had never been married herself and probably assumed that every romance had a happy ending. “I believe it is guilt that keeps me from taking it off.”

Madeline sat down across from him and gently clasped his hand. “Guilt? Adam, surely you can’t blame yourself for her death.”

“What husband wouldn’t when his wife dies on the birthing bed?” She squeezed his hand. “But more than that, I regret the misery in our marriage. Jane was an emotional woman. She cried over a chipped plate, or flew into a rage when the fire would not light on the first try. In the beginning, I was sympathetic and spent a great deal of time trying to appease her, when I was not walking on eggshells, for fear of setting her off. Later, as the years passed, I felt nothing when she wept, for she was not rational. My sympathy dried up, and she knew it. Things only got worse after that.”

“I had no idea, Adam. What about the children? Did they suffer also?”

“Penelope, of course, knows nothing, and the boys, thank God, were too young to recognize what their mother was going through. Mrs. Dalton was very good at distracting them or taking them out of the room when Jane was having one of her ‘spells’ as I used to call them.”

He began to twist the ring again, remembering the earlier days. “It’s odd, when I married her, she’d seemed so sensible. Looking back on it now, I see that the things she said to me were just words. Even if she knew what was sensible and what was not, she could not control her emotions. We married too quickly. She had known about Diana, and I don’t think she ever believed for one minute that I was over her. I think that’s what made Jane unbalanced.”

Madeline continued to hold his hand, accepting what he had confessed without pushing him for more. He felt a weight lift in his chest.

“I cannot believe I burdened you with all of that,” he said, hoping to lift the somber mood that had descended upon the kitchen. “The melodramatic regrets of an old man’s life.”

“You are not old, Adam, yet you keep saying it.”


It was true, he had been feeling his age more than usual lately. Since Madeline had arrived.

How could he tell her that she in all her youthful splendor, by bringing forward the past, had forced him to look inside himself at the man he once was, and the man he had become?

Gazing across the table at her cheerful, tender countenance, into eyes that actually saw the old Adam, he wanted to be that man again. Could he?

For the first time in many years, he felt the scattered remnants of his old self bucking within.

Then he reminded himself that Diana was coming, and she was the reason for all this, even though Madeline had been the one to help awaken him and make him see that he could change.

He began to tell himself that Madeline’s arrival here—and his surprisingly strong responses to her—were happening for a reason. God had intended it. After all, if Diana had come first, and seen the empty shell of the young lover she remembered, she might not have stayed to see things come around right.

That realization disturbed Adam more than he could say. Did he have no confidence in Diana? Did he not trust her to be different this time?

Suddenly the kitchen door swung open, and both Adam and Madeline jumped. Agnes stepped inside, her gaze falling to Madeline’s hand upon Adam’s.

Madeline pulled her chair back and stood, returning to her bread dough which sat like a dry lump of clay on the worktable. She began to knead it again, asking Agnes about the weather.

Agnes hinted at nothing untoward—she never would—and rambled on about the hogs being in an awful tizzy over the water trough.

Adam stood up to leave, but Agnes stopped him. She wrung her hands together with an uncharacteristic nervousness. “Mr. Coates, before you go, I wonder if I may have a word with you.”

“Certainly. What is it, Agnes?” Good God, was she going to chastise him for sitting alone in the kitchen, holding hands with his future sister-in-law?

“I beg your pardon, sir, but may we speak in private?”

Hell, she was going to chastise him.

They walked together into his study and Agnes paused by the door, still wringing her hands together. “I have something difficult to tell you, and I hope you will not be…I hope you will not be…”

Adam fumbled for his handkerchief and offered it to her. She took it and blew her nose. “I promised myself I wouldn’t cry. You’ve seen enough of that in your life, sir.”

“Nonsense, Agnes,” he replied softly. “What is upsetting you?”

She collected herself. “I am afraid I must leave you and the children.”








Chapter Eight



His housekeeper’s words came at him as if through a tunnel filled with echoes. “Leave us? Why, Agnes? You’ve been with us forever.”

“I have indeed, Mr. Coates, and my years with you have been good ones, the best of my life. I love the children like they were my own, I do. But I have a chance to live in my own house now. I’m to be married.”

Adam had to sit down. “Married? To whom?”

“To a man from Maccan, sir. We’ve been meeting every Wednesday at the market in Amherst.”

He took a moment to digest this news. “I noticed you’ve been late returning. I thought you were simply taking more time for yourself.”

“Well, I have been, sir.”

“Yes, of course you have been. He’s a good fellow, is he? Dependable? Trustworthy? I won’t have you marrying any dangerous or unscrupulous character.”

“He’s a good man, Mr. Coates. A widower like you. He owns his own farm.”


Adam leaned back in his chair as the news settled upon him. “The children won’t be happy to see you go.”

“Nor will I be happy to leave them, but I will visit often. I promise you that.”

Adam stood. “I suppose congratulations are in order, then. I’m happy for you, Agnes. You deserve every joy life brings you.”

He pulled her into his arms and held her. She buried her face in his chest and wept.

“When will you be leaving?” he asked, his own voice trembling.

“The end of the week.”

“The end of the week? So soon?”

“Yes, sir. I thought it a good time, since Madeline is here and taking such good care of things.”

“But she’s not staying. She’s leaving in a few days.”

Agnes blew her nose. “Yes, but I doubt you’d have any trouble convincing her to stay, if you explained the situation.”

“I’ve already offered her a position, and she’s dead set against it. And she’s headstrong, Agnes. Surely you’ve seen that.”

“I have, but she’s only headstrong in the face of what she doesn’t want. And she wants to stay here.”

“How do you know that?”

“I just know. Any fool can see it.”

“Any fool but me. Honestly, I’ve tried to convince her.”

“I reckon you’ll have to try harder, sir.”


 

That evening, after the supper dishes had been washed and put away, Madeline ventured into Adam’s study to look at his books. It would do her good, she thought, to immerse herself in an intriguing story for the next few days, to help pass the time.

Candelabra in hand, she made her way down the dark center hall, the heels of her shoes tapping lightly over the wood floor. The door to Adam’s den was open, but inside, the room was black, the curtains drawn and keeping out the moonlight.

She carried her candles in to the tall bookcase on the far side of the fireplace and held the light up to the spines of all the books, delighted by the simple pleasure of smelling them.

There were so many. Surely every one of Shakespeare’s plays. She had not yet read King Lear. Perhaps she would begin with that one.

As she knelt down and let her fingers graze over others closer to the floor, she found new temptations—Homer, Hobbs, Norton, Milton, as well as a number of other authors whose names she did not recognize.

She pulled out something by Samuel Richardson—a thick novel called Clarissa, or The History of a Young Lady. Madeline set her candles on the floor and opened the book. Just then, she heard footsteps come into the room. She stood quickly, stepping sideways in a panicky effort not to singe her skirts on the candles.

Carrying his own candelabra, Adam slowly approached and bent to pick up hers. He set it in a safer place upon a desk.


“Did you think I was a ghost?” he asked.

She smiled. “I wasn’t sure. You surprised me.”

“I do apologize. I thought I heard you come in here. Have you found anything that interests you?”

Heart still racing, Madeline cleared her throat to speak. “I was just about to look at this one.”

He came to stand next to her and held his candles over the book she held. “Clarissa. Are you sure? I believe it’s the longest novel in the English language.”

Madeline laughed.

Her reaction seemed to amuse him. With a smile, he said, “It’s no joke, my dear,” and furtively slid the book out of her hands. His were large and strong, yet graceful as he ran his fingers over the lettering. “Do you know anything about it?”

“No, nothing.”

“The characterization is magnificently sustained, but it’s very tragic. I wouldn’t recommend it to everyone. It all depends upon your tastes.”

“I’m open to anything if it’s well written. I’ve read my share of tragedies.” I’ve lived my share, too.

“Well, don’t let me influence what you choose. Taste in literature is very personal.”

He handed Clarissa back to her. Their hands touched briefly, but he shied away, as if her fingers were hot to the touch. Madeline thought of their conversation in the kitchen that morning and colored fiercely. Did he regret confiding in her, and had he been uncomfortable with the way she had held his hand? Perhaps this was his way of telling her that he knew she was attracted to him, and he intended to discourage her.

She was glad she would be leaving soon.

Madeline put Clarissa back where she found it. “Can you recommend something else? Perhaps something shorter?”

Adam held his candles up to the titles on a higher shelf. Madeline stared at the strong line of his jaw in the flickering candlelight and wished she could reach out and run her fingers along the shadow of stubble.

He looked over the spines for a few seconds. He seemed intimately familiar with where everything was. “Have you read any Shakespeare?” Then he smiled down at her. “Of course you have.”

She returned his smile. “Yes, but not everything.”

“What about Measure for Measure?”

“Yes, I’ve read that one.”

“What did you think?”

“I thought the ending was hurried.”

He continued to look over the titles on the spines, tilting his head to the side to read them, running his fingers over the embossed lettering. “I thought so, too.”

Madeline stood back, watching, enjoying these precious moments of conversation with him, talking about books. She realized now that she had come to understand him on a deeper level these past weeks—staying up late to talk about the marshlands and what he wanted to accomplish to ensure their survival.

She now felt a certain compatibility with him, for she, too, valued good land, and knew how important it was to nurture and maintain it. All her life, she’d toiled in her own garden at home, proud of her accomplishments, always delighted to see the green shoots sprouting out of the dirt. The feel of the soil under her fingernails—even though Diana had badgered her for being so irresponsible about her hands—had always provided her a secret pleasure.

“What about Twelfth Night?” Adam asked, bringing her thoughts back to the present.

“I’ve read it.”

“Did you like it?”

“Very much. It was hilariously complicated.”

He smiled at her and nodded in agreement. Then his attention went back to the books.

“What about The Merchant of Venice?”

“I’ve read it.”

“The Merry Wives of Windsor?”

“Read that, too.”

He smiled down at her and said good-naturedly, “Perhaps it should be you doing the recommending, instead of me.”

She laughed. “Are there any books here, Adam, that you haven’t read yet?”

“Only a few. I read most of them in Yorkshire, when Jane was alive. I needed a distraction, I suppose.”

Madeline found herself gazing into Adam’s eyes in the candlelight, wanting to fill in all the years he had been absent from her life. In a moment of abandon, she chose to ignore her resolve to keep her emotional distance and began asking questions she had no business asking.


“Tell me more, Adam. Tell me about the day you decided to leave Yorkshire.”

He set his candelabra on a table. “Surely you don’t want me to bore you with that.”

“I do. Tell me why you left your home when you had spent your entire life there.”

Somewhat reluctantly, he began. “Well, knowing I was going to spend the rest of it working someone else’s land, and earn nothing to pass to my children weighed heavily for me. I was tired of seeing my hard work go to support my landlord’s mistress’s apartments and baubles. Then one afternoon, his agent came by to discuss the harvest, and Agnes, wanting to be a good hostess, served him tea in Jane’s best china—china we had received as a wedding gift from my family. Mr. Westing took one look at his teacup and the silver teapot, and said that if we could afford china like that, we could afford to have our rent raised.”

Madeline felt her temper flare. “Poor Agnes. I hope she didn’t blame herself.”

He gave Madeline a look that told her otherwise. “It was only a few weeks later that the lieutenant-governor of Nova Scotia came to recruit families to emigrate, and I was more than ready to hear him out. We came here on the very first ship and made a fresh start.”

“And now, you’re a landowner.”

“Sometimes I pinch myself.”

Madeline thought of what it must have been like, for Adam to sell everything, uproot his family and venture across an ocean into unfamiliar lands, when his children were so young. Penelope would have been only five years old. And Adam—without a wife to support his decision, or keep him company during the lonely years settling into a strange place—must have often questioned himself and worried for his children’s futures.

Madeline smiled warmly. “You’ve done well for your family, Adam. You should be proud.”

He nodded and let his gaze linger upon her eyes for a second or two, then he raised his left hand to look at it. “You know, I think I should take this off now.”

“Your wedding ring?”

“Yes. After our conversation about Jane, I’ve been feeling less burdened by what had been keeping it on my finger.” He pulled it off and put it in one of his desk drawers. “I have you to thank for that, Madeline. How can I ever repay you for your kindness?”

Even in the candlelight, Madeline could see his face go pale. He spoke awkwardly. “And I suppose it would have been bad form to still be wearing it when Diana came. Thank you,” he said again.

Madeline simply nodded to hide her own face going pale or flushing with pink. She wasn’t sure what it was doing, only that her cheeks were burning. For she had a dozen ideas about how Adam could repay her for her so-called kindness.

Adam regained the composure in his voice. “So, I’ve told you why I left Yorkshire. What about you? Why were you so eager to leave your home and marry a man you barely knew?”

She stared at him blankly.


“Good heavens, Madeline, that came out not at all the way I meant it to.”

“It’s all right, Adam, you’re right. I acted hastily, knowing nothing about where I was going or who I was going to. I was just so happy to be leaving, I suppose I stuck my head in the sand.”

Maybe she fudged the truth a little, leaving out the part about wanting to marry him because he was the man of her dreams, but she couldn’t very well tell him everything.

“Why would you be so happy to leave? Was your father that much of a tyrant?”

Odd, that Madeline had come to Nova Scotia to escape and hide from the scandal that had ruined her, yet now found herself wanting nothing more than to revisit it again and confess everything.

She supposed she wanted to feel closer to Adam, even though she knew it was wrong and foolish.

Lord help her when Diana arrived.

“My father was part of the reason I left Yorkshire, but not all of it. Mostly I wanted a fresh start, for I discovered the hard way that a woman’s reputation is as fragile as glass and, once broken, not so easy to put back together.”

Adam gazed at her with interest. “What happened, Madeline? You weren’t…”

She quickly shook her head. “No, it never came to that, but it’s not what happens to a woman that matters as much as what appears to happen. When I was eighteen and visiting Stanley Hall to tutor Lord Jeffrey’s children, the local vicar followed me out into the garden and attempted to compromise me, for which I gave him a black eye.”

Adam’s face lit up at that. “Good for you, Madeline.”

“Well, I thought so, too, but my father, alas, did not. He paid the vicar a large sum to marry me, but I refused. The story got out, don’t ask me how, and the vicar blamed me for seducing him. My reputation was ruined, and the vicar lost his position and insisted on keeping the money for compensation. Father never forgave me for not marrying the man. Before that, I always felt he tolerated me. I may never have believed that he loved me—not like he loved Diana—but afterward, I knew he out-and-out despised me.”

“He despised you! His youngest daughter! For defending herself against a lecher! I can only pray that if Penelope ever encounters a man like that detestable vicar, she will have your spunk and spirit, and give him two black eyes.”

Madeline tried to smile, but the familiar shame and embarrassment that her father had pressed into her for years came upon her, despite her deep belief that none of it was her fault. She lowered her gaze to the floor.

To her surprise, Adam’s strong arms enveloped her and pulled her close into the warmth of his chest, where the shock of being held by him—the profound sense of release—took her breath away. She could feel the heat from his body, smell the outdoors on his clothes. She could even hear his heart within, beating against her ear. A quiver surged through her.

Then, the intensity of it all unleashed a flood of tears.


“Madeline,” Adam whispered, stroking her hair and rubbing her back. She tingled as he spoke her name. “It wasn’t your fault. Whatever torment or grief you endured these past years has not followed you here. You’re in my care now, and I would defend your honor to the death if I had to. I only wish I had known you then. I would have been your champion.”

A rush of new feelings coursed through her: an unfamiliar, steadying sensation that came with the knowledge that someone was on her side. Someone believed her and sympathized with her. For the first time ever in her life, she felt valued and appreciated, as if she were part of something. Part of a family.

God! What kind of fool was she to think she could go on denying that she loved this man? Since she had arrived here and had her dreams crushed, she had convinced herself that he was not real. That whatever she believed him to be was born of her imagination and her illusions of him.

Now that she knew him, now that she had seen who he truly was inside, she knew all of it was true, and more. He was the most beautiful, incredible man she had ever known.

Suddenly, she trembled with grief. It was like someone had died, for she had to remind herself that he would never be hers.

At last she managed to grapple with her feelings and drew away from him. “I’m so sorry, Adam, I don’t know what came over me.”

“You have been wronged, Madeline, and no one has been there for you. You deserve a good cry.”


She tried to laugh, even though she felt as if her insides were being ripped out. “I suppose I do.”

She accepted the handkerchief he offered. Madeline wiped her eyes and blew her nose.

Adam reached to brush a few loose strands of hair away from her face. His touch was gentle and loving and filled her with agonizing longing. “You deserve a better life, Madeline. You have suffered a great injustice.”

Lowering her gaze again, she nodded. “That’s why I wanted to stay here in Nova Scotia, even after I found out you had wanted Diana, and not me.”

“I do want you, Madeline,” he said softly.

She trembled again. What did he mean by that?

All her rational instincts warned her not to misinterpret his words, not to allow herself any false hopes that he might want her in a romantic way.

At the same time, just thinking about it lifted her hopes and shone a tiny beacon of light into her heart.

Treading cautiously, she managed to get a few shaky words out. “I beg your pardon?”

“I mean, I want you to stay with us. I need you to stay.”

Carefully, meticulously, she pressed him for his true meaning, for she had learned her lesson once and learned it well, and she would never again presume anything about Adam. He would have to hit her over the head with a marriage proposal first. “I don’t understand.”

He looked deeply into her eyes. “Mrs. Dalton is getting married. She’s leaving us in a few days, and I am desperate. I need you to stay, at least for a while until I can find another housekeeper.”

An angry tightness squeezed around her chest. “You want me to be your housekeeper?”

“Well, that was your plan, wasn’t it? To support yourself here? You can be sure this is not a charity position, Madeline. I truly need you.”

“But I’ve already promised the Ripleys.”

“Whatever they’re paying you, I’ll double it.” When she made no reply, he added, “I’ll triple it, then.”

With a forceful swallow, she pushed down the anger she had no business feeling, for Adam was doing nothing wrong by asking her to stay, and her rational mind knew that. She had buried and hidden any feelings for him, and to him, she was his future sister-in-law, nothing more. She was, as she had always been, invisible.

“You can’t leave us now, Madeline, not when you’ve become such a friend to the children. They adore you. I adore you. We could all be so happy together if you will just consider staying.”

She tried to see into the future, tried to imagine how this could possibly turn out well for her.

She pictured Diana arriving and becoming Adam’s wife. Madeline would be forced to watch them retreat to their bedchamber together every night, and wish it was she in Adam’s bed and in his arms.

She would have to listen to them talking and laughing and going off alone like they used to do all those years ago. She could not imagine a worse fate.

Adam cradled her chin in his big hand, and in the dim flickering candlelight, she saw the pleading in his eyes. Oh, if it were a different kind of pleading—one filled with passion and desire—she would never be capable of resisting what was forbidden to her.

“Please, Madeline, don’t leave. I couldn’t possibly get along without you, not now. We have become such good…such good friends.”

She felt his thumb stroke her cheek, and she ached to touch him. The delicious, inviting musk of his body overwhelmed her senses.

They stood by the bookcase, staring at each other. Madeline could smell his shaving soap and the dripping candlewax and the books on the shelves beside them. She could even hear her own heart throbbing in her ears.

Adam was still caressing her cheek. She felt so intimate with him! If he thought her a child, he was wrong. She was a woman, a woman who wanted to belong to him, body and soul. Was there a chance he could ever see her that way? What if Diana weren’t coming? Would he open his eyes to Madeline then?

That thought jolted her.

What if Diana didn’t come? Wasn’t it possible? Wasn’t there a slim chance that by the time she received Adam’s proposal, she might have already remarried? Her mourning period had ended months ago, and Madeline had not spoken to her since then. Adam’s proposal would take at least six weeks to get to her. Wasn’t there a chance? And wasn’t there a chance that Adam could fall in love with Madeline in the meantime?

Lord, what was she thinking? She was not a devious person. She loved her sister, and if Diana was going to come, Madeline could not steal the true love of her life out from under her.

But Adam was the love of Madeline’s own life as well. Why should she sacrifice her happiness for Diana, who had always gotten the best of everything and had chosen to throw Adam over for a better catch years ago, while Madeline had suffered and been punished for something she could not control. For being born feet first. That had not been her fault, and the fact that she had never known her mother was as painful and damaging to her as it had been for everyone else.

Still, the fact remained that Adam loved Diana, not Madeline, and Madeline wasn’t sure she would ever be able to change that, even if she tried. Diana had been the love of his life, after all.

“Well? Will you stay?” Adam asked, still stroking her cheek, and she realized it was a seduction of sorts—maybe not a sexual one, and maybe not a conscious one, either, but an effective one all the same, for it found its mark.

She could not fathom leaving him.

“Yes, Adam, I’ll stay.”








Chapter Nine



The sky was blue and the sun warm over the south field as Adam, Jacob and George planted the season’s first crop of barley. The boys were spread out across the field, working diligently with their bags of seed slung over their shoulders, straw tricorn hats shading their downturned faces from the sun.

Adam stopped for a moment to kneel down and pick up a handful of dirt. He felt its coolness in his palm, studied its dark, rich color between his fingers.

Glancing upward at a hawk soaring freely overhead, Adam thought about his conversation with Madeline in his study a few nights ago, when he’d remembered what it was like in Yorkshire, farming the land that was not his.

Back in those days, he’d never stopped what he was doing just to touch the earth for pleasure’s sake. He’d touched it, of course, to see how wet or dry it was, or how sandy it was, but he’d never felt like this when he did. He’d never felt the physical rush that made him smile. It was as if this land was a part of himself, and to see it flourish was as satisfying as seeing Penelope squeal with delight when she accomplished something she’d set out to do. Or seeing Jacob smile at Mary with love and pride in his eyes.

Adam was glad Madeline had decided to stay. She understood him and the things he cared about; she made him see all the things he should be thankful for, instead of the things he had lost. He wondered fleetingly who did that for her. Who did she have to talk to?

Just then, Adam noticed a rider ascending the ridge, along the road from the marshland below. Adam let the dirt slip between his fingers, brushed off his palms and started toward the stranger.

The young man stopped on the road and dismounted. “Hello there!”

As Adam stepped over the plowed furrows, he recognized the caller. It was the young man from Fort Cumberland, the fellow who had spoken to Madeline.

Adam reached the edge of the field and greeted him. “Good day to you. John Metcalf, isn’t it?”

John’s eyes lit up for some reason as they shook hands. “Yes. Did Madeline mention me?”

Ah, the reason for the visit was clear now. Adam felt the muscles in his back stiffen slightly. “She told me your name after she spoke to you.”

“I see.” He glanced around, over Adam’s shoulder, at Jacob and George in the field. “Your sons?”

“They are. What can I do for you, Mr. Metcalf?”

John removed his hat. “Well, I’m here for two reasons. I was hoping you might be able to point me in the direction of some land to lease. Someone told me you had some acreage leased to a fellow on Fort Lawrence Ridge.”

“That I do. Two spots there, actually. As well as another place near Sackville township.” Adam didn’t know why he was telling John about the other places. None of them were vacant.

John’s shoulders rose and fell with what looked like a nervous sigh. “Are you looking to lease anything at the moment?”

“No, I’ve got excellent tenants. Hardworking men with families.”

“They’re not looking to buy and move off anytime soon?”

“If they were ready to buy, or wanted to, I’d sell them the land they’re living on.”

He nodded in understanding. “Do you know of any other farmers who are looking to lease some land? I haven’t had much luck finding anything.”

Adam removed his hat and wiped his forehead with a sleeve. “Can’t think of anyone offhand. Have you tried the Petticodiac?”

“The Petticodiac! That’s miles away!”

Adam paused. “You seem to have your heart set on Cumberland.”

“I’d like to stay near the folks I got to know on the ship, sir, and as far as I know, they’re all looking to settle around here.”

Adam watched John perspire in the hot sun. “Ah. Well, you could try River Hebert. Or Maccan.”

John stared blankly at Adam. From the look on the young man’s face, Adam guessed those places were a little too far as well.


“I reckon I’ll just have to keep looking,” John said, putting his hat back on. He glanced at Jacob and George again. “You need any help? Till I find a place of my own, I’m temporarily for hire.”

Adam cleared his throat. “Not presently, John. I’ll keep you in mind, though, at haying time. I usually hire a few hands then.”

An awkward silence rolled around them.

“What was the second thing you came to speak to me about?” Adam asked.

John’s face flushed red. He swept his hat off again. “Well, sir, I came to ask your permission to…”

He paused and swallowed. Things were quiet. That hawk was circling overhead again.

Adam pressed him. “Yes?”

“To call on Madeline,” John finally said.

For a moment, Adam didn’t know what to say. He had suspected this was coming, and wasn’t entirely comfortable with the fact that he’d hoped John would choke on his words before spitting them out.

Quickly Adam told himself that he would feel the same way if Penelope was older and a young man came to court her. Adam would naturally want to refuse him, too. He wouldn’t, of course, unless he had a very good reason to.

Was there a good reason to refuse John?

God, why couldn’t he think of one? He wanted to think of one!

Adam hesitated for another moment and the awkward silence from a few minutes ago mushroomed into something almost intolerable.


“Was Madeline expecting you today?” Adam asked.

If the answer was yes, he would feel irritated, even though he knew there was no reason to feel irritated. It would be irrational, ridiculous, and he was not a ridiculous man.

“No, sir. I wanted to ask your permission first. I presume you’re acting as her…as her…not her father, but her—”

Father!

“Guardian?” Adam finished for him.

“Yes! Guardian. Thank you, sir.”

Adam shifted his weight from one foot to the other. He didn’t like the way he felt. He didn’t like this ill-tempered mood, when only moments ago in the field, he’d felt on top of the world.

“When do you wish to call on her?” he asked John, only because he had to.

John’s face went pale, and Adam realized that his tone had intimidated the young man. He should have regretted it, but he didn’t. Wasn’t it the guardian’s purpose to intimidate young suitors?

“I would like to call on her today, sir, if I have your permission.” His voice cracked on the last word.

Adam took a long, deep breath and replaced his hat on his head. “All right. For one hour.”

The color returned to John’s face as he backed away. “Thank you, sir.”

Adam made no reply. He simply watched John’s lively, youthful energy as he practically leaped onto his horse.


“Good day, sir!” John galloped off, down the road toward the house.

Adam stared numbly at the cloud of dust rising behind the ardent, thundering hooves. He suddenly felt an ache in his back from bending to plant the barley. Why was he feeling it now, of all times?

He knew why, and it worried him more than he cared to acknowledge.

No, it more than worried him. It damn well scared the hell out of him.

Feeling the muscles in his jaw clench, Adam turned and walked back across the field. Damn that John Metcalf for making Adam wish he was a younger man, and that it was he who was riding up to the house to call on Madeline today.

There was no point denying it. He was jealous!

As soon as he admitted it, however, the other night in the den came hurling back at him. He had been working so hard not to think of it, but now, he couldn’t push the recollection away: his hands on Madeline’s body, the sweet smell of her soft skin and sinuous locks of hair, the enticing moistness of her lips—it all stirred him into a whirlwind of impassioned awareness.

Adam halted in the field and stood there, dumbstruck.

He shouldn’t have held Madeline in his arms, shouldn’t have touched her. Now his mind had something solid to work with—an innocent moment to repeat in his memory, over and over.

Lord help him, if he was alone with her now, feeling this new, unbidden hunger, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to resist her as he had the other night when she was gazing up at him with tears on her cheeks and adoration in her eyes. He might very well take advantage of the attraction he’d thought he’d sensed in her, too, for these feelings of his had suddenly become impossible to explain or deny.

How long had it been since he’d held a woman in his arms? he wondered ruefully. Not since Jane had died, and to be honest, he had stopped holding her long before that, when doors were routinely slammed in his face after nightfall.

Now he felt like a bear waking from a long, cold winter in the den. He was ravenous.

He all at once realized with a disturbing torrent of dread, that his world was about to become intensely complicated.

 

Madeline was sitting in the kitchen plucking a hen for dinner, when a knock sounded at the front door. She rose to answer it, but Agnes, who had not left them yet, answered it first.

It was John Metcalf. He was standing on the front step, nervously hugging his black tricorn hat to his chest. He said something to Agnes, and she invited him in. His apprehensive gaze fell upon Madeline, and she knew that she was the reason he had come.

Agnes turned toward Madeline. “You have a visitor.”

“Good morning, Miss Oxley,” John said.

Madeline reached around to untie her apron in the back. “I’ll be right with you, John.”

She went into the kitchen, glanced at the half-plucked hen that would have to wait, then laid her apron over the back of a chair and washed her hands in the rinse bucket. Smoothing some of the loose sprigs in her upswept hair, she returned to the front hall.

“What brings you here, John?”

“I came to see you, Miss Oxley. Mr. Coates said it was all right. Just for an hour.”

Her heart stumbled clumsily over John’s answer. “You spoke to him?”

“Yes. I met him on the road just now. He and his sons were planting in the field.”

“And you asked if you could…”

“Call on you, yes.”

Call on me? No one ever calls on me.

Madeline swallowed with difficulty and had to struggle to find her voice.

She wished that her thoughts didn’t fly directly to Adam in these circumstances. She wished she wouldn’t wonder how he would feel about John courting her. She supposed at the very least, he would worry that he was going to lose another housekeeper.

But maybe, just maybe, John coming to call on her would make her become visible to Adam. Maybe Adam would see her as a woman for once, and notice that another man had found her attractive, even though she had a hard time believing it herself. “I see. Would you like to come in?”

John gave her an appreciative smile and followed her into the front parlor.

Agnes headed for the kitchen. “I’ll make some tea.”


Madeline sat down on the chintz sofa while John sat on the other side of the room in a green upholstered chair. For a few minutes, neither of them spoke, while John’s eyes wandered around the room, looking at the framed paintings on the walls, the brass face on the tall-case clock that ticked away in the silence. He gazed at the piano in the corner, then wiggled in his chair as he reached down to touch the rich, velvet upholstery on the seat.

“Mr. Coates has a fine house,” he said.

“It’s very comfortable.”

“It’s more than comfortable. It’s a palace compared to most places around here. Maybe we should start calling him ‘Lord of the Marsh.”’

Not caring for John’s cynical tone, Madeline rubbed a thumb over her fingers. This was going to be a very long hour.

 

Adam stood under the warm morning sun, his boots firmly planted in the dirt, and removed his hat to wipe his forehead with a sleeve. The wind was nonexistent today. Everything was so damn still. Everything except the insects, which were humming and buzzing a steady cacophony.

Damn his thoughts, for buzzing a cacophony, too.

He hoped Madeline was all right at the house. Maybe he should go and check on things.

No, surely that wasn’t necessary. He was just making excuses to interrupt, to thwart John Metcalf when Adam had no business thwarting anything to do with Madeline.

Whatever improper feelings he had for her, he had to bury, for Adam had already proposed to her sister. More than proposed. He had sent the necessary documents for a proxy marriage to take place, and it was out of his hands now. The proposal was on its way across the deep blue Atlantic, and Adam could not make the ship turn around. Nor should he want to. Diana was supposed to be the true romance of his life, the one he’d always wanted and the one he continued to want at this moment.

The number of times he’d had to convince himself of that lately was beginning to irk him.

He settled his hat back on his head and tried to return to planting, but despite his desire not to think about Madeline anymore, it dawned on him that perhaps Agnes was not in the house with her and John.

Adam hadn’t thought about stipulating that to John or returning to make sure that Agnes was there. What if she was in the barn when John had arrived, and Madeline was alone in the house to greet him? They’d have no chaperon.

Bloody hell, he was no good at this. He’d never played this role before. He hadn’t expected to be in this position until Penelope had matured a number of years. A good number of years.

When he’d sent for Diana, he’d expected a bride, not a ward.

Hell, he was making excuses again. Madeline was not his ward. She was a woman, and sometime over the past few weeks, he’d become all too aware of that fact.

He gazed across the field at Jacob and George working diligently. For a long time, he watched them, then he flinched at the direction of his thoughts again as he asked himself: If the proposal to Diana was not pending, would he go up to the house now and interrupt John’s visit, then begin to court Madeline himself?

His head began to throb. Good God, how was he going to handle this? He reached into his bag for more seed and sprinkled it onto the field.

He knew one thing. He was not—absolutely not!—going to return to the house and make a fool of himself. He was going to stay right here. And dammit, if he knew what was good for him, he was going to wrestle this reckless, taboo infatuation into submission.

Not two minutes later, feeling thoroughly ashamed of his ineffectual will, he dropped a final handful of seed onto the ground and stomped up to the house.








Chapter Ten



Madeline, listening politely to John tell her about his family in Yorkshire, had just raised her teacup to her lips when the front door of the house swung open.

Adam stepped in and paused in the doorway. Their gazes met and locked. He looked a little flustered for a moment, almost angry at himself, then the room went silent.

Madeline set down her cup. Adam glanced briefly at John and nodded, then his boots thumped down the hall toward the kitchen.

She wondered if something was wrong. Should she go to him to ask if he was all right and, if there was a problem, try and help somehow?

Her heart began beating a breakneck rhythm against her ribs. She took a deep, calming breath to allay it, telling herself that Adam’s moods and problems were not hers to sort out, at least not when she had a gentleman caller.

Agnes, who sat beside Madeline on the sofa, said nothing. She didn’t seem startled or surprised. She just drank her tea.


The conversation then resumed.

A few minutes later, Penelope came down the stairs and joined them in the parlor. The sight of the child’s huge brown eyes and the sound of her little girl’s voice brought a smile to Madeline’s face. Penelope told them about the baby’s strong grip, how she had grasped Penelope’s thumb in her hand and not let go even when Penelope had tried to gently shake her off.

Madeline suddenly wondered what Adam was doing in the kitchen all this time. Had he noticed the half-plucked chicken? Was it in his way if he wanted to sit down at the table? Or was he simply listening to their conversation?

“So there’s a good chance my brothers will come, too, if things work out for me here,” John said. Madeline realized she had missed something of the conversation just now.

“Shall we take Mr. Metcalf for a walk?” Penelope suggested. “We could show him the swing.”

“You just want someone to push you,” Agnes said good-naturedly.

“I’ll push you,” John offered.

Penelope stood and Madeline set down her cup to go with them.

“I’ll tend to this,” Agnes offered, tidying up. “You three go out and enjoy the good weather.”

Madeline followed Penelope to the door, but sensed Adam’s presence, watching them. She glanced briefly back at the kitchen, and sure enough, he was standing there, silently sipping coffee, staring at her. His gaze was dark and intense.

Her skin prickled with awareness and a longing to stay behind and ask him if something was wrong, for she sensed he was not himself, but instead, she forced herself to ignore the impulse. There was no sense nurturing the intimacy of their so-called friendship, and feeding forbidden feelings that were already dangerously out of control.

She followed the others outside, where a spotted sandpiper was perched on the stone bench near the birch grove. Penelope began to tiptoe toward it with her hand outstretched, as if to make friends.

Grateful for the distraction, Madeline watched her, then felt John’s gaze upon her face.

“That bird,” he said, “will make a mess on your bench. She doesn’t feed them, does she? That’ll only bring more of them around.”

Madeline kept her gaze fixed on Penelope, whose shoulders slumped in disappointment when the tiny bird flew away.

“I believe she enjoys the music they make,” Madeline told him.

He shrugged at that and followed Madeline, who led the way up the hill, on a footpath through the trees. Along the way, Penelope skipped ahead, stopping in a dusty clearing to pick fragrant, bright yellow chamomile along the edge of the wood.

John talked about how much trouble he was having finding a place to live, and Madeline listened graciously to every word. He told her about all the people he had met at the fort the past week, and the farmers he had met on his quest for good land. He spoke of the farms and the livestock and the crops, told her about his plans and ambitions.


He was a handsome young man, she decided, noticing the way his tawny hair curled around his face in the front. In the back it was tied in a neat queue. Madeline supposed that if there were more young, unmarried women in Cumberland, they would probably be fighting over him.

Madeline ducked under the branches of some birch saplings, then pointed at a towering old oak. “There’s the swing.”

Penelope ran and hopped on. John hurried to catch up, and she laughed when he spun the swing around, then let go. Penelope twirled in dizzying circles, her skirts flapping in the breeze.

Madeline leaned against the thick tree trunk, its bark covered in lichen and small patches of green moss, and felt the cool air caress her cheeks. She watched John pushing Penelope on the swing and wondered about him.

Was this visit the beginning of a courtship, or was he just being neighborly? Unfortunately, she didn’t have much experience with this sort of thing. No young man had ever come to call on her in Yorkshire. Not even once.

John didn’t know about her past, of course. So here he was.

Would it matter, she wondered? If he knew, would he still come? She had heard that single women were scarce commodities here in Cumberland, so perhaps the men would be less choosy and more willing to settle for less. Beggars couldn’t be choosers, after all.

Oh, what a horrible, horrible insult. To both herself and John. She chided herself for it. John was a handsome young man, a very good catch. He was not a “beggar,” and she was not a batch of useless, second-rate goods, even if she was invisible to most men.

She wondered further, if John decided to come calling again after today, and again after that, would she ever tell him what had happened? How would he react? Would he be as understanding and supportive as Adam had been?

You’re in my care now, and I would defend your honor to the death if I had to. I only wish I had known you then…I would have been your champion.

A jovial screech from Penelope pulled Madeline from her thoughts, and she stepped away from the towering oak.

“Perhaps we should go back,” John suggested. “Our hour’s up. I wouldn’t want to displease Mr. Coates on my first day.”

My first day. So he did plan to come again.

Madeline waited for Penelope to hop off the swing and lead the way down the hill, then tried to figure out exactly how she felt about a return visit from John Metcalf.

 

Agnes was married in a private ceremony in Adam’s home, followed by a wedding breakfast of blueberry pancakes with maple syrup, poached salmon, maple-pecan scones and fresh apple spice cake for dessert.

Shortly after noon, she drove off with her new husband and left Madeline behind, in full charge of the household. Madeline immediately settled into her role, cooking all the meals for the family, helping Mary care for the baby and spending time with the children.

One afternoon the following week, Madeline completed her midday chores early and decided to reward herself with a short walk along the road that overlooked the great marsh. Clouds were thick and heavy overhead and the ground was still damp from a morning rain. In the distance, a thick fog encased the forested ridge on the other side of the marsh, and Madeline could smell the salty tang of the sea.

She’d had no time to herself lately, she realized as she watched the toes of her boots peek out from under her skirts with each long stride.

Not that she was complaining. Quite the contrary. The truth was, she enjoyed it. She and Penelope and Charlie had been studying multiplication, and yesterday they decided to hold a spelling bee Tuesday evening after supper as a special entertainment for Adam, who had been away the past few days and would be returning this afternoon.

Adam had traveled to Halifax to meet Nova Scotia’s new lieutenant-governor, the Viscount Blackthorne, and speak with him about establishing a committee to maintain the marshlands. Lord Blackthorne had just arrived from England a month ago, and eager to be an auspicious representative for King George, was familiarizing himself with the colony and addressing land issues.

Adam worried that some of the absentee farmers in Cumberland were neglecting their sections of the marsh, and that their negligence could affect all of the farmers if anything unpredictable occurred.


Adam believed that Lord Blackthorne might be receptive to his concerns, for it was a well-known fact that the aging aristocrat had relations in Yorkshire, and for that reason, seemed genuinely interested in Cumberland and its success. He’d been quoted as saying that “Yorkshire farmers were the best around.”

Madeline walked down the steep ridge to the lowlands, where Adam had taken her riding a few weeks ago.

It seemed like ages had passed since that day, she thought, for they knew each other so much better now.

Hoofbeats came thundering behind her. She turned. Adam sat astride his big horse, his black coat flapping in the wind, looking for all the world like a prince riding toward her. His white shirt was clean and his neckcloth tied in a perfect knot at his collar. There was no dirt or dust on his riding boots today. Even the brass buttons on his coat were polished and shiny.

Her belly swarmed with a fluttering sensation that she tried to beat down.

“Good afternoon, Madeline.” He pulled his horse to a halt beside her.

“Hello, and welcome back.”

“Was everything all right while I was gone?”

“We were fine. How was your trip?”

“Very good, thank you.”

Adam knew he had been avoiding Madeline lately, and had hoped his time in Halifax might have cooled his unwise attraction to her. A part of him had also hoped that his feelings had been induced by John Metcalf’s visit and a basal manly competitiveness that had nothing to do with Madeline specifically; perhaps it was merely a hankering to be young again.

But as Adam gazed down into Madeline’s clear, wide eyes and regarded her gentle, innocent beauty, he felt his body quicken and knew that with or without John Metcalf, this was more than a fleeting infatuation. He had been dreaming if he’d thought a few days in Halifax would eradicate it.

His horse restlessly stomped his hooves. “May I join you? I have much to tell you about my journey.”

“Yes, please, Adam. I’ve been wondering about your progress. Were your ideas well received?”

He dismounted and walked beside her, and told her of his meetings at Government House. Adam had been a guest at two formal dinners, where at one, he sat next to a future English duke.

“Oh, Adam, when you left Yorkshire, did you ever imagine such a thing?”

“No, I did not. I must say, however, that I was pleasantly surprised by the young man’s genuine interest in Nova Scotia and his eagerness to converse with local citizens, regardless of rank or wealth. Life is different here, Madeline. A man without rank can rise to become whatever his ambitions will allow.”

Adam felt a surge of pride for the decision he had made and the risks he had taken bringing his family to an unfamiliar land.

“And what about the marsh?” Madeline asked. “Did you discuss it with Lord Blackthorne? Was he sympathetic to your concerns?”

“He was, indeed. He intends to come soon to see the Tantramar, and I invited him to be our guest.”


Madeline stopped on the road. “Adam! A viscount will be staying with us? My word! What will I feed him?”

Adam laughed. “You’ll have plenty of time to think about it. He won’t be here for at least a week.”

“A week! Oh, you’re teasing me now!”

“How can I resist, when you squeal with such sweet charm.”

It was a joke—they both knew it—but Adam could see the blood rushing to Madeline’s cheeks and knew that the compliment had unnerved her. The fact that she was not accustomed to compliments yanked at his heart, and he wished he could spend the next decade of his life showering her with them.

He attempted to fill the awkward moment with conversation. “I do know that he enjoys our local fiddleheads, as well as corn fritters and brandy snaps, and anything made with blueberries.”

“Well, that gives me something to work with. How long will he stay?”

“Only a few days, long enough to see the marsh and meet some of the local farmers. Then he’ll continue on to the Petticodiac and the Saint John River Valley.”

They spoke more about the events during Adam’s visit to Halifax, and he enjoyed this time alone with Madeline, for he knew he could never conquer how much pleasure he derived from their conversations, nor was there any point in conquering that particular aspect of their relationship. They were supposed to be friends, after all.

Then he had to broach another subject, one that was a little less pleasurable for him. “By the way, I met John Metcalf this morning, on my way by the fort. He was riding to Jollicure. He’s still looking for land.”

“Oh?” By the tone of her response, Adam guessed that Madeline didn’t know anything about Metcalf’s current comings and goings, and Adam couldn’t help feeling a little glad.

“You didn’t see John while I was gone?” he asked.

“No, not at all. I’ve been very busy. Did you stop to speak with him?”

“Yes.” Deliberately, Adam did not elaborate.

“And what did John say?”

It was decidedly rotten of him, making her beg for information like this, but Adam wanted to see just how curious Madeline was about John Metcalf.

Apparently, she was curious enough to press him for the details, and he felt a twinge of disappointment even though he had not wanted to care.

“He asked about you, naturally, and wanted to know if he could visit again tomorrow afternoon and spend another hour with you.”

Madeline stared straight ahead. “What did you tell him?”

“I told him he would have to ask you himself, for I didn’t know what your wishes were, nor did I even know where you were in order to ask you.”

“But you found me.”

“Yes, I found you. Mary told me you had gone for a walk, and I took the chance that you would go this way, along the same route we explored together a few weeks ago.”

They walked in silence for a few minutes. The horse, still plodding along behind them, snorted in the damp air.

“In the future,” Adam said, knowing that he was the one now pressing for information, “if John asks me if he may visit you, what would you like me to tell him?”

Madeline stopped. Adam stopped, too, awaiting her answer.

“Are you asking me how I feel about John? If I want him to come calling?”

He stared directly into her eyes. “Yes, that’s what I’m asking you.”

Adam felt a surge of impatience.

“Yes, I would very much like John to call on me again.”

Adam squared his shoulders. “Very well, then.”

They continued walking.

Adam tried to subdue the displeasure that was clinging to him, following him like a shadow. God, this was all so bloody confounding. His head was reminding him that he was engaged to Madeline’s sister, while his heart and body were refusing to believe it. There was a full-blown battle raging inside of him.

Just then, Madeline slapped her neck. “Ouch! What was that?”

Adam moved toward her to clap his hands beside her ear. “A mosquito. Looks like they’ve found us.” He inspected his palms, then wiped away the tiny corpse.

Another little fly came flitting, floating around Madeline. She took a few steps backward, but the insect followed.

Adam waved his hand in front of her face. “They must like the way you smell.”

“What do you mean, the way I smell?”

“The flower water you use.”

He was embarrassed for having revealed that he’d noticed.

“Shove off, you nagging beasts!” She began to wave her hands about, then took off in a run along the path.

Adam couldn’t resist laughing. “See? I told you! We should go home! It’s all this damp weather. It will be better up on the ridge.”

Not wasting another moment, Madeline ran back to Adam, who turned his horse around.

They walked quickly up the hill, where a welcome breeze began to blow. “You’re right, there aren’t as many up here.”

“Not at the moment, but I wouldn’t stand still for too long.”

“You mean we can’t stop to catch our breath?”

He shook his head, his brows creasing in a teasing way. “Not a wise thing to do on a wet day on the marsh.”

By the time they reached the top of the ridge, they were both breathing hard with exertion.

Madeline’s voice was light and airy as she spoke. “That was a good walk. I feel exhilarated now.”


“Exhilarated? I could hardly keep up. I think I need to rest my weary bones.”

“Well, don’t do it here, the mosquitoes will have you for dinner.”

“You’re quite right, and I wouldn’t want that. Then I would miss the spelling bee you have planned for tomorrow evening. Wonderful idea, Madeline.”

They reached the gate, and Adam opened it for her. She brushed by him but stopped. “Ouch!” She slapped her neck and inspected her hand. “Another one! He bit me! Cheeky creature. I’m bleeding. Look.”

Adam inspected the squashed mosquito in her hand, surrounded by a few drops of blood. “He certainly had a bellyful. Let me see.”

He moved a few wispy hairs aside and pulled back her lacy collar to examine the back of her neck. Sure enough, there was a red spot already swelling.

Madeline lifted her upswept hair so Adam could see the whole area. All at once, the world around him seemed to disappear, and all he could see and feel was Madeline’s presence before him, her feminine scent, her soft, smiling nearness.

Her skin was smooth, like peach cream. What he wouldn’t have given to touch his lips to the warmth of her neck, then turn her toward him and kiss her mouth, to feel her sigh and whimper with amorous pleasure against him. How he wanted to slowly slide his hands under her collar and ease them down the inside front of her gown, to feel the silky, fleshy texture of her breasts…

He jumped when Madeline spoke. “Well?”


Adam cleared his throat and stepped back. He broke into a sweat under his wool coat. “You’ll be itchy, but you’ll live.”

He thought of what day it was, tried to anchor himself in reality. His proposal to Diana might very well be in her hands at this moment. She might be scrolling her name to become his wife.

God, if Madeline ever recognized the lust he felt for her, she would think him a low, faithless scoundrel who could not be trusted.

What the hell was he going to do?

Whatever happened, however he decided to handle this situation, he had to keep his integrity and his honor intact. But how? What was the right thing to do?

Before he had a chance to realize what he was asking or why he was asking it, he took hold of Madeline’s arm to keep her from going into the house. “Madeline, will you tell me something?”

“Of course.”

“Is Diana still the same? Has she changed at all?”

Madeline’s eyes met his disparagingly. “She’s still very beautiful.”

“No, I mean, has she changed in other ways? Is she still the same person? Does she still like to ride?”

“She and Sir Edward used to go fox hunting quite often.”

“They were close, then? Do you think…do you think she’s over him, and ready for another marriage?”

A breeze blew a wayward lock of hair into Madeline’s face. She closed her eyes, then gently pushed the hair away. “I can’t say with absolute certainty, Adam, for we did not speak intimately with each other, but I do know that you were always the love of her life. She said that to me once, years after she married Sir Edward. She said you would always be the man she dreamed of.”

A month ago, that news would have put him in the clouds. Today, it filled him with dread and confusion. “Do you think, when she receives my proposal, that she will come?”

There was something intense in Madeline’s expression, in the color of her eyes and the set of her jaw, as if the certainty of Diana’s arrival was the most elusive thing in the world to her, too.

“If she is free, yes, I think she will come.”

Then Madeline pulled her arm out of his grasp and quickly went ahead of him through the gate.








Chapter Eleven



Adam walked into the house, went straight to his private study and closed the door behind him. Good God, did he truly not want Diana to come? He’d been so sure that she was the only one he had ever—or could ever—love.

He walked to his desk, opened the bottom drawer and pulled the cedar box out. He found the tiny key in one of the pigeonholes and unlocked the box, then rifled around inside it, his big hands searching for the miniature he still possessed after all these years.

There. He found it.

For a long time, he stared.

Adam hunted in his mind for the memories of Diana, the real woman, trying to remember how he had felt when he was with her, trying to bring back those feelings. His young heart had been hopelessly besotted. He’d felt intoxicated from the sound of her voice, weak at the sight of her face.

He stared at that face now, waiting for the longing to come. Trying to make it come.

He saw only a picture. He felt nothing. No surge of longing. No heat, no vigor. His blood was racing, yes, but that was from holding Madeline’s arm, trying to keep her there with him outside the gate, beseeching her for answers.

Answers to what? To how she felt about him? How she felt about Diana?

He reached for the letters in the box—letters Diana had written to him after she’d married Sir Edward. They’d continued for almost a year. She’d written intimate things to Adam, reminisced about their times together, and he’d known she was unhappy.

Of course he never wrote back. He could not encourage her, and he was married himself by that time. She had made her choice and he did not wish to prolong the misery. Neither hers nor his.

After a while, the letters stopped coming and he had presumed she’d forgotten him and grown into her role as another man’s wife.

Thank goodness Jane had not known about the letters. At least he didn’t think she had. If she had gone through his things and found them, it would certainly have explained some of her anger and insecurities.

Lord, so many hearts had suffered. Adam squeezed his forehead with his hand, racking his brain for an answer, a plan, a proper course of action.

In the end it was his heart that guided him. He knew what he had to do.

 

“I love you, more than anything in the world. You’re planted so deeply in my heart, sometimes I think you must have been born there. Not even a poet could express what I feel for you, my darling.”


Madeline heard the words spill tenderly from Mary’s lips, just as she stepped into Mary’s open doorway. Chessboard in hand, Madeline froze. She saw Jacob leaning over the bed, kissing his young wife.

Just then, everything on the board—the kings and queens and knights and pawns—started to slide and Madeline had to fumble in a panic to keep from dropping the entire game onto the floor with a resounding crash.

“Madeline!” Mary called out, surprised but not the least bit sheepish over what Madeline had just seen and heard. She rose from the bed, straightened her skirts and went to greet her. “Come in. Oh, bless your dear heart, the baby just fell asleep and I’m in need of some distraction.”

Madeline handed the chessboard over to Mary. “Well, I should leave you two….”

“No, no! Please come in. Jacob was just trying to leave and I wouldn’t let him.”

He stood. “Yes, Father’s waiting for me. We’re preparing to drive a herd of beef cattle to Halifax.”

“To Halifax?” Madeline asked. “But he just returned.”

“Father won’t be going, just George and I and a few fellows from Jollicure. We’ll start out early tomorrow and be back in a week.”

He kissed Mary on the forehead and whispered something secret in her ear that made her giggle and gaze at him flirtatiously.

“See you at supper, Madeline.” He smiled at her as he left the room.


Madeline moved all the way in and sat in the chair by the window.

Mary began to set the chess pieces in place on a table. “Say you’ll start a game with me, Madeline.”

“I shouldn’t. With all the preparations for Lord Blackthorne’s arrival…”

“Just fifteen minutes, then I’ll come and help you.” Mary’s blue eyes flashed at Madeline. “Besides, you can’t leave now. You still look flushed.”

Madeline felt her cheeks turn an even deeper shade of pink. “Flushed?”

“Yes, from walking in on Jacob and me. I apologize. We didn’t know anyone was upstairs.”

“I should have knocked.”

“No, the door was open. We should have been more discreet, but sometimes, I just can’t help myself. I can’t help telling Jacob how much I love him.”

With a twinge of sadness that seeped into her bones and ached like an old wound on a damp day, Madeline stared absently at the chess pieces. Ever since her conversation with Adam out on the road, she’d felt flustered and disconcerted in the most bothersome way, and she hated that she did not know what was going on and how he felt about her.

When she’d tried to leave and he had taken her arm and pulled her toward him, she could have sworn she’d seen passion in his eyes, that he’d wanted to kiss her. But that couldn’t have been true. It must have been wishful thinking on her part. No man had ever felt passionate about her.

Nevertheless, her heart had leaped into her throat and it had taken every ounce of self-control she possessed to keep from kissing him first. How she had wanted to.

Then he asked about Diana, and Madeline had been knocked backward and off her feet, back into her secluded, solitary place.

Now, to walk in on two young lovers who seemed to know so much more than she did about love and life, she suddenly longed for some new understanding. She wanted to feel she was knowledgeable and capable, that she could handle and understand her emotions when it came to Adam.

“You spill out your hearts to each other,” she said to Mary. “You hold nothing back. I’ve never seen anything like that before.”

Mary’s voice brimmed with sincerity and an odd hint of commiseration. “What other way is there to love someone? There’s no need to keep it inside. Jacob likes it when I tell him I adore him, and I like it when he tells me. Love is as much about what you say and do and what you show, as it is about what you feel inside, because the one you love can’t read your mind. Besides, it feels wonderful to tell him. I can’t stop myself. I know it sounds trite, an exaggeration, but my heart swells every time I say it.” She moved her first pawn.

While Madeline considered her own first move in the game, she found herself wondering what it must be like to feel so free to give and receive love.

She supposed she’d never had any example of it before. She’d never had a mother and a father who would express things like that to each other, nor did anyone express such things to her. She could not imagine telling someone she loved them. Was it something a person got used to? Like jumping into the cold ocean? Shocking at first, then it almost began to feel warm?

How did Mary become so secure in her belief that Jacob would not break her heart in return? Madeline could see for herself that Jacob shared Mary’s feelings, but when did Mary come to know that? Who took the chance and declared their love first?

Maybe they just knew how the other person felt.

Would Madeline ever just know?

She knew John Metcalf was interested in her, but he was not passionate, the way Jacob and Mary were. At least she didn’t think so. Maybe that came later.

With Adam, on the other hand, she knew how he felt, because he continued to make his feelings about Diana known. As Mary said, love was about what you said and did and showed, not just about what you felt, and Adam had already told Madeline that after all these years, he still loved Diana, and he’d asked questions about her today.

Madeline found herself wondering what Adam would do if he knew how Madeline herself felt. If she came right out and told him.

Then, while she waited for Mary to make a move in the game, Madeline began to fantasize. She imagined that if she did tell Adam that she adored and wanted him, he would take her into his arms and tell her he felt the same way, and together they would somehow find a way to resolve the situation with Diana. Adam could retract the proposal, and if the proxy marriage had already been finalized, well…marriages could be annulled, couldn’t they? Yes, Diana would be angry, but she would recover from it, the way everyone recovered from pain in their lives. No one was safe from it.

Madeline rested her cheek on her hand and tried to imagine Diana receiving the news that Adam was jilting her. For her younger sister.

Diana would be shocked out of her petticoats to be sure, Madeline thought mischievously. Diana would probably break something. A piece of china. A mirror. Madeline could almost hear her sister screaming like an old witch for someone to come and clean up the shattered glass at her feet…..

Lord, what a child Madeline was. Still.

She had to give up these foolish dreams, for she was coming dangerously close to making a fool of herself and spoiling any chances of continuing a relationship with this family, whom she was growing to love, after Diana came.

It was her turn in the chess game, but as she gazed down at the board, she could see no logical way to move her pieces.

 

“Mosquito,” Penelope said with very precise diction. “M-o-s-q-u-i-t-o. Mosquito.”

Everyone clapped. She sat down beside Charlie on the chintz sofa.

Charlie rose to stand in front of the fireplace like a soldier, his arms planted firmly at his sides.

Madeline picked up the next card and read the word printed upon it. “‘Tempestuous.”’

Momentary panic dashed across Charlie’s face. “Tempestuous. T-e-m-p-e-s-t-u-o-u-s. Tempestuous.” He quickly sat down.

“This is getting tense,” Jacob said.

Madeline glanced at Adam, who sat in one of the wing chairs with his legs crossed, his temple resting on an index finger. He was watching her. Feeling a whoosh of butterflies in her belly, she quickly picked up another card.

“George, it’s your turn.”

George rose and took his place in front of the fire. “I’m ready.”

Madeline read the word. “‘Apprehension.”’

George spelled it correctly, and the bee continued for another hour until Penelope finally took the prize, after George and Charlie both misspelled dilemma and she proudly got it right.

After much applause and congratulations and the presentation of the award—a cream cake in the shape of a trophy—the children made off to bed, and Mary went into the kitchen to feed the baby and tidy up before going upstairs to join Jacob.

Madeline was left in the parlor to collect and put away the spelling cards she’d made, while Adam moved the furniture back into place.

“Are you ready for Lord Blackthorne’s arrival?” Adam asked. “A ship is arriving from Halifax tomorrow, and he should be on it.”

“Almost. Mary has been a wonderful help to me.”

All too aware that she was alone with Adam in the candlelit room, she stood up to leave him—a little too quickly.


He gently squeezed her arm. “Won’t you stay and have a cup of tea with me?”

She tried to keep her voice steady and polite. “I really shouldn’t. Tomorrow will be a busy day.”

His expression was impossible to read. “Of course. I understand, but will you come to the fort with me tomorrow to meet the ship? I would be proud to have you at my side, Madeline.”

Proud to have you at my side. Oh, with words like that, how could he even think she would refuse?

His beautiful eyes and his deep silky voice reduced her to a puddle of melting resolve on the floor. The idea of being alone with him even for an hour was a temptation too powerful to resist. “I would be delighted.”

With a charming, flirtatious smile, he released her arm. “Sleep well then, and I’ll see you in the morning.”

She nodded and said good-night, picked up a lit candle and turned from the room. Madeline reached the top of the stairs and made her way down the back hall to her bedchamber. She set the candle down on her bedside table and noticed the book, Clarissa, lying unopened on the bed.

She had not read a word of it. She’d been too busy with her household duties. She’d been spending all her free time with the children and the baby, feeling as if she had to make up for a lifetime of missing companionship—like a starving street urchin who has just been presented with a feast.

Madeline decided to return the novel to Adam’s den, at least until after Lord Blackthorne’s visit. She took the candle with her out into the dark hall and down the stairs, and tiptoed into the study. She set her candle on his desk, went to the bookcase and slid the book into the empty space on the shelf, then returned to the desk for her candle.

She had her finger through the grip when she noticed a miniature lying there beside it. A miniature of Diana.

Madeline’s heart broke a little at the sight of it, for she had been hoping again…but she somehow managed to keep her head out of the stars. This was the reality. She knew it. It was not a shock or a surprise.

She let her fingers roam over all the letters spread out on the desk, letters from Diana, written years ago. Madeline picked up one of the letters, held it next to the candle and read a few words.


My darling Adam, how deeply I regret the way we parted and how I made you suffer. You were my one true love, and I betrayed that love. If I could see you one more time, I would not trust myself not to run away with you and correct all my mistakes, for I may be another man’s wife, but my heart will always belong to you. I will go on dreaming that one day, we will be together again—forever—as we were meant to be….



Madeline closed her eyes briefly, searching for the strength to put down the letter and read no more of it, for it felt like a vise around her heart, crushing it. Madeline picked up her candle and walked out of the room.


 

Early the next morning, Adam waited anxiously for Madeline, who was upstairs, dressing to go to the fort to greet the lieutenant-governor. It was not Lord Blackthorne’s arrival that was making Adam anxious, however. It was something much more profound than that, for Adam had a letter in his pocket.

He remembered sitting in his study the day before, deliberating over what to do about the situation with Diana. He hadn’t thought he could go one more day without somehow telling Madeline how he felt about her, and at that moment, he had known he could not marry her sister.

Yet, he’d already sent the proposal. It was on a ship bound for London. What if Diana had already received it and wanted to come right away? On the contrary, she might send a letter turning him down and he would be free, but could he wait six weeks or more to find out? Could he go on for that long, keeping his desires for Madeline in check? He sincerely doubted it.

So with a new sense of purpose, Adam had sat down at the desk, reached for a clean parchment, picked up his quill pen, dipped it deeply into the ink and begun his letter to Diana: the retraction of his proposal. And if necessary, the request for an annulment.

It had been a difficult thing to do, but he knew it was the right thing. For everyone.

Now Adam paced up and down the hall, still waiting for Madeline to come downstairs. He patted the letter in his pocket. He couldn’t wait to hand it over to the ship’s master.

Of course, Adam couldn’t actually propose to Madeline until he’d received a reply from his solicitor, affirming that Adam was free, but he could at least explain to Madeline what he had done, and assure her that Diana would not be coming to Cumberland.

He was eager and impatient to take the first step toward a life with Madeline if, God willing, she would ever have him. He supposed that after today, he would have plenty of time and opportunity to make it happen, for he had every intention of fighting for her. By God, he was going to give John Metcalf a good run for his money.

Just then, Penelope came running down the stairs. “Father, may I take Thunder out for a ride on the marsh this morning?”

Adam cleared his throat and cupped his daughter’s soft chin. “Have you had breakfast?”

“Yes. I had two eggs and a slice of corn bread.”

“Then yes, you may take Thunder out, but stay on the path.”

“I will! Thank you, Father!” She bolted past him and out the front door.

He heard a rustle of silk behind him and turned.

There stood Madeline, wearing a fine peach-colored floral gown, her hair pulled into an elegant bun and decorated with pearl combs, beneath a bergère straw hat trimmed with flowers. Her short, tight sleeves were trimmed with a triple layer of lace flounces just above her elbows, and at her neck, she wore a white crossed handkerchief to cover the deep, square décolletage.

Adam could barely speak. How could he ever have imagined she was plain?

“You look exquisite, Madeline. I…”

There were no words to describe how she affected him. All he could do was bow deeply to her, as if she were a duchess and he, her humble servant.

She laughed. “Oh, Adam, you flatter me.”

“The lieutenant-governor will fall over himself when he sees you.”

“I certainly hope not!” she replied, her smile beaming.

Adam offered his arm. “Shall we go then, my lady?”

“As you wish, sir.” She looped her arm through his and they went outside to the waiting carriage.

As he helped her into the seat, he remembered the first time he’d set eyes on her at the fort. She had come here as his intended bride. She had been willing to marry him that day. If only he had known what he knew now. He should have called for the reverend right there. If only he had known how his feelings would change.

He climbed in beside her and flicked the lines. They turned up the road and drove into the woods.

Along the way, they talked about the marshes and discussed which sections to show Lord Blackthorne. They discussed the entertainments they had planned for him, and what songs Penelope should sing first, for she had rehearsed a number of them.

By the time they reached the fort, the wind had picked up. The British flag was snapping noisily atop the mast, and Madeline had to hold on to her hat to keep it from flying off her head. They saw the schooner still a distance away in the basin and decided to wait inside the courtyard until it reached its berth.

There was an entourage at the bottom of the hill, lined up at the wharf—buggies and carriages that must have traveled overland to meet the viscount here.

Adam and Madeline marveled at the pomp and ceremony of it all, and Adam felt a surge of pride to be Lord Blackthorne’s host in Cumberland. Then he thought of the letter in his pocket, and a sense of excitement joined the pride, for he would eventually—soon, he hoped—be free to pursue Madeline.

Finally, when the schooner drew near, Adam and Madeline drove down the cart road to meet the lieutenant-governor. They parked the buggy behind the others and walked to the gangplank, now lowering onto the dock.

The deck of the schooner was crowded with officials and footmen, and Adam could see the bright colors of ladies’ gowns. Good Lord, had Lord Blackthorne brought the entire population of Halifax with him? Adam hoped he would have room for all of them in his home. And food, and enough entertainment. He hoped they weren’t expecting a ball or anything of that nature. Cumberland was a farming community.

Lord Blackthorne emerged from the crowd and was the first to disembark. “Good day, everyone!” he shouted.


He was a portly man with gold-rimmed spectacles and a powdered wig with horizontal rolls. He wore a cream satin coat, trimmed with sham buttonholes and embroidered in blue lace. His breeches were also made of satin, with silk-clocked stockings and a shiny buckled shoe on one foot, but not the other, for it was a wooden stump.

It was a well-known fact that the viscount had lost his leg in the war with the French, twenty years earlier.

He walked down the gangplank, his wooden leg tapping lightly, and Adam prepared to introduce Madeline. Adam froze, however, when he looked beyond the lieutenant-governor’s shoulder and met the eyes of the woman coming down behind him.

Dressed in silks and satins and fluttering her fan ridiculously in the driving wind, she smiled broadly at Adam.

He struggled to keep his balance, for the woman approaching, flashing her blue eyes at him, was Diana.








Chapter Twelve



Dumbfounded and bewildered, Adam struggled to maintain his composure.

Lord Blackthorne appeared before him, looking all around at the vast green landscape. “Mr. Coates! What a magnificent countryside you have here.”

Adam forced himself to greet the viscount and make some audible response.

Lord Blackthorne gestured behind him. “As you can see, I brought another flower to add to it, and what an exceedingly great pleasure it is to do so.”

Adam remembered a conversation he’d had with the viscount one evening at Government House when they were enjoying a glass of brandy together.

“Are you married, Mr. Coates?”

Adam had swirled the amber liquid around in his glass. “No, my lord. I am widowed, but I’ve recently proposed to a woman I once knew in Yorkshire years ago—Lady Thurston. She, too, is widowed. Her younger sister is here now, and we’re awaiting my lady’s arrival.”

“What’s the woman’s sister doing here?”


So Adam had been forced to explain the mix-up….

Lord Blackthorne slapped Adam on the back, shocking him back to the present. “I’ve come on the same schooner as Lady Thurston! What an extraordinary coincidence, what?”

Diana moved to stand beside Lord Blackthorne, who seemed to enjoy the opportunity to bring two long-lost lovers back together again. “Adam Coates, may I present your betrothed, Lady Thurston.”

Adam’s heart throbbed in his ears as he forced himself to meet her sparkling gaze. Diana…

She looked as young and slim and perfect as the first day he had met her, sixteen years ago. Almost nothing had changed, save a line or two around her eyes. Her smile was the same, her full lips were the same, her tiny, dainty nose…it was all the same.

Diana—his Diana—here in the flesh. The shock of it. It was incomprehensible.

She smiled and tilted her head in that old, familiar way. He was shaken by how well he knew her mannerisms, as if they were etched in his heart and mind and soul.

“Adam,” she said, “how wonderful it is to see you again. It seems like a lifetime.” Her voice was the same, too—rich and velvety like a song.

He felt everyone’s eyes upon them, as if they all knew the situation and were waiting to see what would happen next. Of course, no one knew the real situation, that he had a letter to break off their engagement searing a damn hole in his pocket.

He turned to look at Madeline, somewhere behind him. God, his chest was aching.


Madeline stood tall and unruffled, her hands clasped together in front of her. As he turned, Diana turned, too, then Madeline moved forward to greet her sister.

The whole scene was excruciating to Adam, like something out of a bad play. They hugged each other, and it was all Adam could do to keep himself from demanding an explanation. What was Diana doing here? She couldn’t possibly have received his proposal and arrived so quickly. It wasn’t feasible.

Madeline smiled warmly at her sister. “What are you doing here so soon? We didn’t expect you.”

“It was your letter, Madeline. Thank goodness, you sent it!”

“My letter?” Madeline replied, sounding confused. “It was Adam who wrote to you after I arrived, but you couldn’t have received that yet, and have traveled all this way.”

“No, no! Your letter! Don’t you remember? You wrote to tell me you were leaving Yorkshire to marry Adam, that father had arranged it.”

Madeline’s brow furrowed as she contemplated her sister’s explanation. Adam watched the scene with a sick feeling in his gut.

“Naturally I went to see Father about it,” Diana said, “for I knew something was wrong. I knew he must have done something absolutely beastly, for Adam would never have wanted to marry you. He would have wanted me.”

A hush fell over the small crowd. Madeline held on to her hat against the driving wind and her skirts whipped around her legs.


Adam felt Madeline’s humiliation as if it were his own. He stepped forward. “It was a misunderstanding, that’s all.”

He turned to look at Madeline’s profile in the sun, to try and see what she was thinking. Her eyes were downcast.

God, he wanted to hold her. He wanted to lead her away from here and take her into his arms and tell her that he wanted her, not Diana, and that Diana’s unexpected appearance—though a shock to be sure—only served to confirm that fact to him.

He decided firmly that he would do everything in his power to make it right.

Lord Blackthorne interrupted the awkward silence with his deep, booming voice. “Well, it’s all worked itself out now. Lady Thurston and I had a fine opportunity to get acquainted on the ship, and I say, you can imagine my surprise when she explained who she was and why she was en route to Fort Cumberland. Small world, is it not? For it was I who had the pleasure to assure her that her sister had not married Mr. Coates, and that if Lady Thurston had remained in London, she would have received a more recent proposal herself. Naturally, she was overjoyed to hear it.”

Diana elaborated, directing her words at Adam. “Yes, well, I was a bit concerned that you might have already married Madeline, out of guilt or a sense of responsibility for her, after what had occurred. As I’m sure you must know, that would have been devastating for me.” She looked around, her cheeks flushing.


Adam didn’t know what to say. She was gazing at him, waiting for something….

Madeline shook her head. “I would never have allowed such a marriage to take place, Diana.”

It was her pride talking, Adam knew it, and it only made him respect her more.

Diana hugged Madeline again. “Oh, you are the dearest sister in the world. There are none more loyal than you. Thank you, Madeline. My heart thanks you. You cannot imagine how little I slept during the crossing, worrying that I would be too late.” She faced Adam again and her gaze was intense. “For I have dreamed of this day.”

Lord Blackthorne interrupted again. “Well, we shall have a grand time over the next few days! I have much to learn about the Tantramar, and I’ll enjoy watching two lovers reunited, getting to know each other again. I could not have planned my visit for a better time.”

To Adam, however, the timing of everything could not have been worse.

 

During the trip home, Lord Blackthorne rode up front in the buggy with Adam, so that he might see some of the marsh and ask questions, which left Madeline to ride in Diana’s coach with her sister and her maid, Hilary.

Madeline realized that part of the entourage she and Adam had seen at the fort was as much for Diana and her maid and two grooms, as it was for the lieutenant-governor and his retinue. She supposed her sister was still an English lady—a wealthy one at that—and had certain expectations about how she should live her life.

Madeline wondered with some concern how Diana would adjust to the simple country life in Cumberland, where tilling and harvesting were more important to most people than keeping up with the latest Paris fashions.

The convoy of carriages descended into the woods along the narrow cart road, and the sound of sharp branches scraping against the roof of the coach unnerved Diana. “Heavens, I had no idea the land was so uncultivated here.”

“It’s not uncultivated,” Madeline explained, “maybe just a little thick here in the bush, but Adam’s farm is fully cleared, with fields of grain already planted, and hay almost ready to be harvested down on the marsh.”

Diana smiled. “Father told me that Adam had made something of himself, that he’s grown quite wealthy. He said Adam owns more land here than anyone in the area. Is that true?”

“He has indeed come a long way since the days we knew him in Yorkshire.”

Her sister smiled and leaned back. “I always knew he would rise to something wonderful. And oh, he has grown even more handsome, don’t you think, Madeline? I thought I was going to fall off the boat when I saw him, dressed so finely in that embroidered waistcoat, his eyes so strikingly intense. The sight of him brought it all back—all the memories of my youth when I was so desperately in love with him.”

And when you jilted him to marry a baronet.


Madeline’s thoughts were full of acid and she knew it. She chided herself, of course, but at the same time accepted that she couldn’t help feeling resentful. Here was Diana, coming to take Adam for herself and make him hers. All she had to do was flutter her long, seductive eyelashes, and it would be done.

“You’ve been quiet, Madeline. Were you that surprised to see me? I always suffer when you’re quiet. Why must you do that to me, when I have come all this way and I want very much to talk.”

Why is everything always about you? “I’m sorry, Diana. I don’t mean to be quiet, it’s just that I’ve been working hard the past few days, preparing for Lord Blackthorne’s arrival. Of course I’m thrilled to see you.”

“Ah.” She gazed studiously at Madeline. “May I ask, what is your role at Adam’s house? You’re not…keeping house, or anything like that, are you?”

With that tone, she might as well have said, “You’re not eating dead worms, are you?”

Madeline arranged her skirts on the shiny blue leather seat. “As a matter of fact, I am. I’m also governess to the children, and I’m tending to the vegetable garden with my very own hands.”

Diana gazed out the window at the passing spruce branches, still scraping against the sides of the coach. She threw Madeline that look—that you-just-like-to-shock-me-because-you’re-hateful look.

Perhaps there was a bit of truth to it today. Madeline wanted to shock Diana. Let her know that Adam was not an aristocrat and he didn’t expect his future sister-in-law to be one, either.


“I forgot,” Diana added, “that you always liked getting your hands dirty in the gardens. I never understood that.”

Madeline felt guilty suddenly, for purposefully trying to exasperate her sister, who had just traveled across an ocean to be with Adam, whom she loved. No matter how angry or resentful Madeline felt, she could not forget that. Diana loved Adam, too.

She reached for her sister’s hand and held it. “We were always different, Diana. We still are, but that doesn’t mean we can’t try to be close now that you’re here. We’re a long way from home.”

Diana’s beautiful smile reached her eyes and made them sparkle like jewels. No wonder everyone who met her fell in love with her.

“Yes, we must get to know each other all over again. After all, you’re the only true family I have here. At least until I become Adam’s wife.”

That last comment struck Madeline like a slap, but she made a firm decision not to feel sorry for herself any longer. Fate had played its hand today and had sent Diana early. It was clear that Diana truly loved Adam, and he most certainly loved her, so it was time for Madeline to accept that and try to be a dutiful sister.

 

Adam spent the early part of the afternoon seeing to everyone’s needs and ensuring that his guests and all their servants had places to sleep. Agnes had arrived to help out, and Mary was doing her part, too, while Penelope watched the baby. By the time everyone was settled, it was time for supper.


They dined on fresh beef with gravy, fiddleheads and Yorkshire pudding, with chocolate squares and gingerbread cake for dessert. Adam sat at one end of the long table, while Lord Blackthorne sat at the other, his pleasant laughter filling the room with mirth. The food was delicious, the children were polite and entertaining, conversation was engaging, yet Adam was reeling in discontent.

He watched Diana eat her dessert, gracefully, delicately, while she shone with witty remarks and curious questions for the lieutenant-governor about his property in England and his new position here in Nova Scotia.

Her beauty was remarkable. She possessed shiny golden hair and blue eyes, a flawless complexion, and she wore a flattering gown of the latest fashion, trimmed in precious gold lace. She was the perfect hostess, even though it was not yet her party to host. She was any ambitious man’s dream of a wife.

Yet, her physical magnificence left Adam feeling listless and unresponsive. It was Madeline’s simple beauty that attracted his attention now.

He sipped his wine and watched her. She listened politely to Diana’s stories, smiled demurely at Lord Blackthorne but, for the most part, was quiet. There was a sweet shyness about her, a shyness that he adored, for it was gentle and kind. He loved that she valued the things he valued: family, home, the land. She didn’t care about lustrous jewels or society gossip. She was more interested in watching Penelope chase a squirrel, or helping Charlie with his numbers, or seeing the first tomato plant sprouting out of the soil.

Beneath all that, she was strong and capable, and as Adam watched her now, dipping her gingerbread cake into the cream on her plate, he knew that Diana’s arrival had changed nothing. Whether Madeline was aware of it or not, she had stolen his heart.

Did Madeline even have the slightest idea how he felt about her? he wondered. Did she suspect anything when she looked into his eyes?

Lord Blackthorne directed a question at Diana. “Tell me, Lady Thurston, what do you think of Cumberland now that you’re here?”

She raised her wineglass. “I believe I have never seen a more fascinating landscape, my lord. The sheer size of the marsh is astounding. Yet I have not seen any tenant farms, Adam. Where are you hiding them?”

The viscount laughed at her intended jest, but Adam wasn’t sure Diana understood that her joke had just revealed her ignorance of the colony. He tried to correct her as kindly as possible.

“Mostly I farm the land myself, and though I do rent some land to other families, the returns are incidental. I only wish to keep those farms productive until the children are ready to move onto them—if it is their desire. I don’t wish to profit from them. The families I rent to are merely in transition until they can buy land of their own.”

Diana cleared her throat. “You farm this yourself? You must at least hire hands.”

“At harvest time, of course, but my sons and I can manage most of the work ourselves throughout the year.” He winked at Charlie, who smiled proudly in response.

By the blank look on Diana’s face, he sensed she was imagining him actually pushing a plow. She seemed to have a hard time swallowing.

Lord Blackthorne changed the subject, and Adam decided he would have to resolve this situation as soon as possible. He could not go on misleading Diana, nor could he continue keeping his true feelings for Madeline to himself. He would have to do the right thing, as swiftly and gently as he could, and do his best to spare any further heartache.

He had an uneasy feeling, however, that no matter how carefully he handled this situation, it was going to be bloody.

 

With Lord Blackthorne’s presence in the house, it was necessary for Diana and Madeline to share Madeline’s bedchamber, the one that should have been Diana’s to begin with. As Madeline slipped into the cool sheets beside her sister, she felt as if she were the guest.

“Is it true,” Diana whispered to Madeline in the darkness, “that after you arrived, Adam sent instructions for a proxy marriage? Lord Blackthorne told me so on the ship, but of course I never received the proposal so I wouldn’t know for sure.”

Madeline hugged the coverlet to her chest. “Yes, it’s true.”

“Adam must have been terribly anxious to have me. It still seems like a dream. Oh, how disappointed he must have been when it was you who arrived that day, and not me. Was he very angry? I’ll wager he wanted to brain Father.”

“Yes, he was angry.” Madeline knew her sister wanted to hear all the details, but damned if she was going to give them to her. She simply couldn’t, not without revealing how heartbroken she had been and continued to be.

“Oh, Madeline, I can still barely believe I am here in Adam’s house. You cannot imagine how, over the years, I have dreamed of seeing him again.”

Madeline rolled onto her side to face her sister. “Was it difficult for you, being married to Sir Edward when you could not forget Adam?”

Diana nodded, and Madeline was suddenly curious about more of her sister’s deeper feelings.

Madeline thought of Mary and Jacob and how they’d always told each other every thought and feeling, and consequently, Madeline decided that even though she was having a hard time with the situation now, she should try to think of the future and nurture a closer relationship with Diana. She was flesh and blood, after all, and wasn’t it time Madeline reached out to forge a true bond with someone?

“Did you love Sir Edward at all?” she asked.

Diana blinked up at the ceiling. “He was my husband and I respected him, but it wasn’t easy being his wife. I was young and naive when I married him and I had no idea how the world worked. I thought I was marrying into a fairy tale—becoming Lady Thurston—but to them, I would always be a tenant farmer’s daughter. Edward only married me to badger his mother. He already had his heirs from his first proper wife. I was just a pretty reward.”

“But he seemed so in love with you.”

“It was lust, Madeline, not love. Part of the curse of being beautiful, I suppose.” She rolled over to face Madeline, and stroked her curly hair. “You’re lucky. When a man falls in love with you, he will love you for what you are on the inside, not what you look like on the outside.”

Despite what Madeline felt was a backhanded compliment, she smiled consolingly at Diana in the dim, flickering candlelight. “Adam truly loves you, Diana. You can be certain of it. If it had been lust, he would not have carried a torch for you all these years—a torch that still burns as brightly as the day it first sparked into flame.”

Diana sighed. “That’s what I try and tell myself. It’s what kept me going when the reality of my marriage sank in. I had to believe that somewhere out there, Adam loved me. Even when he married Jane, I clung to that hope.”

Madeline confided in her sister. “I read one of your letters to him. He kept them, Diana. All of them.”

“He did?” Diana’s voice beamed with surprise and happiness. “He never answered them. I feared he had crumpled each one.”

“No, he still has them and he treasures them.”

Diana rolled onto her back. “I am so happy, Madeline, to be reunited with him at last. It’s inconceivably romantic, as if we were meant to be together. That it’s our destiny and God is making it happen. Will you stand with me on my wedding day?”


Madeline swallowed over the painful lump in her throat. “I will be honored.” Then she yawned and rolled over onto her side, facing the wall. She tried to keep her voice from trembling as she closed her eyes and said wearily, “Good night, Diana.”








Chapter Thirteen



For the next two days, Adam escorted Lord Blackthorne all over the marshlands, explaining the workings of the dykes and the aboiteaux. When the lieutenant-governor realized that entire hay crops would be lost and the land would become inoperable if the dykes were not maintained, he became more open to the idea of establishing stronger requirements for the farmers, as well as attaining some funding for yearly maintenance.

Feeling pleased with the results of the visit, Adam and the rest of his family said goodbye to Lord Blackthorne and his servants, and waved to the convoy of carriages as it rolled with a flourish out of the yard.

Adam took a breath. Instantly everything seemed quiet. He turned to see Diana and Madeline standing arm in arm, smiling and waving one last goodbye.

“Congratulations, Adam,” Madeline said. “You’ve done it.”

He would have liked to hug her then, to twirl her around and celebrate, but Diana was smiling at him and he could not.


“Congratulations for what?” Diana asked, and Adam realized he had not explained his concerns about the marsh to her, nor had she asked why he and the lieutenant-governor had gone riding every day. Had she thought it was merely a social visit?

When he didn’t answer right away, Madeline answered for him. “Adam has just secured Lord Blackthorne’s support to fund the maintenance of the dykes and protect the marsh.”

“Protect it from what?”

“From flooding.”

“Flooding? Heavens.” The information barely had a chance to reach her ears, when she turned toward Agnes. “Mrs. Dalton, what time is lunch being served?”

“One o’clock, my lady.”

Without another word about the marsh, Diana turned to go into the house. “Well, I best go and dress, then. It will be our first meal alone as a family, and I want it to be special. Will you summon my maid please, Mrs. Dalton?”

Adam watched her, feeling dumbfounded, trying to remember what he had expected when he’d sent his proposal to her originally. He’d thought he’d known Diana, but he hadn’t. He only knew a fantasy of her, what he wanted her to be.

A moment later, everyone was gone, and Adam was left alone in the yard. A longing flared through him, and he could not keep it buried any longer. The time had come. He would break off his engagement to Diana today.


 

After lunch, Madeline heard the tapping of hoofbeats up the driveway, and knew Adam had returned from his inspection of the fields. She sat up straighter on the bench, forcing herself to ignore him—she would not turn around to look—and fight the clattering, painful awareness inside her heart.

She smiled warmly at John Metcalf, who had come this windy afternoon to tell her about the farm he had just leased. “What are your plans, John? Will you raise beef?”

“I reckon so. I still have some work to do on the barn, though, before I can purchase any stock. There’s a hole in the roof the size of a wagon wheel.”

“Oh my!” Still trying to ignore the urge to turn and look at Adam, Madeline laughed with John, who began to fidget nervously on the bench. He cleared his throat a few times before speaking.

“The other reason I came, Miss Oxley, is to ask you to accompany me to the summer dance at the Aikens’ place. I hear they clear out their barn for a real romp.”

Madeline felt her face color. No one had ever asked her to a dance before. She took a moment to consider his invitation, then she pictured Adam escorting Diana and dancing all night long with her.

A quick decision immediately followed, but she was uncomfortable with it. “Yes, John, I would be happy to go with you. When is it?”

“Next Saturday night. I can come by to pick you up at seven.” He nearly spilled his tea as he took another sip.

Just then, Madeline heard Adam’s footsteps over the hard ground and sensed his approach. He stopped behind them. This time, she allowed herself to turn on the bench and smile casually. “Good morning, Adam.”

“Good morning, Madeline. Metcalf, how are you?”

“I’m fine, sir. I came to tell Madeline that I found land to lease. It’s nearby—not more than a stone’s throw, down in the lowlands just past the Chapman place.”

Adam unbuttoned his coat. “Congratulations. You must be pleased about that.”

“I am, sir.” John gazed at Madeline and smiled. “I’m very pleased.”

Madeline felt her whole body tense at John’s blatant show of affection for her. It was the first time anyone had ever looked at her like that. It was just like the way Jacob looked at Mary.

Her insides tugged unpleasantly in response.

Perhaps that tugging sensation would become pleasant later on.

Or perhaps not.

What would she do if it did? Or didn’t?

She glanced up at Adam, who was still staring icily at John, who was staring starry-eyed at her. Good Lord, she couldn’t believe she was having this philosophical debate with herself in front of Adam.

The wind caught the ribbon in Adam’s queue and lifted it. She stared blankly at it for a moment, feeling dazed at the sight of his strong jaw and dark eyes, his broad shoulders beneath his coat, and the way he held himself—tall, confident, mature. He was so much more of a man than John was.

But he was not the one who was courting her.

At that instant, she knew with conviction that she must make an effort not only to appreciate John Metcalf for all his good qualities, but to encourage him, too. She had to forget about Adam and move on with her life. She couldn’t go on pining for her sister’s future husband.

She pasted on a smile for John and forced a polite reply past her lips. “I’m pleased, too.”

“Well, good,” Adam said, his voice deep and booming. “Everyone’s pleased. If you’ll excuse me now, I have some business to attend to.” He started toward the door, but hesitated and turned back. “Madeline, perhaps we could talk this evening. About something rather…important.”

With that final word, he left, taking long strides toward the house. Madeline watched after him, wondering what he wanted to talk about.

“Is there something wrong, Madeline?”

She jumped at the sound of John’s voice, pulling her back to the here and now.

“You look melancholy,” he said.

Madeline pulled her teacup to her lips. “Melancholy?” She struggled for an excuse to give him, to give herself. “I suppose it is this ominous weather.” She glanced up at the dark, brooding clouds, blustering across the sky. “I daresay, it looks like we’re going to get rain.”

No amount of rain, however, could compare to the tempest inside her heart.


 

Adam stormed into the house, his frustration reaching a new peak. He detested the idea of John Metcalf courting Madeline, yet he had no one to blame but himself, for he had been stalling these past few days. He was not looking forward to confronting Diana, breaking her heart and sending her home, but if he didn’t do it now, he would risk losing Madeline forever.

Adam pulled off his coat and carried it to his den. He walked in and closed the door behind him, but froze there on the spot. Sitting at his desk, reading his correspondence, was Diana.

Startled, she turned in her chair, or rather, his chair. “Adam, I thought you were out riding.”

He worked hard to keep his voice steady and controlled. “I was.”

They gazed at each other for a moment, then she set down the letter in her hand and stood. “I was just…I was just reading these…” She gestured toward the pile of letters on his desk. Her letters. “I had forgotten all the things I wrote to you. I’m so glad you kept them.”

He took an anxious step forward. “Diana—”

“I remember now, how miserable I was that first year of my marriage and how desperately I’d wanted you back. You were everything to me, Adam, and I was foolish to let you go. This brings it all back, makes it seem like it happened only yesterday.”

“It wasn’t yesterday, Diana, it was a long time ago.”


“Yes, thank goodness, otherwise I would still be buried in loneliness back there.”

God, this was wretched.

He gazed at the window and saw Madeline outside still talking to Metcalf. The young man was standing by the bench, and she was gazing up at him, her hand on top of her straw hat to keep it from flying off on a gale.

Adam’s insides careened at the sight of her talking to John—or any man who tried to court her, for that matter.

There was no way in hell Adam could take another minute of this. He turned back to Diana, who was now walking toward him, her smile warm and inviting.

Adam breathed deeply. “Diana, we must talk.”








Chapter Fourteen



Adam carried his coat across the room and draped it over the back of the wing chair in front of the fireplace. He stood behind it, summoning the right words while Diana moved toward him, tilting her head the way she always did when she was unsure of something.

He gestured toward the other wing chair. “Diana, please sit down.” He took a seat across from her.

There were times he wished he was not a compassionate man, that he could act according to necessity and not be affected by it. He had been compassionate for his irrational wife when she’d collapsed in tears or flown into a rage, and he was compassionate now for Diana, knowing he was about to break her heart.

It had always been his weakness—another person’s suffering—and he knew it. He also knew he had to work hard to stand strong and do what must be done, no matter how painful it was.

She perched on the edge of the chair, her back stiff and straight, her hands clasped together tightly on her lap, and he detected her wariness.


Perhaps she had sensed the lack of feeling in him since she’d arrived, compared to the days long ago when he’d loved and worshiped her in Yorkshire. Since she’d stepped off the ship here in Cumberland, she’d confessed her happiness to him numerous times, and not once had he responded in kind.

“What is it, Adam?”

God, this was difficult. “I’m afraid we need to talk about the situation here….”

The situation here? Hell, he could do better than that.

“What do you mean?” She reached across to take his hand in hers. “You look so serious. You’re scaring me.”

He squeezed her hand in return and paused a moment before speaking, then disciplined himself into a steely resolve. “This is difficult to say, Diana, but surely you must recognize that we are not the same people we once were, that there has been a lifetime of experiences between us, and a great deal has changed.”

She smiled charmingly. “Well, of course things have changed, and I’m glad. You are a landowner now, Adam. A wealthy one. You have accomplished tremendous things, when before, we were both young and knew nothing of the world.”

“It’s more than that, my dear. I may have wealth, but I am not an aristocrat and I will never be one. In my heart, I am still just a simple farmer. You, on the other hand, are every inch a proper lady and, in your heart, I think you always were.”

She laughed. “I don’t understand, Adam.”


He shook his head. “I’m not saying this well at all. It…it has nothing to do with rank or class or wealth. It has more to do with—” he touched a fist to his chest “—with our hearts.”

“But my heart has always belonged to you. Even while I was married.” There was a pleading note to her voice all of a sudden. It tied his gut into a knot.

“Has it really? Or has it belonged to a dream of me?”

“I still don’t understand what you are trying to say.”

Adam leaned back in his chair, searching for the grit to see this through. “We don’t know each other, Diana, and I’m not certain we ever did. Something gave you reason not to marry me years ago, and whatever that reason was, it still exists. We are different people. Your feelings for me have merely been a way of escaping whatever was missing in your own marriage, just as my feelings for you were an escape when times were difficult. We both wanted to return to the past when we were innocent and happy and knew nothing of the kind of pain or loneliness life can bring, but we can’t go back to that innocence. All we can do is learn from the past and move forward.”

Her jaw clenched visibly and her tone deepened. “What is your point, Adam?”

He suspected she already knew, but he had to say it anyway. “My point is—I don’t think we should marry.”

Her chin rose as she gathered her dignity around her. “I beg your pardon?”

He forced himself to say it again, as if it weren’t hard enough the first time. “I believe it would be a mistake for us to marry.”

The pleading tone returned to her voice. “But…maybe it’s…maybe we just need time alone together. We need to start again. How can we enjoy each other in a house full of children? Maybe we should think about sending the younger ones away to school. Then we could go back to what it was like when we—”

Adam felt sick. “I do not wish to send my children away.”

She confronted his resolute answer with a look of anger. “This makes no sense. Surely you are not put off me because I have risen in life. If anything, you should be honored and grateful that I have come all this way to marry you. I am Lady Thurston!”

Pausing to allow her time to let the shock settle in, Adam leaned forward again, resting his elbows on his knees and lacing his fingers together.

“You are a beautiful, charming woman, Diana, and I have had difficulty myself letting go of the dream of you. But that’s all it was—a dream. In reality, we are not compatible. You are in love with the man you want me to be, not the man that I am. I couldn’t possibly hire other people to do my work for me. I like my work. I want to plow my own fields and stick my hands in the dirt at harvest time, and I doubt you would enjoy welcoming me home after I’ve just slaughtered a hog.”

A delicate finger came up to rest under her nose. “Good gracious, Adam, there’s no need to be cruel, saying such things to me.”


Adam wondered with a sigh which part she considered more cruel: his breaking off their engagement, or his mentioning the hog slaughter.

“You see, Diana, we are not right for each other. You would be much happier with a different kind of man.”

She continued to hold her head high. “You sounded like Madeline just now, talking about sticking your hands in the dirt. What is it about dirt that people always like to torture me with it?”

Baffled by her comment—baffled by everything about her—he patted her hand. “I am deeply sorry for bringing you all this way for nothing.”

“You are sorry? Sorry!” She snatched her hand out of his grasp and stood. “I spent six weeks on a stench-filled boat with a bunch of laborers! Now, you have the nerve to tell me that I am the one who is living in a fantasy! You were the one to send the proposal! You were the one who started all of this! You’ve barely spoken two words to me since I’ve arrived, yet you presume to think you know enough about me to conclude that we are not right for each other. Is it because I am older? Am I not as beautiful as you remembered? Is it my hair? Have you noticed the gray?”

Adam stood. “No, Diana, you are as beautiful as ever.”

“Then what, may I ask, has changed since you wrote to Father to ask for my hand in marriage?” Her voice was harsh and demanding.

Not entirely sure how much he should say, or how truthful he should be, he replied simply, “I have changed.”

The features of her face hardened; her voice faded to a hush. “How? And why?”

Adam moved to stand in the center of the room. “It grieves me to say this, Diana, but I have changed because I’ve met someone who…someone who sees the world the way I do. I have learned to appreciate what is here before me in the present, to let go of the past and all the pain that went with it. I have met someone who is, I believe, my true mate.”

That last comment shook her physically. “There’s someone else?”

“Yes.”

“Who? Who has cheated me out of my place in your heart, and stolen you away when I have waited so long?”

“I can not tell you who.”

“Why? Are you afraid I will go to her and tell her what a faithless, fickle man you are? That you could propose to a woman one week, and forget her the next?”

“It wasn’t as simple as that. I was not cavalier about this.”

“Then what was it? How could you sweep me from your heart so expeditiously, after wanting me all your life? Madeline assured me it was so—that you still cared for me.”

The mention of Madeline in this conversation unnerved him but, for the moment, he concealed it. “I do still care for you, Diana. I always will, but we are not meant to be husband and wife.”


“But the letters…you kept them.”

He struggled to keep his composure. “I never meant for you to see those.”

“But they were here on your desk, for all the world to see!”

Adam tried to keep his anger in check. “They were locked in a box.”

Diana realized her gaffe but brushed it off and pointed a long finger. “The key was sitting out, right there.”

He gazed at it on the desk. “A key on a desk is not an open invitation to go through a man’s personal belongings!”

“They were my letters!”

Good God, why were they arguing about this? Adam pinched the bridge of his nose to try and thwart the headache that was beginning to throb. “You may have them back if you wish.”

She glared hotly at him. “Indeed. You’re through with them, are you?”

He said nothing. He merely met her gaze, hoping she would see how truly sorry he was.

She marched angrily over to the desk and picked up the box of letters. “I believe I will take them, thank you. And you, Adam Coates, can burn in hell.”

With that, she walked out of his study. Adam followed her down the hall and into the kitchen, where she threw the box of letters onto the fire. Sparks snapped and crackled and flew into the air, and Diana slapped her hands together as if to brush off the grimy memories.

Alone in the kitchen, they stood face-to-face, staring at each other. Adam didn’t know what to say. If she had wanted to slap him, he would have let her, for she deserved some kind of satisfaction for what he’d put her through.

If he could have changed the way things had occurred to have avoided this altogether, he certainly would have. If only he could have seen into the future. He would have sent for Madeline’s hand in marriage in the first place.

Life, however, was never as easy as that. He had to face the difficult truth that he had caused Diana great pain and inconvenience, and had also displaced her from her home.

“The least you can do is tell me who she is and where you met her,” Diana said.

Adam stiffened. He could not tell Diana that it was her sister he loved, when Madeline herself didn’t even know. “I would rather not.”

“I deserve to know the truth, Adam. I want to know.”

He would not waver. He shook his head at her.

“Have you already proposed to her?”

“No.”

“Does she know about me?”

“Yes.” God, he wanted this to be over.

For a long time she stood there, glaring at him, and when he offered her no further information, she pushed past him toward the stairs. “I’m leaving on the next ship. And I’m taking Madeline with me.”

Before he had a chance to realize what he was doing, he was reaching for Diana’s arm as she passed. With a quick, tight grip, he stopped her. “Madeline stays here.” Diana’s startled expression shook his resolve. “At least until I have a chance to talk to her myself.”

Diana yanked her arm out of his grasp. Her chest rose and fell with deep, furious breaths. Then her face changed; her voice was like an echo. “It’s Madeline, isn’t it?”

He met her challenging glare but said nothing, for what could he say when his world was crumbling all around him?

“You’ve fallen in love with my sister! How could you! How could she! She assured me you still cared for me. She pretended to be my loyal sister, when she was betraying me all along!”

“No, she is innocent in this.”

“Innocent! An innocent girl does not steal her older sister’s…” Diana’s outburst halted on her lips. She appeared to be putting all the pieces together on her own, without his help. “She doesn’t know….”

He swallowed uncomfortably. “No, and you can’t tell her. I need to tell her myself.”

“I’ll tell her whatever I want! And don’t think for one minute that I will sing your praises.”

She gathered her skirts and walked quickly to the stairs. Adam went after her. “If you have a kind bone in your body, Diana, you will leave this to me. I love Madeline and I’m going to ask her to be my wife. Don’t take this chance for happiness away from her.”

Diana continued to scurry up the stairs. “I won’t let her marry you. Not after what you’ve done to me.”


“It is not your decision to make. She is a grown woman.”

Diana stopped on the landing. “She is my obstinate little sister! She has always been jealous of me, and she probably seduced you just to get back at me for being prettier and smarter and for always getting what I want! No one has ever chosen her over me!”

Feeling weak and stunned by Diana’s brutal, egotistic honesty, he stood on the staircase looking up at her, squeezing the railing in his fist. It seemed almost impossible that he could have loved her once.

She whirled around with a swish of silks and petticoats and floated the rest of the way up the stairs. A few seconds later, her bedroom door slammed shut.

Adam quickly summoned his thoughts into action. He had to find Madeline before Diana spoke to her. He had to tell Madeline he loved her and explain what had happened with Diana.

He went out to the front porch, but she and Metcalf weren’t there.

Returning inside, he took two steps at a time up the stairs and went from room to room, searching, but the house was quiet and still, all except for Diana’s maid, Hilary, who was stitching a hem in the hall by the window. “Have you seen Miss Oxley?” he asked her.

She shook her head.

Penelope had gone to Mary and Jacob’s house to help them prepare to move in, and the boys were out in the fields. Where was Madeline? He listened at Diana’s door but heard nothing and knew Madeline was not in there with her. If she had been, there would be screaming and tears.

He ran down the stairs and out the front door. A violent gale was still blowing, and the sky was churning with dark thunderclouds. He ran to the barn, checked the chicken coop and the vegetable garden, but couldn’t find Madeline anywhere.

John Metcalf had been with her last. Had she left with him? Gone riding across the marsh?

One more short search of the yard and the house yielded no results, so he quickly saddled his horse. No matter what it took, he was going to find Madeline. And God willing, he was going to make her his own.








Chapter Fifteen



Adam galloped along the ridge top, stopping to overlook the marsh below, while a brawny, brisk wind blasted him in the face. A storm was brewing, there was no doubt about that, and he had to find Madeline. He needed to explain his feelings to her before Diana had a chance to spoil everything. And she would. He knew she would. Madeline was deeply loyal to her sister. If she heard Diana’s story first, Madeline would never believe Adam’s love was pure. She would never betray her heartbroken sister.

He kicked himself then, remembering the day he had brought Madeline with him to meet Lord Blackthorne’s ship. With high hopes and grand intentions, he had carried the letter to Diana in his pocket, yet he had not disclosed a word of his plan to Madeline. He’d foolishly believed he had all the time in the world to woo her. He had stalled, waiting for the right time, and now he might have missed his opportunity altogether. The window had slammed shut on his fingers.

When he didn’t see Madeline or John down on the marsh, he wondered if John had taken her to see his new homestead. Deciding it was a likely place to find her, he turned his mount and kicked in his heels, feeling the first cold drops of rain pelt his cheeks.

A short time later, he was thoroughly drenched and trotting into John’s yard. John’s horse was tethered inside the open barn, his saddle gone from his back. A light burned in the kitchen window.

Feeling a surge of protectiveness over Madeline, Adam dismounted and strode to the door. How would he handle this, if Madeline was inside? The impropriety of it was one thing; John would have to be dealt with. But what about Adam’s more important objective—to pour out his heart to Madeline? He certainly couldn’t do it here, and what if he was too late? What if Madeline had fallen in love with John?

Steeling himself against any of those possibilities, Adam knocked on the door. It opened before him, and John stood there in stockinged feet, his waistcoat off, his shirt open at the neck.

Adam felt his gut twist with dread. Please, Madeline, be anywhere but here.

Clenching his jaw, he tried to keep his voice low and controlled. “Hello, John. I’m looking for Madeline.”

John held a half-eaten chunk of rye bread in his hand. He stopped chewing. “I left her at your house over an hour ago.”

An odd mixture of relief and frustration welled up inside Adam. He heaved with a shaky breath. “Did she mention anything about going anywhere? For a walk perhaps?”


John shook his head. “No. Why, is she missing?”

Adam recognized the concern in John’s voice, saw the flash of panic in his eyes, and knew John’s feelings for Madeline—like Adam’s own—were genuine. Although there were times he would have liked to put John on a leaky boat back to Yorkshire, he couldn’t fault the young man for his affections. He was young and unattached, hoping to begin a new life, and Madeline was indeed a treasure.

Adam descended the steps. “Don’t worry, I’ll find her.”

Not five seconds later, John was shrugging into his coat. “I’ll come with you.”

“There’s no need.”

To his credit, the young man persisted. “You need help, Mr. Coates. This storm’s getting worse, and if Madeline’s not at home, she might be stranded somewhere.”

Adam mounted his horse. “All right. I’ll meet you back at my house. We’ll see if she’s returned there. If not, we’ll search the hay barns on the marsh. She might have taken shelter in one of them.”

With a grateful nod to John, Adam steered his horse directly into the wind and galloped across the rain-soaked field.

 

Feeling the chill of the first few raindrops strike her skin, Madeline picked up her skirts and hurried into the yard. She entered the house just as the storm unleashed its fury and the skies opened up with a violent downpour.

Thankful to have outrun it, she removed her shawl and shook away the wetness. The house was quiet and she felt guilty for having been gone so long, but she had needed some time to herself.

After John had ridden away, she had turned to see Adam through the window, sitting across from Diana in his study, reaching for her hand. It had shaken Madeline, for although she had consciously accepted their love, it was another thing entirely to see them alone together, exchanging intimacies. Gazing at each other. Touching.

A tremendous swell of tears had filled her eyes and she’d had to leave the yard. She’d walked up the hill to the towering old oak, sat on the swing by herself and wept until she couldn’t weep any longer. She’d needed to weep, for she had bucked her tears for too long.

She realized that although she’d tried to resist and deny it, her desire for Adam had taken over her entire soul and she could not conquer it. The only way to save her heart was to leave. She would have to make her own future somewhere other than under Adam’s roof. Whether or not John Metcalf would be a part of that future, she did not know. That remained to be seen.

So here she stood, feeling a little stronger from the tears now out of her system, and determined once again to move on with her life. This time, she would succeed.

She went to light a candle, for the storm had made the house seem almost as dark as night.

Madeline jumped, however, when Penelope came bounding down the stairs. “It’s you!”


Charlie came down behind her. “Where is everyone?”

“What do you mean?” Madeline said.

“There’s no one here except for Hilary,” Charlie replied in a tense, clipped voice. “We returned from Jacob’s house, and saw Lady Thurston riding out of the yard toward the marsh on Penelope’s horse. She didn’t stop when we called after her, and when we came inside, Hilary didn’t know where Lady Thurston had gone. And now it’s raining.”

Hilary came hurrying down the stairs, too. “Begging your pardon, Miss Oxley. We’re dreadfully worried.”

“Where’s your father?” Madeline asked Charlie and Penelope.

The children shook their heads. “We don’t know.”

Madeline walked to the window and looked out at the rain streaming down in a forceful, almost horizontal torrent. Huge Scotch pines and maple trees in the yard were swaying in the gusting winds, their branches flapping about. Raindrops noisily battered the glass panes. She thought of her sister, getting caught in this. It wasn’t dark yet, but it would be soon. Would she find shelter? Or would she become disoriented and get lost?

“Diana doesn’t know her way around,” Madeline said. “She’s never been down on the marsh. Why would she ride off like that?”

“We don’t know,” Penelope replied.

“And you’ve looked everywhere for your father?”

“Yes. He’s not here. His horse is gone.”


Madeline tried to consider all the possibilities. “Perhaps Diana was following him somewhere.”

Hilary put her arm around Penelope. “No, miss. Mr. Coates left over an hour ago. He was looking for you.”

Madeline pressed her palm to her forehead. “For me? Why? I had just gone for a walk.”

They all shrugged.

“This is all my fault,” Madeline said. “I should have told someone where I was going.” She directed her gaze at Charlie. “Is your horse in the barn?”

“Yes.”

“Will you come and help me saddle him?”

“You shouldn’t go out in this weather,” he said. “Father wouldn’t want you to.”

“Everyone else is out in it. I might as well be, too. Besides, I think your father might have gone to look for me along the road where I usually go walking. If I can find him, I can tell him that Diana is out in this, too. Don’t worry, I know my way around, and there’s still time before dark.”

“All right.” Charlie went to fetch his coat. “But I’m coming with you.”

Madeline started upstairs to get her hooded cloak. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

 

Splashing through puddles and squinting into the driving rain, Adam rode his horse into the yard. He quickly dismounted, tethered his mount and went inside. The candles in the hall were lit, and as soon as the door closed behind him, Penelope and Hilary appeared out of the back kitchen.


Penelope ran at him and leaped into his arms. “Father!”

He knelt down to hug her. “I’m fine, darling. It’s just a little rain. Has Madeline returned?”

“Yes, Mr. Coates,” Hilary replied, “but there’s been—”

“Thank goodness,” he said, overwhelmed by the relief he felt, hearing that she was safe. “Where is she? I must see her right away.”

He rose to his feet and continued to hold Penelope’s tiny hand. She did not seem ready to let it go just yet.

“Miss Oxley’s not here, sir. She returned not long ago, and discovered that you and Lady Thurston had both gone looking for her, so she went with Charlie to find you.”

There was a long, tremulous silence as Adam’s brow furrowed with disbelief. “She’s gone back out? Diana’s out there, too?”

“Yes, sir.”

“But this storm is getting worse every minute.”

“We know, sir. Miss Oxley assured us she knew her way around, and Charlie went with her. Her ladyship, however, was alone.”

He went to the door to look out. “This is disastrous. How long ago did they leave?”

“Miss Oxley and Charlie left about ten minutes ago,” Hilary replied, “but my lady has been gone almost an hour.”

He gathered his coat collar tighter around his neck and opened the door. A gust of wind blew into the front hall. “You two stay here. I’m going to the marsh to look for them. John Metcalf is on his way. When he gets here, tell him what has happened and send him out to look, too.”

“Be careful, Father!” Penelope called to him from the shelter of the doorway.

He waved at her, then mounted his horse and galloped through the wind and rain toward the top of the ridge. He paused there briefly to gaze below, but saw nothing through the raging storm. His horse nickered, and Adam had to urge the reluctant steed down the road to the lowlands.

On the marsh, Adam called out to Madeline and Diana, but no reply came. The wind howled like a great beast as it gusted over the grasses. The rain stung his face like steel pellets. He continued along the road toward the river, until he decided to cross over a dale to check one of the hay barns.

Within minutes, he noticed his mount was struggling to manage his footing across the wet grass. The closer they came to the river, the deeper the puddles became until they were sloshing through soggy ground and sinking into the mud. It was clear to Adam that the water was not draining fast enough into the ditches. He gazed uneasily up at the darkening sky, the clouds showing no sign of retreat. He called out Madeline’s name again, then Diana’s, and searched the vast landscape with squinting, burning eyes.

Though his first concern was to find each of them unharmed, he could not deny the hope that he would find Madeline before Diana did.

He continued toward the river and soon realized that his horse was up to his knees in water, struggling now with each step.

A slow panic began to move over Adam. He stopped on the marsh and peered through the storm toward the river. Perhaps the dykes were damaged.

“Madeline! Diana!”

He spotted a hay barn in the distance and wondered if they might have gone there to seek shelter. Madeline was smart. She would take Diana there if she’d found her.

“Let’s go, boy, just a little farther.”

Suddenly his horse slumped beneath him and Adam tumbled off, splashing into ice-cold salt water. The shock of it set his heart racing. The next thing he knew, he was struggling to keep his head above water and touch bottom in what appeared to be a flooded ditch.

His horse snorted and whinnied. A few frenzied seconds of panic passed, then they both managed to stagger out of the trench. Still up to his knees in muddy water, Adam pulled himself onto his horse. He shivered with a chill, then called out, “Madeline!”

He heard a cry from somewhere in the distance. “Madeline!” he called out again.

At last he spotted her, galloping across the swampy ground with John Metcalf and Charlie, and he thanked God for keeping them safe. He started off toward them.

“Adam! Help!” Madeline shouted. “It’s Diana! She’s been hurt! Terribly hurt!”


The words struck him like a mallet. He rode to meet them on dryer ground. “Where is she?”

Dear God, whatever had happened to Diana tonight, it was his doing and he would never be able to forget it.

“She’s in one of the hay barns!” Madeline turned to point toward the center of the marsh. “I couldn’t get her out! The wind took the roof off and it collapsed on her! She’s not conscious!”

He heard the terror in Madeline’s voice, felt it in his own chest. All he could do was urge his horse onward. “Let’s go. We’ve got to get her out of there before this whole marsh floods.”

John rode up beside Adam. “It’s flooding? Good God, you’re drenched.”

“I went for a swim. We all will, if we don’t reach high ground soon.”

By the time they crossed the marsh to where Diana was trapped, the entire ground had flooded knee-deep. John and Adam leaped off their horses.

“Where is she?” Adam asked.

Madeline slid off her horse and splashed into the water, the surface littered with limp blades of grass and weeds. She gasped at the shock of the chill. “She’s this way!”

Gathering her heavy, wet skirts in her fists, she waded toward the barn door and went into what remained of the damaged structure.

She pointed. “There!”

Adam saw the vivid color of Diana’s blue skirt peeking out from beneath some debris and draping over the side of the loft. He felt a sickening wash of dread. The rest of her was hidden beneath the fallen roof. At least she was not in danger of drowning, he told himself, as he climbed the ladder.

John followed close behind. Carefully they tossed boards and planks aside until they could reach her. Adam touched her arm. “Diana!”

She didn’t move. He found the pulse at her wrist. “She’s alive!”

He and John pulled broken pieces of wood off her, most of them small shingles and splintered planks. When he uncovered her face, he saw that it was scratched and cut.

One larger beam had pinned her leg and was not so easy to move. “John, can you reach the end of it?”

John moved a few more planks out of the way and crawled to Diana’s feet. “Yes, sir, Mr. Coates.”

“When I say go, we’ll lift at the same time. Ready?” They each gripped a section of the beam. “Go!”

Groaning at the impossible effort, they pulled the beam off her leg and tossed it aside. Adam scrambled to see where Diana was injured. He lifted her skirts. Her leg was twisted and her stocking was soaked in blood. “This doesn’t look good. We have to get her home. Help me, John, that’s it, take her arms. Madeline! Bring my horse!”

They handed Diana down like a heavy, limp doll. A few minutes later, Adam was high on his horse, cradling Diana in his arms. The others mounted and they started off across the sodden marsh toward the ridge.


“John, will you fetch the doctor? Do you know where he lives?”

“Yes, sir.” Without hesitation, John pushed ahead, struggling over the flooded ground to the uplands, finally reaching the road and disappearing over the hill.

Charlie rode behind Adam and Madeline, all of them keeping their heads down, protecting their faces from the driving wind and rain. It was dusk now, growing darker by the minute.

“Will she be all right?” Madeline asked.

Adam shifted Diana in his arms. “I don’t know. All we can do is pray.”

They walked their horses along a fence, reaching the edge of the marsh. The road to the uplands was at last within reach.

Suddenly a low, thunderous roar stopped all of them in their tracks. Charlie, behind them, called out, “Father, what’s that noise?”

They could see little through the gray, turbulent dusk, but the noise continued, like the terrifying rumble of the sea. Adam turned in the saddle. “Hurry, Charlie, we’ve got to reach the road!”

His son was farther back, his horse laboring through the shallow waters that had gradually covered the entire marsh around them. “Dante can’t go any faster!”

“Try!” They all continued toward the road. Adam was the first to reach dry, higher ground, with Madeline close behind him. “Madeline, take my horse with Diana and go home. I have to help Charlie.”

“But I can’t leave you here!”

“You have to. Your sister’s life depends upon it.”


Madeline reluctantly changed places with him.

Charlie called out, “Father!”

Both Adam and Madeline turned toward the marsh. From their height just above, they saw a wave sweeping toward them at great speed from the river, taking with it whatever stood in its path: hay, fence rails, cattle and sheep. The dykes had all but disappeared beneath the great tidal surge.

Panic welled up in Adam as he watched his youngest son turn to look over his shoulder. Adam ran down the hill. “Charlie! Ride!”

He heard Madeline calling out to him but couldn’t stop. He ran splashing into the water just as the wave swept up behind Charlie and lifted both him and his horse off their feet.








Chapter Sixteen



Adam continued to sprint toward Charlie, finally being swept off his own feet by the waves. Ice-cold water covered his head. He pushed himself to the surface and swam toward his son, who was flailing in the frigid, rough waters, calling for help.

Reaching Charlie at last and gathering his coat collar in a tight fist, Adam hauled him through the water in the direction of the ridge. “Swim, Charlie!”

Frigid waves crashed over their heads; Adam gasped frantically for air. His heavy coat, tangling around him, made it almost impossible to move and stay afloat in the dark waters, let alone swim to shore. The sound of the water surging all around them was deafening and the water was filling his ears and nostrils. He could taste the salt in his mouth, feel the grit of the marsh mud between his teeth.

Adam heard Charlie make a low cry of defeat behind him. He shouted again, “Swim!” and struggled harder against the weight of his clothes. His fingers, in a tight fist around Charlie’s coat, ached from the cold, but he would not let go. He would never let go.


Then, by some great gift of fate, another surge swept them both toward the edge of the marsh and Adam grabbed onto a fence pole, the top barely visible in the gray waters. They made their way along the fence and climbed upward to dry ground, where they collapsed in heaps of exhaustion.

Adam turned to look at Charlie. “Are you hurt?”

Charlie shook his head.

From somewhere outside his muddled consciousness, Adam heard the faint sound of Madeline’s voice. “Adam! Adam!”

He sat up. The wind gusted past him, pressing his cold, wet clothing hard against his skin. He managed to wave at her.

“I must take Diana home!” she shouted.

He could barely make out what she’d said beneath the roar of the flood. She rode the horse up the hill toward the house.

Adam gathered Charlie into his arms. “Thank God, you’re all right.”

Charlie sobbed. “What about Dante?”

Adam gazed out over the waters, looking for the horse. Farther out, he could see the heads of his cattle, drifting toward the sea. He saw an entire barn floating away and breaking up. “I can’t see him.”

Charlie stood. His teeth chattered, and his voice trembled from his shivering. “What’s going to happen to him?”

Adam managed to stand, also. “I don’t know, Charlie. We’ll just have to wait and hope he makes it to dry ground. But for now, we’ve got to get you home.”


 

Madeline rode into the yard, her muscles aching from the strain of keeping Diana’s limp body on the horse. Just as she approached the door, John Metcalf came galloping in behind.

He dismounted and rushed to Madeline’s side. “The doctor’s on his way!”

Madeline handed Diana down to John, who carried her to the house.

Hilary and Penelope must have been watching at the window, for they were already there waiting, holding the front door open for him. Madeline quickly led the horses into the barn and tethered them there, then she ran through the pounding rain to the house. She was never so glad to walk into a warm home and see candles burning, smell a fire in the hearth.

She unhooked her cloak and handed it soaking wet to Hilary. “Bring hot water and towels to Diana’s room right away. She’s badly hurt.” Madeline picked up her wet skirts and bounded up the stairs.

She hurried to Diana’s room. John was laying her sister on the bed, while Penelope lit candles. When the room brightened, Penelope froze at the foot of the bed, staring dumbfounded at Diana’s blood-soaked stocking. Her brown eyes were as big as saucers.

Madeline rested a hand on Penelope’s shoulder. “Sweetheart, go and watch for your father. He and Charlie are on their way, and they’ll need warm blankets and hot tea as soon as they arrive.”

Penelope pulled her horrified gaze away from Diana and nodded. Seeming grateful for a task to focus upon, she turned and left the room.

Madeline moved to the bedside and laid a hand on Diana’s forehead. “She’s chilled. Let’s get her under the covers.” John helped Madeline pull the quilt around Diana. “When is the doctor going to arrive?”

“He had to saddle his horse. He should be here any minute.”

Madeline tried to catch her breath. Everything had happened so fast.

“Why hasn’t Diana opened her eyes or moved at all? I’m so worried, John. Is this normal?”

“My uncle fell from his horse once, and didn’t move for two days.”

“Two days? Really? Then what happened?”

“He simply woke up one afternoon and said, ‘Who let the fire go out?’ He had a few bumps and bruises, but he recovered.”

Madeline gazed warmly at John. “Thank you for helping us. We were lucky to meet up with you.”

“It wasn’t luck. Mr. Coates came to my homestead. It was you he was looking for. He was worried, and I offered to help him find you.”

She remembered that she had gone for a walk without telling anyone, and all this was surely her fault. Would she ever be able to forgive herself? What if Diana did not recover? Good Lord, she couldn’t bear to think of it.

Hilary appeared with the towels, and Madeline pushed her fears aside and proceeded to gently remove Diana’s stocking and begin to wash the blood off her leg.

There was some commotion downstairs, the sound of boots thumping over the floor and a lot of questions being asked at once. “John, go and see if that’s the doctor.”

John left Madeline alone with Diana to cleanse her wounds.

Perhaps it was better that Diana was unconscious, Madeline thought miserably, for if she were awake, the pain would be excruciating. It was obvious to Madeline that bones were broken. How many and where, she couldn’t tell, but no normal leg ever looked as misshapen and swollen as Diana’s leg looked now.

More footsteps came thumping up the stairs, and the doctor—a distinguished, gray-haired man with gold spectacles—entered the room carrying a brown leather bag. He set it down on the floor and approached the bedside, immediately checking the pulse at Diana’s neck, then feeling her head for a fever. His intelligent eyes assessed Diana’s full form and settled on her leg. “That looks serious.”

Madeline could tell by his voice that he was a Yorkshireman. She moved out of his way to allow him room to examine her sister.

A swell of fear squeezed Madeline’s heart. “How is she?”

“It’s too soon to tell.” He squeezed Diana’s calf and all around her knee. “She hasn’t regained consciousness at all?”

“No.”

He continued to apply pressure in different spots. “The leg is definitely broken. In at least three places.” He shook his head ruefully. “Four places.”

Madeline tried to keep her voice steady, even though inside, her stomach was rolling with queasiness. “She’s not going to lose her leg, is she?”

The doctor glanced up at her only briefly. “I’ll do my best, Miss Oxley.”

He moved around the bed and pulled Diana’s lower eyelids down with his thumb, then checked around her scalp for a head injury. “Things look fine here. Perhaps she fainted because of the pain.” He went to his bag and pulled out a couple of splints. “I’m going to try and set the leg now, while she’s still out. Will you stay? I could use your help.”

Madeline stepped forward. “Doctor, you couldn’t make me leave if you tried.”

He nodded approvingly at her and began to roll up his loose linen sleeves. “I’m afraid this is going to take a while.”

 

As soon as Charlie was wrapped in a blanket and nursing a cup of hot broth in the kitchen, Adam hurried upstairs to check on Diana and Madeline. The door to Diana’s bedchamber was closed, John was sitting on a chair in the dimly lit hall, and there was an eerie howling from the wind outside. Rain was beating the windowpanes and something was knocking somewhere—a barn door perhaps, swinging open and banging against a wall.

Adam paused at the top of the stairs, imagining what was going on behind Diana’s closed door. He glanced at John. “What’s happening?”

“The doctor is setting her leg. She still hasn’t woken up.”

“I suppose that’s a good thing at the moment.”


They waited silently in the hall. Adam recalled his last conversation with Diana, how he’d broken off their engagement and admitted he was in love with her sister. If he had known how angry she would be, or how determined she would be to find Madeline, he wouldn’t have left her alone.

A moment later, the door opened slowly and Madeline appeared. Adam took an anxious step forward. John leaped from his chair.

Madeline still wore her wet clothes. Her hair had fallen out of its knot on her head and hung wet and limp upon her shoulders. Her face was pale and ashen. She staggered to the side.

Adam lunged forward to grab onto her at the same time John did. They each held one of her arms.

“Sit down, Madeline,” Adam said. They helped her into the chair. “What’s happened? How is she?”

Madeline slid a hand over her hair, pushing it away from her face. “She’s still unconscious, but we managed to set the broken bones in her leg.”

Relief washed through Adam.

Madeline continued. “But the doctor’s not sure if…if she’s going to be able to keep her leg. We’ll have to wait and see. Even if she does keep it, she might not be able to walk again. At the very least, she’ll need a cane. That’s the most we can hope for, and we’ll be lucky if she manages that.”

The idea of Diana having to learn to walk again, or being confined to a pushchair for the rest of her life was like a knife stabbing Adam in the gut. He was responsible for this—for bringing Diana here to this strange land, for breaking her heart and crippling her at the same time.

“I just wish she would wake up.” Madeline sobbed with despair.

Adam knelt before her and squeezed her shoulder. “She will. We must all pray, and have faith.”

Madeline covered her face with hands that were shaking violently. “This is all my fault.”

“It’s not.”

“Yes, I went for a walk without telling anyone and I stayed away too long. With the storm coming, Diana must have been worried about me and gone searching. It was wrong for me to go off like that, not thinking about anyone but myself.”

Adam pulled her hands away from her face. “It was not your fault, Madeline. I assure you.”

“But you were looking for me, too!”

Adam gazed into her beautiful pain-filled eyes and knew he had to convince her that she was the most innocent in all this. He glanced up at John, who was watching uneasily.

“John, will you excuse us? I need to speak to Madeline privately.”

God, Adam did not want to tell her now, not like this. But he could not let her go on thinking this was her fault. He had to take control of this situation and, no matter what the consequences, confess the truth.








Chapter Seventeen



John left Madeline and Adam alone in the upstairs hall outside Diana’s room. Madeline watched Adam rise to his feet and felt a prickling of uneasiness, for he looked as if he were going to deliver shocking, terrible news. Though what could possibly be worse than what had already occurred that day, she could not imagine.

Adam held out his hand. “Come with me.”

Despite her uncertainty, she accepted his hand and followed him to the reading corner at the end of the hall. Floor-to-ceiling bookcases surrounded them, and Adam lit the candles. He sat down in an upholstered chair opposite Madeline, just as he had sat opposite Diana earlier in the day.

“I must tell you something, Madeline.”

“What is it?” Madeline stood. “Good Lord, Charlie’s not hurt, is he?”

Adam gazed up at her, his face solemn. “Charlie’s fine. Please, sit down.”

She did as he asked and waited shakily for him to speak.


“God, this is difficult. I don’t know how to say this. I don’t want to say this now of all times, but I must. Madeline, what happened to Diana is not your fault. It is mine.”

She stared blankly at him as a numbness poured through her limbs. “How so?”

A muscle trembled at his jaw and he hesitated before answering. “It is my fault because this afternoon, while you were outside with John, I told Diana that I could not marry her.”

His words struck Madeline like a bucket of cold water in the face. “But…why?”

Adam met her gaze directly. A vein stood out at his temple. Madeline sat across from him in shock, not certain why he was telling her all of this now.

“I couldn’t marry her because I don’t love her, Madeline.”

She stammered in bewilderment, “But you said you did.”

“That was before I knew you.”

“But all along, you wanted her to come. The picture…the letters…”

Adam squeezed her hands. “I know this is the worst time imaginable to have this conversation, but as soon as Diana wakes up, you’re going to hear the truth anyway, and I would rather you hear it from me. She went riding alone because of what happened between us. I told her that I could not marry her, because…because I was in love with you.”

For a long time Madeline sat in her chair, immobile, listening only to the sound of her blood pounding in her ears. She stared blankly at Adam.


“You can’t be.”

He bowed his head.

“You can’t possibly love me. I’m nothing.”

“You’re not nothing. You’re everything.”

“No, you’re confused, Adam, because of what happened today.”

“When Diana wakes up,” he said, “she is going to tell you exactly what happened today, and make me out to be a rake and a philanderer. She will loathe and despise me more than ever now, because of the accident, and I cannot blame her for that.

“But you must know that I was searching for you so that I could have the chance to explain my feelings in my own way, and to tell you that I am not a dishonorable man. No matter what she tells you, and no matter what you choose to believe, please know that I have grown to care for you deeply and ardently, Madeline, even though I did my best to fight it.” His blue eyes bored into hers. “Believe me, I felt that a break with Diana was the right thing to do. I had no idea any of this would happen. If I had known, I would have handled things differently, I assure you.”

Adam paused for a moment. He closed his eyes and held them shut before opening them to continue.

“The truth is, when I brought you with me to meet Lord Blackthorne’s ship, I had a letter in my pocket which I intended to send to London, a letter which instructed my solicitor there to halt the proxy marriage or annul it if necessary. I had hoped to prevent Diana from coming, to retract my proposal and make things right so that I would be free to love you.”

Madeline’s insides shuddered with an odd mixture of disbelief and despair. She had long dreamed of hearing these words from Adam’s lips, even while she was forcing herself to accept that it would never happen.

Now that it was real she found that she could barely believe it. How could he want dull, stubborn, mousy Madeline over beautiful, bewitching Diana?

“I don’t understand. When did your feelings change, and why didn’t you tell me?”

“They changed very gradually over time, and I didn’t tell you because I was trying to fight it. I didn’t want to fall in love with you. I was engaged to your sister, and by the time I was ready to take steps toward winning your heart, it was too late. Diana stepped off the boat.”

Madeline covered her face with her hands. “I can’t believe this is happening.”

He reached for her hand. “Forgive me, Madeline. I didn’t mean to cause you or Diana pain.”

“But you have, and I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what you want from me.”

“I only wanted you to know the truth.”

“And what am I supposed to do with it? I can’t be happy about it. I can’t accept your love and fall willingly into your arms. Diana is wounded and broken, she may never walk again, and now to learn that she is heartbroken, too?”

A part of Madeline wanted to scream at Adam for waiting until this moment to tell her this. For telling her at all! For what could she do now, but suffer with guilt for the tragedy that had befallen Diana, and a lifetime of regrets for what might have been, if things had been different?

She cleared her throat. “I don’t know what to say, Adam.”

“Say anything. Scream at me if you like, for I was so wrong about what I thought would make me happy. You must think me a foolish man.”

Foolish? No more foolish than I.

Madeline knew she was as much to blame for this accident as Adam, for whether he realized it or not, she had helped cause whatever confusion he was experiencing now. She had acted like a wife to him in all ways but one. She had supported him, encouraged intimacy in their conversations. She’d taken care of his family and cooked for them, and she had been as charming as she knew how to be.

On top of that, Madeline had entertained terrible thoughts, wishing Diana would jilt Adam again so that she herself could pick up the pieces. Or she’d wished that Adam would jilt Diana so that for once in her life, Madeline—the ugly duckling sister—could be the chosen one.

The rain battered against the window, the panes rattled in the wind. Adam and Madeline sat in stony silence.

“I’m so sorry, Madeline,” he said. “Will you ever be able to forgive me?”

Madeline felt tears coming, tried to subdue them, but it was no use. She could not be with Adam now, despite what he was saying. She could never be so cruel, so disloyal to her sister when her future was so uncertain. Madeline breathed shakily and forced herself to speak.

“This has been a terrible day, Adam. I doubt you even know what you’re saying.”

Head bowed low, he shook his head. “I know exactly what I’m saying.”

“I’m sorry,” she said, her voice quivering, “but I have to go and be with Diana.”

Madeline pulled her hand from his and rose from her chair.

“Wait, don’t go yet. I need to know. If this hadn’t happened, would you have cared for me? Would you ever have been able to love me as a man?”

She stared blankly at him. Her heart was reeling with chaos! She was aching inside. Aching! She loved Adam more than anything in the world and he had no idea. None.

A barn had collapsed on her sister, while the entire world was collapsing around Madeline. How could she possibly manage so much tragedy?

Her voice quavered as she spoke. “How can you not know the answer to that question?”

His face went pale.

She forced herself to search for the courage to continue. “Did you never once suspect that I loved you the first moment I stepped off the ship, and that I have been struggling all this time to crush that love? To defeat my feelings and stop wanting what I believed was forbidden to me?”

Her response was like a blow to Adam’s chest. The wind sailed out of his lungs. “You cared for me? But you never revealed it.”


“How could I? I was imprisoned by the same things you were. You were engaged to my sister, and I believed that you loved her.”

He took a cautious step toward her and touched her soft cheek with the back of a finger. “Madeline….” Her eyes were wide and bloodshot as she gazed up at him. Adam’s heart swelled with a relentless, overwhelming love for her. “Don’t tell me this can never be.”

She blinked, as if in some kind of stupor.

He couldn’t stop himself. She was so beautiful, uncertain and disheveled as she was. He lowered his mouth to hers.

A tiny little moan escaped her as he brushed his lips over hers, reveling in the gentle tentativeness of the kiss. Her lips parted and he let his tongue mingle with hers as he cupped her whole face in his big hands. How long he had waited to do just this.

He pulled back from the kiss and whispered as he rested his forehead against hers. “Please tell me we can work through this.”

She stepped away from him, her lashes sweeping downward. She sucked in a breath. Was she going to cry?

God, he wanted to hold her. He reached for her, but she took another step back, almost as if she feared him.

“I don’t know what your intentions are with Diana,” she said. “That is between the two of you, but you must know that nothing can happen between us now. I cannot betray my sister and run off with you, not after what has happened to her. How could I do that? She still loves you, Adam.” Madeline put a hand on her stomach, as if she felt ill. “If she wishes to return to Yorkshire, I will have to go with her.”

Hands trembling visibly, she backed away from Adam and returned to Diana’s bedchamber.

Adam stared after her for a long time, then leaned back against the wall and sank numbly with despair to the floor.

 

Madeline wasn’t sure if it was the morning light beaming in through the lace curtains or something else that had awakened her, but as soon as she opened her eyes, she found herself lying next to Diana, her head on the same pillow, listening to her sister moan.

Instantly wide-awake, Madeline sat up. “Diana, I’m here. You’re going to be all right. Can you speak?”

She continued to coax her sister to consciousness, and when those big blue eyes fluttered open to stare at the bed’s canopy above them, Madeline shouted with glee and hugged Diana. “Thank you, God, thank you!”

“Where am I?” Diana asked groggily, both confusion and irritation evident in her voice. “I don’t feel very well.”

Madeline reached for the basin on the bedside table, and Diana retched into it. She continued to moan with confusion and discomfort.

“My leg…dear God in heaven, it’s excruciating. And my head…what has happened?” She tried to sit up, but pain forced her back down. Suddenly she screamed, a shrill, piercing shriek full of agony and fury. “What happened to me!”

Panic speeding through her, Madeline stroked her sister’s forehead. “You were hurt. There was a storm. The barn collapsed on you, but we got you out. You’re safe now.”

“Safe!” She slapped Madeline’s hands away. “You call this safe? My leg! Get off the bed! Every time you move it hurts!”

Madeline quickly slid off, as gently as possible. “I’ll send for the doctor again.”

“Again? He’s already been here? Why am I in so much pain if he’s already been here? What kind of doctor is he? Some kind of quack? Ow!”

“He was very good. Your leg was broken in four places, and he set all the bones last night while you were unconscious.”

Diana writhed on the bed, moaning and groaning, so Madeline seized the opportunity to dash out of the room to fetch help. She met Hilary in the hall. Still in her nightdress and running from her room, she pulled a shawl around her shoulders. “Miss Oxley, is her ladyship awake?”

“Yes, you must ask Mr. Coates to fetch the doctor again. Lady Thurston is in dreadful pain and I don’t know how to help her.”

Looking flustered, Hilary nodded. Madeline quickly returned to Diana’s room.

“Why aren’t you doing anything?” Diana shouted hysterically. She began to sob and cry and Madeline ran to the bedside to hold her hand.

Just then, Adam practically skidded into the doorway, his white shirt untucked and open at the collar. He froze there with a look of concern.

Diana turned her head on the pillow. When she saw him, she cried out. “Adam! I’ve been hurt! My leg is broken!”

Madeline saw the guilt and misery in his eyes. “I know. I’m going to get the doctor. He’ll be able to help you.”

Adam hastened from the doorway, his footsteps pounding briskly down the stairs.

Clenching her teeth against the pain, Diana squeezed Madeline’s hand. “How could this have happened?”

“It was the storm. It came up very suddenly.”

“Storm? I don’t remember a storm.”

“It was raining. That’s why you went into the barn.”

Diana shook her head, refusing to believe what Madeline was telling her. “No, no, I don’t remember that. I would never have gone out in the rain.”

Madeline gazed helplessly at Diana, trying to jog her sister’s memory, even though a barn collapsing on her was not something she would likely want to remember. “You went riding alone.”

“Alone? Why would I do that?”

A shadow of alarm moved over Madeline. She spoke slowly, cautiously. “Don’t you remember what happened yesterday?”

Diana’s expression hardened as she concentrated. After a moment or two, she began to tremble. She shook her head. “I…I’m not sure. I know I had biscuits and apple butter for breakfast.” She squeezed Madeline’s hand tighter. “I can’t remember anything after that.” Her face contorted with a sob. “Madeline, what’s happening to me? I can’t remember! I can’t remember!”








Chapter Eighteen



Dr. Hudry sedated Diana and relieved her pain with an anodyne draft, after which she closed her eyes and quietly drifted into sleep. Madeline sank back in her chair, still feeling as if the world, just like the hay barn, had collapsed upon her shoulders.

“I don’t understand. Why can’t she remember anything beyond breakfast? The barn roof collapsing—I can conceive of forgetting that, but the whole day?”

Dr. Hudry packed his instruments into his bag. “It’s not uncommon with a head injury to lose some short-term memory. I’ve seen it before.”

“Will she ever regain it?”

“Difficult to say. She might remember later today, when she wakes up. Or she might never remember.” The doctor closed his bag. “You should count yourselves lucky that’s it’s only one day she forgets. I’ve heard of patients being completely unable to remember anything. Not even their names or where they live. What’s one day, after all?”

It was a very important day, Madeline thought anxiously.


The doctor moved toward the door. “The thing you must concentrate upon is helping Lady Thurston walk again. Try and be positive about things. She will be in pain for a time, but if she has loved ones here to support her and encourage her to get out of bed, she’ll heal much faster. Give her something to occupy her mind, something to look forward to. Plan her wedding to Mr. Coates, for instance.”

Madeline had to work hard to acknowledge the suggestion with a smile.

The doctor opened the bedchamber door and stopped to speak to Adam, who was pacing back and forth in the hall. “I gave Lady Thurston something to ease her pain. She should sleep for a while. I’ll return this evening to check on her again.”

“Thank you, Dr. Hudry. I appreciate your coming.”

The doctor descended the stairs, and Madeline met Adam’s gaze. He slowly entered the room.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

She nodded. “As well as can be expected under the circumstances. But we must talk, Adam. Alone.”

He gestured toward the reading corner in the hall, where they had spoken the night before. They both sat down in the same chairs.

Madeline perched on the edge of her seat, not quite sure how to tell Adam about Diana’s memory loss, or what they should do about it once she did tell him. She cleared her throat and decided to blurt it out quickly and go straight to the heart of the matter.

“I’m afraid Diana’s head injury was rather serious. She cannot remember anything about what happened yesterday. She doesn’t remember why she went riding alone, or anything about your conversation with her. The only thing she remembers is what she had for breakfast.”

Adam took in this news. It was difficult to imagine not being able to remember something that happened only yesterday, not to mention something as important as an engagement being broken. It took him a moment or two to comprehend it.

“Will there be any long term effects on the health of her mind?” he asked.

Madeline answered him with a clear voice. “The doctor assured me that a memory loss like this is common, and that we shouldn’t concern ourselves with it, as it’s only one day. As long as she remembers everything else, the important thing is to help her walk again.”

Adam pinched the bridge of his nose. “She thinks we are still engaged.”

Madeline nodded. “That seems to be the state of things at the moment.”

Adam stood up to pace the hall in front of the reading corner. “Good God, I can’t break with her again. At least not now.”

Madeline sat quietly for a moment. “I’m relieved to hear you say that. What you decide to do in the long run is your decision, of course, but I must ask that you not tell her the truth right away. Please wait until she is feeling better. The doctor even suggested that we keep Diana occupied and lift her spirits by planning your wedding.”


“Our wedding! That will be taking things a little far, don’t you think?”

Thank God, Madeline was reasonable about it, and nodded. “Yes, I think it would be a mistake to mislead her in that way, unless you think you might change your mind.”

He gazed at her in the dim morning light shining in through the window. If only she knew how ridiculous such a notion was. Did she still not believe he truly loved her? If she thought he could forget about what he had said to her the night before, pretend it never happened and marry another, she underestimated his feelings, to be sure.

“Do you think I should?” he asked, testing her, for he had not been able to give up hope that she would one day accept his love.

On the other hand, if she pushed him to marry her sister, he would know for certain that Madeline was firmly resolved never to accept it. Ever. “Do you think I owe it to Diana?”

Madeline responded in a calm, indifferent tone that made him doubt she could ever care for him the way he cared for her.

“I think you owe it to yourself to do the right thing.” She could not have been more cryptic.

“The right thing?” He heard the anger rising in his voice, but could do nothing to stop it. “What is the right thing, exactly? Marry Diana out of pity? Out of duty or guilt? I’ve already done that once in my life, and I promise you, it does not bode well for future happiness for either party involved. Besides, Diana already married a man who didn’t love her. I doubt she would be happy with a repeat of that particular past.”

“But perhaps you might grow to love her again. It was not that long ago that you wanted to—”

Adam dropped to one knee at her feet, to stop her from saying anything more. “This is difficult enough as it is, Madeline. What happened to Diana is killing me inside. I feel responsible, and yes, there is a part of me that thinks I should marry her, to try and make up for what happened. But I can’t let pity rule my head and my heart, for I would not be doing Diana any favors. I can’t change the fact that she was injured, no more than I can pretend to love her. She would know the truth, and it would chip away at her heart every day for the rest of her life until she knew nothing but misery. Diana may remain here as long as she wishes, and I will do everything in my power to give her all that she needs to get well—the best medical attention, the best food, the best entertainment to keep her spirits up. But I cannot marry her, Madeline. I will not make the same mistake twice in my life. It would be a disservice to both of us.”

He would have liked to add that he could not marry Diana—or anyone for that matter—because there was only one person in the world for him, and that person was Madeline. If circumstances were different, he would take her into his arms right now and never let her go.

Without revealing the slightest weakness or change of heart, Madeline simply nodded. “I understand. We’ll try to avoid the subject when we are with Diana, at least until she is stronger. We’ll continue as we were when Lord Blackthorne was here, and pretend everything is fine. I can do that. Can you?”

“It is more than clear to me that you can do it, Madeline. You seem completely in control of your emotions.”

Why did that bother him so bloody much? Would he have preferred her to melt into a puddle of tears and tell him she loved him, too, and cry over what could never be? Or to leap into his arms and beg him to hold her, just for one single, glorious moment? Or kiss her, just once again, as he had the night before?

That was what he wanted to plead for, why he was on his knee in front of her now, wanting to pull her closer and make promises he knew she would never let him keep….

“I am in control of them,” she said, her tone disturbingly controlled. Madeline stood. “I’ve learned to keep my feelings to myself, and deal with them in my own way.”

She made a move to return to Diana’s room, but Adam stood and stopped her. He took hold of her arm and pulled her to face him. “Perhaps what you really need to learn is how to accept that you are worthy of love. Perhaps you need to learn how to open up to people.”

Her brow furrowed with incredulity, as if she could barely believe such a suggestion. “Why would I do that? It would be like opening a wound, when it’s much less painful to close it up and keep it that way.”

“Feelings are not wounds, Madeline.”

“They are to me, because love has only ever been painful. My feelings make me vulnerable, Adam, and lately, especially lately, I prefer to be impenetrable.”

She pulled away from him and he let her go. The door slammed closed behind her.

Later that morning, Jacob arrived to check on the family and inspect the marsh with Adam, who was still reeling with bewilderment over his conversation with Madeline. He was treading in strange territory, for Madeline was the complete opposite of Jane, who had wept and wailed over the smallest disappointment, or smashed things when she became frustrated or angry. He had always known where he stood with Jane, especially when he stood in the hall, locked out of their bedroom for the night.

Madeline’s composure and unwillingness to express any of her feelings, on the other hand, was beyond reserved or constrained—it almost seemed as if she was denying the fact that she had a heart.

Yet, over the past few weeks, he’d come to believe he’d found his true mate. He had been certain that what lived beneath Madeline’s polite exterior was perfection. They had everything in common. She always seemed so calm and levelheaded, which was one of the things he loved most about her.

How could his feelings have been real, if she had no heart and no affection for him in return? How could he feel so connected to her?

Perhaps it wasn’t real, he thought soberly. Perhaps he had been dreaming again, wanting what he wanted—the perfect woman—instead of what was real.

He and Jacob rode their horses to the top of the ridge to overlook the marsh below, and what they saw pulled Adam’s attention back to where it presently belonged: on his land and his livelihood.

That, at least, was something he could be sure was all too real.

Speechless, Adam and Jacob stared at the inconceivable scene while they each contemplated the enormous losses.

By the hour of the day, Adam knew that the tide had already receded but was now on its way back in. The damage to the dykes must have been substantial, he thought, for most of the great marsh was still flooded with seawater. The lush green grasses, the clover, the goldenrod—all that once fluttered and swayed in the wind—it was gone, completely submerged, transformed into a muddy brown swamp that produced a sickening stench and a dismal fog. Carcasses of dead cattle dotted the area, and fence planks lay scattered about, floating and bobbing in dirty, shallow pools. A number of hay barns lay in disordered piles of lumber. Others had simply vanished from where they had once been.

My whole world is in ruins.

“It’s a good thing we drove that herd to Halifax when we did,” Jacob said with quiet resignation, “or we would have lost everything.”

Adam clicked his tongue to urge his horse further along the top of the ridge. “It’s going to be a long winter.”

“What will we do for feed, Father?”

“We’ll get what we can from the uplands, and purchase the rest. It’ll be enough to get us through, though we won’t see any profit. We’ll all have to be frugal. No more pretty scarves for Mary, Jacob, or toys for the baby.”

Jacob followed quietly behind. “What about next year? Will this drain off by then? Will we be able to start fresh?”

Adam wished he had better news for his son, but alas, he did not. Jacob, however, was a strong and bright young man, and Adam knew he would find a way to provide for his wife and child. They would all work together as a family.

“Even if we manage to repair the damage to the dykes,” Adam said, “it will take a few years for the rain to rinse out the salt.”

“A few years? What will we do in the meantime?”

“We’ll farm the uplands. We’ve always had enough to meet our needs. We’ll just have to forgo the luxuries.”

They rode down the ridge road to the edge of the marsh, where the muddy floodwater was lapping up against the hill.

“I’m going to call a meeting of the dyke holders,” Adam said, “and we’ll vote on what should be rebuilt. I suggest you prepare yourself for a great deal of dirty work in the next few months, Jacob. We’ll have to locate the breaks, repair them, then we’ll be up to our elbows in marsh mud—digging ditches and trenches to drain it. And if we have to, we’ll build new dykes, high enough and strong enough to hold back the sea, for we will not surrender to it, Jacob, even if it is determined to defeat us.”


Jacob smiled at Adam with admiration. “Your confidence is contagious, Father.”

Adam only wished he could be that confident about his future where Madeline was concerned.








Chapter Nineteen



The storm, they later learned, had caused the Fundy tides to rise to a level five feet higher than ever before, an unusual and extraordinary occurrence that no one had been able to predict. It took six days for the tides to return to normal levels, during which time Adam, Jacob and George, along with other local farmers, surveyed the dykes and searched for breaks and fractures.

To their surprise and relief, they found the damage minimal. Most of the dykes had held strong against the battering of the currents. It had been the extraordinary height of the tides that had caused a natural overflowing.

They also recovered a number of stray cows and goats, as well as Charlie’s horse, Dante, who had managed to escape the flood farther down along the ridge.

During those days of investigation and decision making, Madeline learned that the dance at the Aikens’ barn had been canceled, and to her own chagrin, she was relieved. She had not been looking forward to spending an evening with John Metcalf, trying to pretend that she was interested in him. That would have been too difficult, especially now after all that had happened.

So Madeline spent her days and nights nursing Diana’s broken leg and keeping her company in her bedchamber.

Madeline also had hot soup dumped in her lap, had her hand slapped for checking for fevers, and had been hollered at for keeping the window open when Diana was too cold, or for keeping it closed when Diana was too hot.

Today Madeline found herself in the unfortunate position of having to give Diana a sponge bath. Cautiously, apprehensively, she approached the bed.

“Get that cold cloth out of my sight!” Diana shouted. “It must be your callused hands. You can’t tell if the water is steaming hot or ice cold! I want another bucket of hot water brought up here! Hilary!”

Hilary came scurrying into the room.

“I’ll get it,” Madeline replied quickly, trying to quiet Diana. “You don’t need to yell.” She dropped the offending cloth into the basin on the washstand and left Hilary to baby-sit her ladyship.

Taking a few deep breaths to summon her necessary quota of daily patience, which was becoming more and more difficult to fill, Madeline ventured downstairs. She entered the kitchen and fetched a bucket, then went outside to fill it with water.

As she drew the bucket up out of the well, she thought about her relationship with her sister. It had been years since she and Diana had lived in the same house. Madeline had forgotten how demanding and vocal her sister could be about every little discomfort. It was one area where they differed greatly, for Madeline preferred to deal with her own discomforts quietly, by herself. Madeline wondered suddenly how it was possible they could have come from the same mother.

Madeline carried the heavy, sloshing bucket into the kitchen and poured it into the pot over the fire. She wiped a sleeve across her forehead and sank into a chair at the worktable.

Madeline then recalled the string of housekeepers they’d had when she was young. None had stayed more than a few months, until kind Mrs. Stapleton arrived and remained with them for ten years. Madeline had thought the woman simply had no other aspirations, for the others had always explained their reasons for leaving: a more profitable opportunity, a change of heart or a desire to take up a different profession.

Perhaps—as Madeline considered it now with a trifle more perspective—the only reason Mrs. Stapleton had been different from the others and had stayed with them was because Diana had left shortly after she was hired. Diana had gone away to live with their aunt in London and learn how to be a proper lady.

The house had become astonishingly quiet after that.

The sight of steam from the pot pulled Madeline from her thoughts, and she rose from her chair. As she carefully filled her bucket, she thought of Diana’s many complaints that morning, and compared them to the number of complaints Diana had voiced the few times Adam had visited with her to read to her or play cards.

Whenever Adam walked into the room, Diana became perfectly demure and brave in the face of her pain. To be honest, it made Madeline angry enough to spit. Out of sheer agony, she would leave and hand her duties over to Hilary, for Madeline couldn’t bear to watch Diana fluttering her lashes at Adam, using all her accomplished skills to bewitch him.

“Making soup?” said someone behind her.

No, not someone. She could not pretend to think it was anyone other than Adam.

Madeline straightened and faced him. His clothes were filthy with ground-in mud, his boots caked with it. He moved to the wash bucket to rinse his big, dirty hands.

Madeline set the heavy bucket on the floor. “I’m taking hot water upstairs for Diana.”

His ebony hair, pulled back in a loose queue and tied with a leather string, gleamed in the late-morning light. Madeline watched him from behind as he rolled up his sleeves and washed his hands and forearms, then reached for a cloth to dry them.

He’d never looked stronger to her, more virile. She imagined him down on the marsh, thrusting a dyking spade into the tough earth with his big boot, using all his strength to haul sod.

His intense eyes cut through the distance between them. He dropped the towel onto the worktable and strode toward her.

She took an instinctive step back and realized uncomfortably that she had barely looked him in the eye since the morning after the accident, when she’d pulled away from him. They had hardly spoken a word to each other since. All they’d done was brush by each other on the way in and out of Diana’s room, or avoid speaking to each other at the dinner table. Madeline had slammed the door in his face six days ago and driven a sharp wedge into their friendship.

Friendship? What kind of aberrant friendship was it? she wondered suddenly as he stopped before her, staring down at her in silence. Her heart was bouncing off her ribs!

Adam was so close she could smell his musky scent. She bent to pick up her bucket.

Adam touched her shoulder to stop her. “Don’t go.”

Her heart jolted at the feel of his strong hand upon her. She could feel the heat of it through her clothes, and it distressed her in every possible way. “I have to. Diana is waiting.”

“She can wait a little longer. You’ve been caring for her continually around the clock. Stay and have some tea.”

Reluctantly Madeline surrendered. She moved to the hearth and poured the hot water back into the pot on the fire to keep it warm, while Adam spooned tea leaves into the teapot.

The silence between them was excruciating.

Madeline sat down, fumbling and grasping for some casual conversation. Anything would do.

“Where is Penelope today?”

“She’s at Jacob’s place, helping Mary with the baby. I believe that child is ready to be a mother, and she’s only eight.”

“She’s a wonderful girl, Adam. You should be proud.”

He gave her an appreciative look. Not that it mattered what kind of look it was. It was a look, an acknowledgment after days and days of disregard that she certainly deserved for being so cold and unfeeling toward him. Madeline felt her insides warm a little.

“Were you able to save any of your hay crop?” Madeline asked.

“None. But the profits from the herd we just drove to Halifax will keep the animals from starving over the winter.”

“What about you and the children?”

He poured water into the teapot. “The crops in the high fields survived, so we’ll have plenty to eat. We just won’t be making any luxury purchases.”

“Thank goodness. What about the marsh? Will you be able to rebuild it?”

“With hard work, yes. All the farmers have been doing their share, and we’ve already begun the repairs. The floodwaters are draining off. Now, it’s just a matter of maintenance over time.”

They talked more about the marsh and the flood and what the future held, and were so deep in conversation, they didn’t hear Hilary descending the stairs. She walked into the kitchen and found Madeline and Adam sitting across from each other at the table.

Hilary hesitated awkwardly in the doorway. “Begging your pardon, Miss Oxley. I don’t mean to interrupt, but Lady Thurston is waiting for her bathwater.”

Madeline cleared her throat and stood. “Of course, it’s ready now. I just have to—”

Adam interrupted. “Hilary, please tell Lady Thurston that Madeline requires a cup of tea, and that she will be up with the water after she’s had a moment to rest.”

Hilary gazed with bewilderment at the two of them. She looked uncomfortable with delivering the message.

Adam stood. “I’ll tell her myself if you like.”

Madeline gazed at him in horror. “No, that’s not necessary. Hilary, tell Lady Thurston I will be right there.”

She glanced back at Adam and saw his disappointment by the rise and fall of his chest. Hilary left the kitchen, and Madeline glared hotly at Adam. “Just what did you intend to tell her?”

He sank back into his chair. “Nothing, Madeline. I was only going to tell her you were having tea. She wouldn’t have complained about it to me.”

Madeline sighed with relief. She sat down.

“Are you worried I’m going to tell her the truth before you think she’s ready?” Adam asked. “I have to admit, I’m tempted.”

“Please, don’t. Wait a little longer, until she’s on her feet.”

“Fine. I will wait until then.” His gaze lifted slowly to meet hers. “But what about after that? If you return to Yorkshire with her, will you stay there?”


What was he getting at?

“Adam, I thought we weren’t going to talk about this again.”

“Why not? Have you no longings, Madeline? No desires? We’ve been ignoring each other for days now, and I’ve been forced to follow your lead, closing myself off to what I really feel and putting on a damn show for the rest of the world. What is it? Are you truly dead inside, or can I be optimistic and flatter myself by thinking that maybe someday, you might care for me just a little?”

An unwelcome tension wrapped tightly around Madeline. “There is no point in hoping. It only sets us up for disappointment.”

“Is that a fact? Well, I can’t help hoping. Nor can I stop wanting you.”

She couldn’t believe he was being so open after six days of complete silence.

He held the tea strainer over her cup and poured, then shoved her cup across the table toward her.

Madeline kept her eyes on her tea. Her heart was racing inside her chest like a runaway stallion. No one before Adam had ever spoken so candidly to her before, with such intense, pent-up anger. Nor had anyone ever told her that they actually wanted her.

Certainly not when Diana was within their grasp.

“Diana might be an invalid,” she said, groping for words. “She might never walk again.”

“She will not be an invalid. Those are excuses. I took you for more of an optimist than that.”

Still Madeline would not look up. “I just want to be prepared for the worst.”


He sat down. “Fine. I accept that. But if that’s the worst, and you go back to Yorkshire with her and see that she is settled in your family home, you would not have to stay there forever. She’ll have your father, and she has enough money to hire a nurse.”

He shook his head. “It’s ridiculous to hypothesize such a thing—she will walk again. I’ve seen her leg—it’s still there. She’ll have a limp at the very worst. She’s still beautiful—she can move about in society and have a gripping story to entertain her acquaintances. It’s my guess she’ll have every unmarried gentleman within a hundred miles standing in line for hours, begging to hear her tell it in her own charming, melodramatic words.”

For the next few minutes, they sat in stiff silence while Madeline drank her tea. When she finished, she stood up to leave, for she didn’t know what else to say to Adam. She couldn’t change the way things were. Diana still loved him and wanted him, and Madeline—no matter how angry she was at her sister for how she had been treating her—could not kick her when she was down.

Adam stood also. “Wait, you didn’t answer my question.”

“What question?” Whatever it was, she feared it.

“If Diana recovers and finds happiness—” his tone softened a bit “—will you consider returning to Cumberland?”

The very idea that he was asking her filled Madeline with such yearning her whole being came alive. All her life, she had smothered her emotions, kept them quietly still within, but at this moment, they were thrashing about inside her, leaping to life, fighting to get out! She slowly turned to face him.

Adam watched her briefly, then moved around the table that stood between them. He took her chin in his hand and lifted it, forcing her to look at him. “The other day, when you walked away from me, I was angry at you for shutting me out. I’m still angry at you for ignoring me every day since, but God help me, I burn for you and I can’t stop it.”

“I had no choice,” she explained. “I’m sorry, Adam, but I can’t betray Diana, not when she is still so in love with you.”

“Yet you will not let me tell her the truth to end it.”

She gazed up at him imploringly, wishing he would release her, but release her from what? She was not his prisoner. He was not holding her captive. Adam merely held her chin in his hand. She could leave if she wanted to.

Oh, but no…

She was locked in his gaze.

Suddenly he pulled her into his arms and pressed his mouth to hers. The feel of his moist, searing lips threw whiskey on the fire that had been simmering within her for weeks now. It burst into a roaring, raging blaze deep within. Her skin sizzled, and though she knew it was wrong, she couldn’t stop herself from reaching her arms around Adam’s neck and clutching him, finally allowing tears to spill over her cheeks.

He held her whole face in his hands and devoured her mouth. Madeline had fantasized what it would be like to kiss Adam passionately like this, but never could she have guessed it would be anything quite so astounding—white-hot and liquid, a luscious, pounding pleasure. It was unknown territory. Any physical sensation she had ever known before paled in comparison to this staggering, overwhelming attack.

She heard herself whimper, felt Adam’s fingers caressing the wisps of hair surrounding her face. His mouth was warm and wet and insistent. Soon she was swaying with a debilitating desire that pulled her closer to him until she was pressing her body against his, wanting to melt into him until they were one single thing. Indivisible. Seamless.

The power of her emotions obliterated everything else. It was all so new to her.

The sound of a door opening and closing upstairs yanked Madeline back into the physical world. Heart pounding, she pulled away from Adam and listened for Hilary returning.

The house was quiet, though Madeline’s blood was rushing noisily in her ears like a raging waterfall.

She gazed at Adam. His chest was heaving; he looked shaken. Agitated.

“We took this too far,” she said.

He closed his eyes, then slowly opened them. “Will you always put Diana’s feelings first, when she has never considered yours? You’re not her maid. You’re an independent woman. Don’t disguise what you’re doing as sisterly loyalty, Madeline. You’re really just afraid of caring for me because you don’t want to be hurt or rejected. You’re trying to make me think that you feel nothing for me, to drive me away, so you can leave easily without any regrets. But you can’t fool me. There is passion in you. I saw it just now, I felt it.”

“Please, Adam, there is so much for me to work out.” She heard Hilary’s footsteps upstairs, returning to Diana’s room. “You don’t understand.”

Madeline gazed up at the ceiling and thought of her sister and wished she could explain it to Adam. Yes, she and Diana had grown apart, but there was so much more to it than that.

“I know that Diana seems cruel sometimes, but she is still my sister. When I was very young, she used to read to me. And when you came calling, she would tell me all the romantic things you said to her. She would comb my hair and tell me that one day, I would marry my own prince charming. I cannot forget that, Adam. She was all I had. I cling to those memories. I’m sorry.”

Not knowing what else to say, she turned away from him.

“Madeline,” he called after her. She stopped in the doorway but would not face him. “You’re wrong to cling to something that no longer exists. You’re not a child anymore.”

His words burrowed deep into her consciousness. Benumbed by their sharp effect, all she could do was turn and hurry up the stairs.

 

Adam stood in the kitchen doorway and watched Madeline wash the supper dishes with Penelope. He remembered all the things he and Madeline had said to each other earlier that day, and wished he had been able to say the one thing that would convince her to let go of the past. Maybe it was selfish of him, but what could he do? He wanted Madeline more than he’d ever wanted anyone, even Diana all those years ago. This was different. The need for Madeline was deeper. Truer. She was meant to be with him and he knew it as surely as he knew his own hand.

I tasted the passion in your kiss, Adam thought with solid, angry certainty as his whole body grew hard with tension. You can’t pretend you are in control of your heart. At least not to me.

Suddenly he felt a great need to ascertain Diana’s wellness, for so much depended upon her recovery. He quietly climbed the stairs and knocked on her door.

“Come in!” Diana replied in a singsong voice.

Adam entered. Hilary was seated at Diana’s bedside, but as soon as the maid saw him, she lowered the book she had been reading aloud.

“Hilary, will you get us some tea please?” Diana asked in a polite voice.

“Yes, my lady.” The young woman set the book on the tall chest of drawers and left the room.

Adam moved to pick it up. “Clarissa, The History of a Young Lady. Samuel Richardson.”

He experienced the draining effects of melancholy, reading the title, remembering the night he and Madeline had discussed books in his study. She had wanted to read this, but she had never gotten the chance. She had been too busy caring for his children and making his house a home.

Diana shifted on the bed, sitting up straighter and fussing with her hair. “I sent Hilary downstairs for a book from your study. I hope you don’t mind. I told her to get the fattest one she could find.”

He set the book down again. “She chose well, then.”

“If I had known, however, that Clarissa would be confined to her room for the first five hundred pages, I might have instructed Hilary to choose something else, something more descriptive of the outdoors.” She smiled sweetly at him.

Adam moved toward the bed and sat in the rocking chair beside it. “How are you feeling today?”

“Much better, thank you. You are very kind to ask. My headaches have all but disappeared, and my leg—as long as I don’t move it too much—is almost free of pain.”

“Well, that is indeed good news. Do you think you would like to come downstairs tomorrow? Jacob and I could help you. It might do you good to sit in the parlor and—”

“Heavens, no. I’m not ready for that. My condition is still much too delicate.”

He paused, feeling the effects of his hopes being cropped. “Well, I suppose that is to be expected. It’s only been a week. But look how far you’ve come. This time next week, I’m sure you’ll be ready to try and take a few steps.”

“A few steps? Adam, you are much too confident. I can’t imagine getting out of this bed for weeks yet! If I ever manage it at all! Quite frankly, I am afraid of it. I don’t want you to see me fall or limp.” She gazed morosely at the window. “What will become of me, Adam? I am no longer the beauty I once was.”


They sat in uncomfortable silence for a few minutes. Adam wished Hilary would return with the tea.

“How are you, Adam?” she asked.

He knew with regret that she had expected him to hold her just then, or reassure her, tell her she was still as beautiful as ever. But he had not. He wondered what she was making of that.

“How is your work coming on the marshlands?” It was the first time she had ever asked him anything about “work.” He was surprised she even managed to let the word pass her lips.

Thankful for a safe topic, Adam began to describe the situation. He explained the breaks in the dykes, the repairs necessary, and how it would be a few years before the land would be productive again.

“A few years? But that’s your livelihood.”

“Yes, it is, I’m afraid, but all is not lost. The uplands were untouched, and we will have more than enough food to see us through the winter. We’ll simply have to forgo spending anything on luxuries.”

He remembered telling Madeline the same thing that afternoon. Her reply had been a sigh of relief. She had said, “Thank goodness.”

Diana was staring at him now, a look of bewilderment on her face. “You’ll have no spending money at all? Nothing?”

“Nothing,” he answered flatly.

She shifted uneasily on the bed again. “Well…I suppose there is my inheritance. That could tide us over, provide a cushion to meet our needs.”


“We’ll be able to meet our needs. As I said, the crops are quite substantial and—”

“People have other needs besides a full belly, Adam.” Her tone was condescending. “We must be able to entertain, or to purchase the occasional trinket.”

He cleared his throat. “Lavish entertaining is not exactly a common pastime here in Cumberland, Diana. The people here are farmers. This is not high society. Perhaps Viscount Blackthorne’s visit gave you the wrong impression of how we live.”

She laughed. “Oh, Adam, I don’t expect to live like a queen. Besides, I’m sure the viscount will return. He seemed to enjoy himself very much.”

Hilary entered with the tea.

“Will you read to me, Adam?” Diana asked, wincing with pain as she sat up to receive the tea Hilary was pouring. “I do so love the cadence of your deep voice. Perhaps it will help me relax, and I can get a good night’s sleep. I’ve had such trouble sleeping the past few days.”

“Certainly.” He rose to retrieve the book, and realized with some discomfort that he could no more break her heart now than he could push her out of bed while she slept. It was that damned, irritating compassion again.

Yet tomorrow, he knew that Diana would again be treating Madeline like dirt under her fingernails. For a moment, he considered telling Diana the truth—the cold, hard truth, with nothing to spare—then he forced himself to just read.








Chapter Twenty



After nine sleepless nights and ten days full of abuse and unappreciated drudgery, Madeline’s patience was reaching the end of its tether, and her compassion was almost completely dried up.

She stood over Diana’s bed now—having just been called a lazy frump because she had insisted the wash water was not as cold as ice—all the while fighting hard against the urge to pour the whole bloody wash basin over her sister’s infuriatingly pretty head!

“Diana, I have a dozen things to do before dinner, and I don’t have time to boil another pot of water for you now. Perhaps Hilary could do it.”

“Hilary is reading to me,” Diana replied haughtily.

“Perhaps Hilary could set the book aside for a few minutes.” And perhaps I should ship you off to a hospital somewhere and let a bunch of cranky nurses take care of you!

Diana glared frostily at Madeline. “Have you no pity? Do you have any idea what I would give to be able to boil that water for myself? To walk down those stairs and see the sun shining in the parlor windows? All I want is to feel clean and comfortable, for that is all I have, confined to this bed. But you…you have never thought of anyone but yourself. You were always so selfish, even as a child. You always wanted my hair ribbons and you took them, too, when I was away. I would come home from Auntie’s to find you wearing them!”

Madeline swallowed over the fury that was rising like a tidal wave in her throat. “I used your ribbons because Father wouldn’t buy me any of my own.”

Diana gave her a disbelieving frown. “That gave you no right to take what was mine.”

That’s not all I want to take, Madeline thought, squeezing the washcloth in her hand.

She decided she needed to leave the room and be by herself for a little while, for her patience was dangerously close to breaking.

“I’m sorry, Diana, I really do have to tend to dinner. Hilary is going to have to look after your bath. I’ll be up later with a tray.”

Diana simply huffed and waved a commanding hand to Hilary, who picked up the washcloth and proceeded to continue where Madeline had left off.

Madeline seized the opportunity to dash out of the room before Diana asked for anything else. She went down to the kitchen and met Adam just coming in the back door, wiping his boots on the mat.

He froze there and stared at her. “You look exhausted, Madeline. When have you slept?”

She wiped her hands over her apron and tried to shrug casually. “I’ve been sleeping when Diana sleeps.”


“From the sounds of it, she has you hopping all night long.” His tone was contemptuous and stern.

“She’s still very uncomfortable,” Madeline explained. “She wakes during the night.”

“And she wakes you, too. I hear you running up and down the stairs for things, and I hear her shouting, scolding you.” He moved all the way into the kitchen, removed his coat and hung it on the back of a chair. “This is getting out of hand. She treats you like a slave, Madeline. You don’t deserve to be spoken to in that manner. No one does.” He ran a hand over the top of his hair and paused before adding, “Do you think she remembers?”

Madeline’s heart lurched. “Remembers that you broke off the engagement?”

“Maybe she’s lashing out at you.”

Madeline considered it. “No, this is not Diana ‘lashing out.’ She would never be able to keep something like that to herself. She would come right out and say it, maybe throw a vase or two at my head.”

He gave her a subtle smile, but it held some annoyance. “So this is just Diana’s normal, everyday treatment of you?”

He raised an eyebrow. He seemed to be questioning her, pushing her to think about this.

Madeline didn’t like to admit that it was normal for Diana to be cruel, not just because it seemed traitorous to her sister but because it forced Madeline to face the fact that she allowed herself to be treated that way, and always had.

I allow it. Why?

“Not entirely,” she said in her own defense, skirting the issue that was now niggling at her brain. “The pain has made her personality a bit more…intense than normal.”

“And no doubt, the doctor’s pain medication has exacerbated it. You know what they say—In vino veritas.”

“There is truth in wine,” Madeline repeated.

Adam’s dark eyes softened. “The only reason I haven’t said anything to her, Madeline, is because I know you would not wish me to. But I have been grinding my teeth so much lately, I fear I may be wearing them down to their roots.”

Madeline stared at him in disbelief. She wasn’t sure if she was flattered by his concern and pleased that, through the walls, he had heard the not-so-charming side of Diana’s personality. Or if she was angry at him for making her question her own backbone.

He was right, though. This was getting out of hand.

Why had she always cowered to Diana?

“What would you have me do, then?” she asked, still not ready to admit that her obliging nature with Diana was anything more than an abnormally large sense of duty. “She’s been through hell, Adam. It’s natural that she should be bitter about—”

“She has a broken leg, Madeline. It will heal.”

“But she’ll have to walk with a cane, and she’ll have a scar on her forehead.”

“A cane and a scar? That won’t be the end of the world.”

“It will be to her. Her appearance matters to her.”

He considered her point. “And I thought I was compassionate to a fault. It seems I’ve met my match.” He moved toward her, close enough that she could smell his musky scent.

How long had it been since she’d been outside these walls with him? she wondered. How long had it been since she’d spent any time alone with him, talking easily, as they used to do? She promptly felt hungry and deprived of…of what? Of companionship? Of love?

Love.

“I don’t believe that compassion is ever a shortcoming, Adam.”

“It is when it lays you out like a doormat.”

“I’m not anyone’s doormat.”

“You are. Your guilt has made you into one, when you have done nothing wrong.”

“It’s not guilt that makes me care for her, it’s—” She stopped.

“It’s what, Madeline?” He took a step forward. His eyes searched hers.

Madeline felt the air sail out of her lungs, taking with it her resolve to be strong and keep her emotions in a tight harness. She felt the rigid muscles in her neck and shoulders go slack.

“Diana needs me now. Maybe, if I’m there for her and help her, maybe she’ll…maybe she’ll…”

Adam’s gaze narrowed. “Maybe she’ll love you?”

Madeline felt tears of realization filling her eyes. “Neither she nor Father ever said a kind word to me, or made me feel important to them. I suppose…” She paused for a breath. “I suppose I just want to matter to someone. Is that so wrong?”

He held both her hands. “You matter to me, Madeline. Why won’t you let me love you? Why can’t you let go of what Diana will never be?”

“She’s my sister. My flesh and blood.” Madeline could feel herself melting into him. “I have to try and save us—as a family.”

Adam’s gaze narrowed in on her. “This is about your mother, isn’t it?”

She shook her head. “No, I—”

“Yes, that’s it. You think it’s your fault that Diana and your father were so miserable all your life. It’s not your fault that she died, Madeline. God has His reasons for taking those we love from us, and we must accept that. If Diana and your father deprived you of love because of it, they hurt themselves as much as they hurt you, for look at your family now. You are spread out and distant from each other in your hearts.”

“But I don’t want to be distant. I want us to love each other. I look at your family, Adam, and I long for what you have been able to create and nurture and sustain.”

He clenched his jaw in frustration. “Talk to her, then. I know you’ve been afraid of opening your heart, but you must, if you are ever going to fix what is broken in your life. Tell Diana how much she means to you, for love is as much about what you say and do and what you show, as it is about what you feel inside. Perhaps Diana needs to learn that as well.”

Madeline felt a spark of recollection flicker inside her. “Mary said those words to me once—about how important it is to show your love.”


“I’ve said those words to Jacob many times.”

So the lesson she had learned from Mary and Jacob had really come from Adam, for it was he who had passed that knowledge on to them.

She stood in the warmth of the kitchen, gazing up at the man who had come riding into her childhood on a big black horse looking like her very own prince charming, coming to rescue her from her locked prison in the tower. She hadn’t known how long it would take, or how he would do it. Scale the walls perhaps? Fight off a dragon? Who would have thought that he would simply hand her a key made of hope, to open her heart?

Her voice quivered with a flood of emotions. “Adam, I have pushed you away, tried to drive you away, yet you continue to be a friend to me.”

He smiled down at her, but she knew he was not entirely pleased about this. He was sending her to reconcile with her sister, knowing that a reconciliation might bring them closer together but leave him standing outside in the cold.

 

With nervous apprehension, Madeline returned to Diana’s room to find her quietly reclining on the pillows while Hilary read aloud to her. Madeline moved fully into the room. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I would like to talk to you, Diana. In private.”

Diana nodded at Hilary, who closed the book and left the room.

Madeline sat on the bed. Diana held her head high, her chin slightly elevated, and Madeline knew that look all too well. She was still angry at Madeline for having walked out on her earlier, disobeying her orders and leaving Hilary to finish the sponge bath Madeline had started.

This was going to be exceedingly difficult.

She reached for Diana’s hand. “I…I want to talk to you about us.”

“About us? What us? Are you going to propose marriage to me, Madeline?”

Madeline tried to smile and make light of the joke that was meant to distance her. “Us, as sisters. I…I want to apologize for some things.”

Diana’s expression relaxed visibly, and Madeline was glad she had been able to wrestle with her pride long enough to break the ice. Perhaps, this way, Diana would open her ears and actually listen.

“Do you remember when I was six years old, you taught me how to walk with a book on my head?”

“Yes, what does that have to do with anything?”

Madeline tried again. “Do you remember putting me to bed at night? Climbing under the covers with me, lying beside me and reading, then stroking my forehead before saying good-night?”

“Goodness, Madeline, I don’t remember.”

“Well, I do. I also remember that when you packed up to leave for Auntie’s house to live in London, I did not say goodbye. While you waited in the front hall for the carriage to arrive, I complained to Father and accused him of loving you more than me, and I said you were spoiled. Tell me you remember that.”

Diana pursed her lips indignantly. “How could I forget? You ran off down the lane and then my carriage came. You, as always, were the one who was spoiled that day, Madeline, not me. Don’t think for a minute I was hurt.”

Madeline sighed deeply. “I said I was here to apologize. I’m sorry for that. I…I was angry that you were leaving, and I knew I was going to miss you. I had no mother to hold me and console me after you were gone, and I was afraid.” Lord, this was difficult.

Diana was not moved. “I had no mother, either. Do you think it was easy for me? You never even knew her. I had to watch them put the mother that I loved into the ground.”

Swallowing uneasily, Madeline continued. “I’m sorry for that, too. It was hard for all of us.”

For a long time they sat in silence. Madeline felt her courage faltering and feared that she would not be brave enough to say what she had come here to say. She squeezed her hands together on her lap, then looked at Diana and saw the pain in her own eyes, the memories of a distressing time in her life.

“I didn’t want to say goodbye to you that day, Diana, because I loved you. More than anyone in the world.”

There was a long silence. Diana’s brows drew together in a frown. “Why are you telling me this now?”

Madeline’s stomach began to churn. “Because I want you to know it, and because I want…I want us to be close again.”

The color rose in Diana’s cheeks. “You think I’m going to be an invalid, don’t you? You feel sorry for me, that’s why you’re saying all this.”

“No, Diana—”


“How can you expect us to be close when you will not do the smallest favor for me, like warming the water when I ask? We are nothing alike. You walk around like the living dead, keeping your thoughts to yourself, looking at me as if I am silly and frivolous for wanting to keep my hands soft or my dress clean while you bounce about in the barnyard, taking pleasure in feeding the hogs!”

Madeline felt she’d been slapped across the face. But there was more….

“You judge me,” Diana said, “with that look on your face. I never know what you are thinking because you never tell me. At least when you were a child you expressed yourself by disobeying Father and running off somewhere. You were such a difficult child.”

“I believe I did it for attention,” Madeline replied. “At least, that’s what the housekeepers used to say.”

“Well, thank heavens you gave up trying.”

I did give up, Madeline thought sadly. Just as she was going to give up now, for nothing was worth this torment. She rose from the bed.

“I should go downstairs and start dinner,” Madeline said. “I’ll summon Hilary for you.”

There would be no more apologies. No more attempts to reconcile with her sister. She fluffed up Diana’s pillows, quite secure in the knowledge that she had been right to keep her heart closed at least toward her sister. Her father had deceived her and shipped her off without a second thought, and Diana blamed her for their mother’s death, and clearly still despised her. Madeline had been burdened with that guilt for her entire life.

The key Adam had given her hadn’t worked, after he’d made it sound so simple.

Just then, the noise of a coach driving into the yard interrupted her thoughts. Madeline went to the window and pulled the lace curtain aside.

“Who is it?” Diana asked.

“Good heavens, it’s the lieutenant-governor, Lord Blackthorne. He’s returned.” With unsteady fingers, Madeline quickly untied her apron.

Diana shouted at her. “Wait! You can’t leave now. I look terrible!”

“You have a maid, Diana, and I have work to do.”

With that, she hurried downstairs to greet the viscount, thankful to have something to keep her mind occupied. For she was damned if she was going to think about her heart, or ever try to awaken it again.








Chapter Twenty-One



“You don’t say.” Lord Blackthorne lowered his quizzing glass and followed Adam and Madeline into the parlor. “My word, Coates, what an abominable turn of events.”

“Shall I get tea?” Madeline asked.

Adam gestured for the lieutenant-governor to take a seat. “No, Madeline. Please stay. I’m sure Lord Blackthorne would like to hear your story as well as mine.”

“Yes, yes,” the viscount replied, raising his quizzing glass again and shifting his attention toward Madeline. “I understand you were the one to find Lady Thurston. Heavens, you did well, Miss Oxley. It must have been a terrifying night for you.”

For the next half hour, Adam and Madeline described the events of the flood, as well as the current condition of the marsh and what the future held for Cumberland. Lord Blackthorne was both sympathetic and optimistic, and promised to do all he could at Government House, to attend to the matter.


“And what about Lady Thurston?” he asked. “How is she faring?”

Adam and Madeline glanced at each other. After an awkward pause, Adam answered. “Her spirits are rather low, I’m afraid.”

“Ah. That is to be expected. I presume she is still in some pain.”

“Yes, my lord.”

“And what does the doctor have to say? Is he a dependable fellow?”

“Yes, he’s very capable,” Madeline said. “I have complete faith in him. He did his best for Diana the night of the accident, and he saved her leg.”

Lord Blackthorne gestured toward his own wooden leg. “I wish he had been on the battlefield in ’42.”

Madeline smiled in understanding.

The viscount waved a dismissive hand through the air. “But that was so long ago, now. I rarely think of it. Perspective,” he said, raising an authoritative finger. “Lady Thurston must look to the future and see her life as a whole, and know that this is just a small piece of it. These difficult weeks will pass, and she’ll be up and around before she knows it. Soon, everything will seem normal again. It’s just a matter of acceptance and determination, and perhaps a little reassurance from those who care about her.”

Quite unable to mask the despair in her voice, Madeline lowered her gaze to her hands on her lap. “I wish she had your vision, my lord.”

Madeline did care about Diana, she truly did. Even though Madeline was angry at her for all the cruel things she had said in their lifetime together, Madeline still wanted her sister to rise from this setback. She wanted her to find joy in life again, no matter what became of their sisterly relationship.

There was a moment of grief-filled silence, then Lord Blackthorne pushed himself to his feet. He squeezed the polished brass handle of his cane. “May I see her? I might be of some assistance. I have personal experience with this sort of thing after all.”

Madeline rose. “I will go and tell her, my lord. I’m certain she would be grateful for your concern and your generous regard for her welfare. I’ll need just a moment.”

She calmly left the parlor, but Adam followed and took hold of her arm. “What happened with Diana?” he whispered. “Did you talk to her?”

She saw the hope in his eyes again, and couldn’t bear to look at him. She lowered her own gaze. “Yes, I did, Adam. Nothing has changed.”

Adam let go of her arm and dropped his hand to the side. His dark eyes narrowed and hardened. She felt she had failed him. She had failed him.

“Right. That’s it, then,” he said flatly. “I see I was wrong to have thought there was more to you than what you have shown me. Go now. Go and be with your sister.”

He turned on his heel and went to join the lieutenant-governor again in the parlor.

Fighting tears, Madeline picked up her skirts and walked slowly up the stairs to Diana’s bedchamber.

 

Two days later, after Lord Blackthorne had spent the better part of each one talking to Diana, she surprised everyone by asking to take supper downstairs at the dining table.

Hilary spared nothing in preparing her ladyship for dinner. She washed her hair and swept it into a spectacular twist on top of her head, helped her into her best silk gown and draped her in her most exquisite jewels.

Adam carried Diana down, and she sat across from Lord Blackthorne while Madeline and Penelope served the meal. The whole family was present except for Mary and Jacob, who were now living in their own home, and the conversation was light and full of laughter.

“You still remember nothing from the flood?” Lord Blackthorne asked over dessert, leaning forward with fascination. “Even after Madeline described it all to you again today? What a remarkable situation. Does it trouble you greatly, Lady Thurston?”

Diana raised her wineglass. “No, it is truly the least of my troubles. How can one regret what one cannot remember? To put it simply, I really don’t know what I am missing.”

Lord Blackthorne laughed uproariously. “Oh, what a wit you have, Lady Thurston, and after such an ordeal. I am both dazzled and moved by your courage and fortitude.”

Madeline glanced across the table at Adam. He was watching her. Studying her. She felt exposed, as if he knew every thought she was having, even though for the past two days they had not spoken a word to each other.

In many respects, she was an open book to him now, no matter how hard she tried to keep herself closed off to the world. He knew she was aching from a botched attempt to reconcile with her sister. He knew she loved him, but was afraid to give in to it.

She hated that open feeling. It was strange and unfamiliar to her.

Adam slowly blinked and turned his cool gaze away from her. She could see how angry he was in the set of his jaw, the way he squeezed his spoon. He did not even want to look at her now. He had finally accepted that she was not the person he thought she was, and he could not change her.

Her entire being flooded with sadness at that moment, and a profound sense of loss. The loss of hope.

Was it too late to become that person? she wondered suddenly, knowing that he was right about so many things. She was afraid, and she was clinging to something that no longer existed. She had tried to reconcile with Diana, and Diana had rejected her.

Was Madeline going to allow that rejection to destroy her and stop her from finding happiness somewhere else? It was true: Madeline was using duty as an excuse to run from what could be the best thing that ever happened to her.

She gazed with fresh eyes at her sister, and felt she was seeing her for the first time.

Diana giggled and gave the viscount a sweet, humble smile.

Madeline felt her own courage and fortitude rising. Perhaps there was still a chance.

After dinner, Adam carried Diana into the parlor and she entertained everyone with her talents at the pianoforte. Madeline turned the sheet music for her, while Diana sang a ballad and a few old English folk songs, bowing her head appreciatively at the applause after each piece.

Adam then carried her to the sofa, where she sat with Lord Blackthorne, telling him more about her life in England as Lady Thurston, and how she had spent her days there.

From her chair in the corner of the parlor, Madeline noticed Penelope yawn and knew she should take the children upstairs. She collected them, they said good-night, then she escorted them to the stairs. She stopped, however, when she heard Adam address her from the parlor door.

“You’ll return?” he said in a cool, formal tone.

She hesitated a moment, staring into the intense blue eyes that never failed to set her insides afire.

Adam continued to gaze at her, waiting for her answer. Now was the time to act, if she was ever to find her own happiness. Yes. She would act. She would talk to him tonight. Try to fix things.

A knock rapped at the door. Madeline jumped. Adam seemed startled, too. He turned to answer it.

Madeline waited at the bottom of the stairs to see who had come calling at this hour. As Adam opened the door, the bright pink of the final rays of the sunset momentarily blinded her before she could ascertain that the man at the door was John Metcalf.

Adam cleared his throat. “Hello, John.”

John removed his tricorn hat. “Evening, Mr. Coates. I know it’s late, but I wonder if I might have a word with Miss Oxley.”


“This isn’t really the best time, John. As you can see, Lord Blackthorne is here, and—”

“I know you have visitors, sir, and I’m sorry for intruding, but I just couldn’t wait.”

For a long, tense moment, Adam stood in the doorway, barring John from entering, then he finally stepped aside. John nodded gratefully and entered. His gaze fell upon Madeline at the other end of the hall, and she froze there, not sure what she was feeling.

Part of her was annoyed at John for interrupting her moment with Adam, when she was so close to finding her courage. Another part of her was thankful that John had interrupted, for she was not yet as brave as she wanted to be.

Diana and Lord Blackthorne laughed from the parlor, seemingly unaware that anyone had even knocked on the door.

“Miss Oxley, may I have a moment of your time?” John asked.

Madeline looked at Adam questioningly. He gave her a nod that told her she was free to do as she wished.

She whispered to the children to go upstairs and get ready for bed, and that she would be up shortly to say good-night. Then Madeline put one foot in front of the other, slowly moving down the hall to where Adam and John stood side by side, watching her.

“Shall we go sit on the veranda, John? The sunset is quite lovely.”

She noticed Adam’s shoulders rise and fall, and knew that he was worried.


 

John sat on the bench outside on the veranda. “Thank you for seeing me, Madeline. I know it’s not the usual time to call, but I needed to come and say my piece, before it was too late.”

“Too late?” she replied. “What is it, John, that holds such urgency?”

He squeezed his hat in his callused hands, took a deep breath and blurted out, “I’ve come to ask you to marry me.”

Lively music from the pianoforte inside began again, lending a clumsy quality to the already awkward moment.

Madeline cleared her throat. “You surprise me, John. Why do you feel you must be rushed?”

“Because I can see what’s going on with Mr.

Coates.”

Madeline stiffened. “I beg your pardon?”

“Maybe you don’t see it, but he’s fallen in love with you. I saw it in his eyes the night he came to my house, searching for you. I saw it when he looked at you when you came out of Lady Thurston’s room, after the doctor tended to her, and I saw it in his eyes, just now. He didn’t want me to speak to you. I can’t in good conscience let you go on living here, especially when Mr. Coates is engaged to your sister. I’ve had a mind to propose for a while, and I decided I ought to do it now, before something terrible happens.”

“Something terrible…such as?”


“Before he…you’ll pardon me if I don’t say it, miss.”

Madeline sat very still. “I have a will of my own, John. You need not worry about anything like that.” She recalled the day she’d punched a Yorkshire vicar between the eyes.

He leaned back, only somewhat appeased. “My proposal still stands, Miss Oxley. I…I want to marry you.”

John did care for her; she knew it with certainty. It wasn’t exactly the most romantic or heartfelt proposal she’d imagined—considering he made it appear that he was doing her a favor—but he was a decent man. She knew that, too.

But did she love him?

No.

Could she ever love him?

No, she could not. She loved only one man.

She had to admit, however, there was something safe about being with John Metcalf. She noticed that her heart was not racing, and she felt no anxieties. There was nothing confusing about him.

The truth of it was that he was not a danger to her, for there was no intimate connection between them. Nothing fragile. She could marry John and simply live a comfortable life in his house, farming the land, gardening, and fearing nothing, for essentially, she would continue to live alone.

At least, her heart would. She could retreat into her own thoughts most of the time and make casual conversation with John when he was at home, and he would not even know that she was keeping anything from him, for he had never seen the real Madeline. He had never even suspected that there was a real Madeline beneath what she showed to the world.

Adam knew it, and he made her feel so vulnerable.

Yes, John would be safe.

Still, she could not marry him. She would be making the same mistake Adam did not want to make—marrying someone he did not love. He said it would be a disservice to both parties involved. John deserved more.

Besides that, she suspected John didn’t really love her either. At least not passionately. He was proposing to her because she was the only single woman in Cumberland, and he was afraid someone else was going to snatch her up before he had the chance to.

Madeline reached for his hand. “I’m sorry, John, I can’t marry you.”

He blinked a few times. “But why?”

“Because I’m not in love with you, and you deserve to be adored by the woman you marry. I’m not the right one for you.”

“But you’re the only one,” he replied.

Madeline smiled gently. “That’s because I’m the only unmarried woman in Cumberland above the age of twelve.”

He managed a laugh. For a moment, they both sat on the bench without saying anything.

Madeline stood and hugged John. “I’m sorry. I hope we can still be friends.”

“I guess that’ll have to do,” he replied.

She took some comfort in the fact that she had not broken his heart. She could see it in his eyes.


She said good-night to him and turned to go back inside. Stepping into the front hall, she peered into the parlor.

There was Diana, all smiles and laughter, playing her heart out on the pianoforte while Lord Blackthorne turned the pages for her and sang along. What a silly little ditty it was that they played. Madeline had never heard it before.

Contrarily, Adam sat in the chair by the fire with one leg crossed over the other, gazing dolefully into the flames.

Madeline’s knees went weak at the sight of him in the firelight, looking so handsome and elegant. So somber. She longed to throw all her foolish caution to the wind and go to him. Pull him to his feet and tell him nothing mattered more to her than he did, for no one in her life had ever treated her better, or managed to open her eyes to what real love truly was.

It wasn’t about loyalty or duty, she realized. It was about tenderness and affection and kindness. It was about how you treated someone.

Madeline took a deep breath and slowly approached her sister. She didn’t even wait for the song she was playing to come to an end. Madeline tapped Diana on the shoulder.

“I need to talk to you, Diana. It’s very important. Would you gentlemen excuse us, please?”








Chapter Twenty-Two



The men retreated to Adam’s study for brandy, and Diana glared up at Madeline from the piano bench. “That was very rude, Madeline! What did you think you were doing? Lord Blackthorne is an important man.”

Madeline sat down beside her. “Yes, and I like him very much, but this could not wait.”

“What could not wait? La, you’d think the house was on fire.”

“It is, in a way.”

“What in the world are you trying to say? As usual, you’re making no sense at all. Selfish, selfish, selfish.”

Madeline held up her hand. “Diana, stop.”

To Madeline’s surprise, Diana did stop. She gazed at Madeline with surprise, waiting for her to say what she wanted to say.

Madeline tried to speak clearly and confidently. “I know that you’ve been through a difficult time, and you’re still not entirely better yet, but there is something you need to know about the day of your accident. Something happened, and there was a reason you went riding onto the marsh alone. This may come as a shock to you, but you were looking for me to tell me something, and—”

Diana wiggled on the bench to face Madeline. “Wait, wait. Since we’re being honest with each other, I have something to tell you, too. I was afraid to tell you, because we have been growing so close lately…”

Growing so close lately?

“…and I know that you stayed here with Adam all this time to wait for me to finally arrive to marry him.”

Distracted by the interruption, and losing her concentration, Madeline stared blankly at her sister.

Diana continued. “The truth is, I need your help. I don’t know what to do.”

“What kind of help?”

Diana clasped both Madeline’s hands in hers. “Oh, my dearest sister. I am suffering.”

“Why? What’s—”

“Madeline, I can’t marry Adam! And I don’t know how to tell him.”

Madeline slowly swallowed. “I beg your pardon?”

“I can’t marry him!” She glanced over her shoulder and lowered her voice to a whisper. “I thought I wanted to when I arrived, but life here is just not what I thought it would be. Adam is not what I thought he would be. He always…oh, heavens Madeline, he smells like the outdoors.”

“He’s a farmer,” Madeline said dryly.

“I know! That’s exactly it!”


Madeline tried to keep herself from physically shaking her sister.

“All that aside, the real problem now is that I’m afraid I’ve fallen in love with someone else.”

Trying to focus on Diana’s lips moving, Madeline shook her head. “Who? You mean…”

“Yes, the viscount. He adores me, Madeline, but he respects Adam and does not wish to do anything dishonorable.”

“Are you sure? Has he confessed his feelings to you?”

She whispered even more quietly. “Yes. He told me tonight, while you were outside with Mr. Metcalf. Incidentally, what happened out there?”

Madeline’s reply came out light and airy, as if her words were floating languidly on her disbelief. “He proposed to me.”

“Heavens. What did you say?”

“I said no.”

“But why?”

“Because I don’t love him.”

She waved a dismissive hand. “Well, you could do better anyway.” Then she shifted the topic back to herself faster than Madeline could say pox on you.

“As I was saying, Adam left us alone for a few minutes, and Lord Blackthorne told me how he felt. He said I was the most beautiful creature in the world, and that he wished I were free, and that if I were, he would take me to Government House and make me his viscountess. Imagine—a viscountess!”


Madeline felt the color drain from her cheeks. “But you barely know each other.”

Diana sighed dreamily. “Sometimes, you just know.”

Madeline stood up and paced the room. “I don’t know what to say, Diana.”

“You don’t have to say anything. Just help me.”

“You want me to help you? After the way you’ve treated me? After the way you treated Adam fifteen years ago, leading him on only to cast him aside?”

“Please, that is precisely why I need you—to lessen the blow. You must try to convince Adam that I am all wrong for him. Perhaps you can prepare him. I feel beastly about it, Madeline, honestly I do, for I remember how I shattered his heart all those years ago and ruined his life, and here I am, about to do it again. I am such a cruel, cruel person! Why do marriage proposals keep coming at me like this? From all directions so that I am forced to break hearts?”

Clearing her throat, Madeline continued to pace. Her anger at her self-centered sister was rising up in her again, and she was beginning to form words and sentences in her mind—nasty, insulting, biting ways to tell Diana the truth: that Adam didn’t want to marry her in the first place! The only reason he hadn’t broken it off with her before was because Madeline had begged him not to!

She took a breath to say it, but Diana interrupted her again. “Oh, Madeline, you must help Adam get over me. Will you take care of him? Will you stay here and try to mend his broken heart? I know he enjoys your company and you share an interest in gardening. Perhaps you could encourage a union between the two of you? He’s a good man, Madeline, and you deserve to be happy. Do you think…do you think you could ever love him?”

Madeline stared dumbfounded at her sister. The look in her eyes…Madeline had never seen it before. She wasn’t even sure what it was. Pleading? Remorse? Desperation?

“Diana, I—”

Diana reached for her hand and pulled her down to sit beside her again. “Madeline, I am a dreadful sister. I know it. But I’ve been doing a lot of thinking lately—I haven’t been able to do much of anything else—and I do want you to be happy. I want things to be right.”

Right? Could it be that Diana remembered that Adam had broken off their engagement? Or did she just suspect that there were feelings between Madeline and Adam, and this was her way of holding on to her dignity and pride?

Madeline treaded cautiously into her next question. “What makes you think I could love Adam?”

Diana tilted her head and grinned. “Honestly, Madeline, you’re my sister. You’ve always loved him, ever since you were a child following Adam and I around everywhere.”

Feeling an odd mixture of embarrassment for having her secret known, and tenderness for her sister in the wake of what seemed like a backward attempt to make up for her behavior lately, Madeline took in a deep, cleansing breath. She squeezed her sister’s hand. “I am in love with him.”


Diana slowly absorbed her confession. She laid a gentle hand on Madeline’s cheek. “Yet, when you thought I loved him, you kept it to yourself. How you must have suffered. Your loyalty and your sacrifice makes me feel so ashamed.”

Madeline gazed into her sister’s beautiful blue eyes, glistening with sentimental tears, something Madeline had never seen in Diana before. Ashamed?

Diana stroked a lock of hair back off Madeline’s forehead. The gesture was familiar, for Diana had always done that when Madeline was a child, snuggling into bed at night.

“I’m sorry for the way things have turned out between us,” Diana said. “I have been positively wretched to you. When I found out what Father had done, I came on the first ship out of Scarborough because I…I didn’t want you to have what I considered mine. Just as I didn’t want you to wear my ribbons, even though I wasn’t wearing them anymore. And I had unrealistic fantasies about Adam. I wanted to be young and innocent again. I wanted to go back to those days when he came calling and all I knew was that he adored me. But he was never right for me. He talked about farming all the time, and as you know, I didn’t have the slightest interest in anything to do with dirt. But you…my little sister, the gardener.”

Warm, tender emotions rose up in Madeline like a swift tide; her eyes filled with tears. Diana pulled her close and hugged her.

“Adam was never meant to be mine, Madeline. He was meant for you. You’re the one he loves. He told me so.”

Madeline squeezed her eyes shut against the tears. “You remember.”

“Yes. I might as well admit it now. I remembered everything the second day after the accident. And I’m sorry for the way I’ve treated you. I wanted to punish you and push you away so that I could take back what I considered mine. But then you came the other day to apologize to me! I was angry at first because you made me feel like such a cruel monster—which I am!—but then I realized how horribly I had always treated you, and I am desperate to make up for it, Madeline. I want to be a better person. I want to be more like you. Can you ever forgive me? Can we be close, as you wanted us to be?”

Madeline threw her arms around Diana. “Of course we can. It’s all I’ve ever wanted. I was just afraid to open up to you.”

“But you did, and I am so glad. At least one of us had the courage.”

Madeline knew she had Adam to thank for that.

“But are you sure you want to go with Lord Blackthorne?” Madeline asked. “He’s not just an escape for you, is he? A way to give Adam to me, because I won’t let you make that kind of sacrifice. There are other ways—”

“I know the viscount is not the most handsome man in the world, Madeline, but it may surprise you to know that looks are not that important to me. He adores me, truly and passionately, and I am in heaven.”


Madeline smiled knowingly. “And he will make you a viscountess.”

“There is that, yes,” Diana replied with a wickedly satisfied glint in her eye. “And when he completes his term here, we will return to his estate in England, and I will live out my days there, moving about society with him, for he is a very popular man.”

It was the perfect life for Diana, that was certain.

Madeline hugged her sister again. “You have made me very happy.” She sat back and gazed at the fire in the hearth. “But all is not yet perfect. I have been unfeeling and distant toward Adam. I can only hope that he will be able to forgive me for shutting him out, and believe that I am capable of love.”

“I know that you are, Madeline. You have proven it to me beyond a shadow of a doubt. And if you believe it yourself,” Diana said gently, “he will believe it, too.”

 

Madeline paced back and forth along the oval rug in her candlelit room, wearing only her white nightdress, nothing else. Diana had giddily informed her that she would be leaving the following day with Lord Blackthorne, and they would be married in Halifax as soon as possible. She planned to speak to Adam after breakfast to officially end their betrothal, and to apologize for leaving so soon, with so little notice.

Should Madeline simply stand back and wait for the events to unfold? she wondered, as she continued to pace. Diana would drive away tomorrow, and Madeline would be left behind, standing beside Adam in the yard, waving goodbye. Everything, if she was lucky, would simply fall into place after that.

Or should she go to Adam now and be the one to tell him what was transpiring? Diana had wanted Madeline to seize the opportunity to take him for her own.

But how was she to tell him?

Should she begin by informing him that he was free, that Diana did not wish to marry him after all, and see where it went from there?

Or should Madeline begin by telling Adam that she had gone to Diana first to tell her the truth—that she had intended to betray her sister and choose a life with him—whether Diana liked it or not?

Would he even believe that?

A part of her was tempted to go with the first option and act only as messenger. She could deliver Diana’s news and leave the rest to Adam. Perhaps he would be relieved to know that he would not have to go through the ordeal of breaking with Diana again, and he would take Madeline into his arms and propose.

If only it could be that easy. She would not have to risk pouring out her heart. All she would have to do was say yes.

Oh, but what a cowardly thing—to sit back and simply watch the tide turn.

Madeline blew out her candles and climbed onto the bed. There was a chill in the air, she noticed, wrapping her arms around herself. Her feet were as cold as a couple of frosty turnips. She hopped out of bed again and pulled on a pair of stockings, then made her way back to the bed and snuggled down, thinking.

The clock ticked. Madeline stared at the ceiling.

Something made her sit up. With a strange quivering feeling, she swept her feet off the bed to the floor again.

Hadn’t Adam taught her that love was as much about what you said and did as what you felt inside? She loved him, didn’t she? And the key he had given her had worked. Diana had proven that to her tonight.

Would it work if Madeline used it on Adam?

With trembling fingers, she lit her candelabra and carried it to her door. She paused there to take a breath. She had to do this. If she didn’t, Adam would never know how much he meant to her. He would never know how much she truly loved him.

Madeline reached for the door latch, let herself out into the hall and walked apprehensively toward his door.








Chapter Twenty-Three



It was the fullest, roundest, brightest moon Adam could recall seeing in a dog’s age. Hands clasped behind his back, he stood on the ridge, overlooking the marsh where moonbeams gleamed on the glossy dales below and stars glimmered brilliantly in the night sky overhead. There was a chill in the air—a sign of late summer—yet not a hint of wind off the bay. He closed his eyes and breathed in the fresh scents of chamomile and spruce, and thought of Madeline.

What was it that made him think he could fall in love with women he knew nothing about? Was he somehow daft in the head? At the very least, he was a severely poor judge of character. All his life he had thought he’d loved Diana, only to discover she was not at all the woman he remembered. Why hadn’t he seen her true nature all those years ago? Had he been that blinded by her beauty? He supposed he had.

Jane had seemed like a rational woman when he’d met her, and he’d not had any serious doubts about marrying her when it became a necessity. Perhaps again, he had blinded himself to her deeper person, for what could he do but close his eyes and hold his breath and leap, hoping that it would all turn out right.

It hadn’t. She’d been a difficult woman to live with, but he had survived.

Now Madeline. What had happened there? Everything had been fine, things were progressing as they should. They were becoming friends and he’d fallen in love with her gradually and sensibly, he’d thought. The friction only began after he had confessed his feelings to her. She had retreated from him, like a spooked rabbit in the forest.

Now he was wondering what John Metcalf had said to her. Surely he had proposed.

Adam truly had no idea what Madeline was going to do.

He really did not know her.

He watched the moon shadows drift eerily over the land as a few lone clouds passed across the dark sky. It was too late to be out here in the dark, analyzing his mistakes. He buried his hands in his pockets and headed back to the house.

An owl hooted somewhere nearby. He stopped at the end of the tree-lined driveway to look up at the tall pines and spot the owl, but heard the sound of his front door open and close.

His attention darted to the house and then to Madeline on the stoop, wearing only her white nightdress and a shawl, holding flickering candles over her head.

Was she looking for him? he wondered, feeling startled and shaken by her unexpected appearance. He’d thought everyone was asleep.

Observing a slight change in his body—a tightness, a squeezing apprehension—he approached and climbed the steps. “Is something wrong?”

“Yes. I mean, no, nothing’s wrong. I…I want to speak with you.”

Her hair was down. How curly it was. He hadn’t known it would be so full around her face, so soft looking. God, she was lovely in the candlelight, so natural and unaffected. He could feel the overwhelming shock of her beauty in his bones.

He forced himself to look down, to try and block his body’s response, but found himself staring at her stockinged feet, her toes peeking out from under the hem of her nightdress. With an irritating surge of arousal, he pulled his gaze back up to her face. “Let’s go inside, then.”

Not knowing what to expect—perhaps she wanted to announce her engagement to John Metcalf—he held the door open for her. He would not be surprised if she wanted to marry the man. Nothing would surprise him now.

She led the way into his study rather than the parlor, then she boldly closed the door behind them.

Adam stood motionless in the center of the room, trying to subdue the dread that was spreading through him like a climbing vine. Following closely behind that dread was an unhealthy dose of dangerously frustrated lust.

For heaven’s sake! He should not be in this room alone with her with the door closed, facing the prospect of losing her to another man, while the entire household slept upstairs. It was too much to ask of himself. He did not think he could resist the hunger to devour her and demand that she finally open herself to him, give herself to him, body and soul. She was meant for him, and no other!

Madeline walked to the desk and lit a few more candles from the flame of the one she held. The room brightened.

“First,” she said, “I’m going to tell you what I had intended to do tonight. What I tried to do.”

Adam strode to the window, working hard to speak with aplomb. “I’m listening.”

Her voice was shaky, as if she were holding too much air in her lungs and could not let it out. “Tonight when I asked you and Lord Blackthorne to excuse Diana and I, I was acting on an impulse that came over me very suddenly. I wanted…or rather I needed to talk to Diana about everything that had happened.”

He held up a hand. “Wait, you didn’t want to talk to her about John Metcalf?”

Madeline shook her head. “No, this has nothing to do with John.”

He contemplated that for a moment. “He didn’t propose?”

“Yes, he did,” she said uncertainly, “but I turned him down. Did you think…?”

“It doesn’t matter what I thought.” He swallowed uncomfortably. His legs seemed to be made of butter. “I thought nothing.”

Madeline wandered to the bookcase and ran a finger over the spines. He wished she would just spit it out, for his patience was all gone.

She faced him. “I tried to tell her what she had forgotten the day of the flood—that you had broken off your engagement.”

Had he heard her correctly? Adam stepped away from the dark window. “You tried. You did not succeed?”

“I did, eventually. You may relax now, Adam. Diana will not be holding you to your proposal. She plans to leave tomorrow.”

The muscles in his back and shoulders relaxed in one great sweep of comprehension. The secrets were out.

“How? What did you say? Was she shocked? Angry?”

Madeline tilted her head, as if she were considering how to describe it. “Neither shocked nor angry. When I tried to tell her, she informed me that she already knew. She said she remembered everything the day after the accident but kept it to herself, because she…she didn’t want me to have you.”

Adam fought to check his anger. “She knew, and she didn’t want you to have me? What I really want to say to you now is that I told you so, but I will not because I know how ridiculously loyal you are to her, and that nothing I say will make you choose happiness for yourself over hers.”

Madeline walked to him. She took his hands in hers, pressed them to her soft cheek.

Caught off guard and instantly flustered, he looked into her eyes for the first time, searching them. What was this?

“Please, let me finish,” she said. “I must say everything I came to say before I lose my mettle. When you convinced me the other day to talk to Diana, I did, but I failed. At least I thought I did. She turned me away and made me more certain than ever that I was doing the right thing to keep my heart closed off to the world. But Adam, somehow I managed to open her heart with all the things I said, and afterward, she began to regret what had become of our relationship. You were right. I did need to open my heart, and I want to open it now. Again. To you. Diana is leaving, and I want to stay.”

She kissed his hands and pressed them to her cheek again, and he tried to focus on what she was telling him rather than the feel of her moist, hot lips on his skin and the fires kindling in his veins.

Yet, even through it all, he still had questions. “You said she is leaving tomorrow. Why so quickly?”

“Diana is going to leave with Lord Blackthorne. She is going to marry him.”

The fires within began to cool slightly. “She is leaving to marry Lord Blackthorne? When did this transpire?”

“Over the past few days, and I suppose it began when they met on the ship.”

He shook his head. “This seems all too familiar.”

He pulled his hands from hers and crossed to the other side of the room where the candlelight did not reach. He stood in the darkness, his pulse pounding in his ears. “She handed me over to you, did she? On a silver platter with her happy blessing?”

Madeline’s voice was quiet. “Yes, but—”

“But what? How can I be sure that if Diana had not met Lord Blackthorne, you would not be packing your bags right now to return with her to Yorkshire? I do not wish to be your second choice, Madeline.”

She took a step toward him. “How can you speak of second choices, when I was not even as good as that when I came here? For weeks I had to live with the heartbreak of discovering that you did not want me, when I wanted you more than anything. I was rejected in the worst way, and now you fault me for being afraid! You broke my heart, Adam. Everyone in my life had broken my heart, and if you could only know how much courage I had to scrape together to come here and talk to you tonight.”

“But you have stumbled backward into the necessity of acting upon your feelings. How can I be sure you even know what you want?”

“Stumbled backward?” She crossed to him and dropped to her knees again, wrapping her arms around him and resting her cheek on his hip. Adam sucked in a breath. She was squeezing him so tightly he doubted he could pry her off if he tried. Then he heard her sob and the sound of it brought his own heart into his throat.

“I am not stumbling backward now. I will not let go of you! Not until you believe that I love you, and that I would have thrown Diana out of here myself if she had tried to keep me from you one more day.”

He stood in shocked silence, his hands floating in the air over her head.

“I am on my knees, Adam, weeping for you. I don’t know how else to show you that I do have a heart. You were right about me from the beginning. You knew everything. You saw inside to the real me, where no one had ever bothered to look before. I don’t care what brought us to this moment—all the mix-ups and the backward stumbling and tripping and falling. All I care about is you, and what I know is true. My heart—my frightened, reluctant heart—beats only for you.”

She gazed up at him, her cheeks stained with tears, her eyes repeating everything she had just said to him. They were pleading with him.

God! She was right! Nothing mattered but this moment of pure openness! Madeline, his beautiful, timid Madeline, was wearing her heart on her sleeve. How could he even think of turning her away?

With aching, jubilant surrender, he dropped to his knees before her and took her delicate face in his big hands, tilted it up toward his. The room was dim, but he could still see the faint luster of her eyes, smell the sweetness of her breath, feel the silky texture of her skin. He needed her, dear God, he needed her. And he would show her just how much.

Gently, cautiously, he lowered his mouth to hers.

She rose to meet his kiss, wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him fast against her soft, heaving breasts. She parted her lips for him, and he plunged eagerly into the warmth she offered. He kissed her deeply and passionately, stopping only to say, “I’m so sorry, Madeline.”

She laughed out loud—a happy, joyful release. “You are sorry? For what? You have done nothing but force me out of myself. You’ve made me feel beautiful.”


He pulled her into him and kissed her again, this time with an abandon that almost knocked him off his knees. For too long he had shouldered what was forbidden, and now it burned in him like red-hot flames licking over his flesh.

A brief second of panic ensued, when he wasn’t sure he could restrain his desire for her and keep from taking her here on the cold, hard floor, but it passed when she gazed lovingly into his eyes and touched his face. He knew he could do anything for her. He had waited this long. He could wait a little longer…..

“Marry me, Madeline.”

She smiled. “Oh Adam, I have dreamed of this moment all my life. That day when I stepped off the boat and you did not want me, I thought I was doomed to live without you forever. And when you still wanted Diana…”

He touched a finger to her lips. “Forget about dreams, Madeline. No more of that. We are real, you and I. No more idealizing. Love me for the man that I am, as I love you for the woman you are. You, my darling, are the one I want to spend the rest of my life with.”

“Oh, Adam.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him deeply. “I’ve waited so long for this. Please don’t send me back to my room to sleep alone tonight. Take me to your bed.”

He gazed into her sweet, dark eyes. “You ask the impossible if you expect me to sleep next to you and not love you as I intend to when I am your husband.”

“I would not ask that of you. I want you, Adam. Tonight. If all had been right with the world, you would have been my husband ages ago. Let us make up for lost time.”

It took no more to convince him. Rising to his feet, he gathered her into his arms and carried her up the stairs as quietly as possible. By the time he reached his bed and laid her down upon the soft covers, his entire being was pulsing with need.

He stood over her, loosening his neckcloth. The moonlight shone in the window, illuminating Madeline’s white nightdress. She looked like a goddess, lying back upon the pillows, waiting for him. Her beauty was breathtaking, her innocence intoxicating. He had not known he could ever love a woman as fiercely as he loved the one before him.

Adam pulled off his shirt and came down gently upon her. His lips found hers in the darkness and he reveled in their delicious flavor. She wrapped her long legs around his hips and he held her tightly in his arms, pressing his body against hers. He wanted all of her. He had waited so long.

He kissed the smooth, warm skin at her neck and unbuttoned her gown, then let his lips trace a path down to her luscious breasts. Gently his hands slid from her hips down to her legs, sliding the gown up and up until he found the warm center of her womanhood where she was delightfully damp with desire.

Feeling the warmth of Adam’s hand caressing her in her most private place, Madeline’s heart quickened with both anticipation and anxiety. She had no experience with any of this. She wanted Adam more than she’d ever wanted anything, but she had no idea what to do.


“You’re shaking, Madeline,” he whispered softly, sounding surprised but charmed as he gazed into her eyes.

“I’m sorry. I want to please you, but this is all so new and I don’t know what to do.”

His hands caressed her thigh up under her gown. “Don’t apologize for being adorable.”

She laid a hand on his cheek. “Tell me what to do, Adam.”

He smiled. “We could start by removing this.” He glanced down at her gown.

She sat up and pulled the linen garment off over her head. She should have felt self-conscious, for no man had ever seen her in such a bared state before, but nervousness faded away with the oncoming wave of arousal when Adam’s face revealed his wonderment and his desire.

“You are the most beautiful creature I have ever seen.”

She gloried in the awe in his eyes and the sound of sexual hunger in his voice. He wanted her. It was a dream come true to see him this way.

He came down upon her again, but this time she felt the heat of his bare skin against her own and shuddered with inconceivable pleasure. She met his open mouth with eagerness and delighted in the rhapsody of his kiss. Instinctively, Madeline parted her legs and thrust her hips upward, astounded by the feel of his firm arousal pressing against her. Still devouring his mouth with her own, she gave in to her burning curiosity and reached down to touch him over the thick fabric of his breeches. The rigid feel of him was wondrous. She felt so blessed to be intimate with him at last.

Adam moaned and kissed her more deeply. He leaned on one elbow and unbuttoned his breeches, then slid them off. He took her hand in his and showed her how to touch him. Never taking her eyes off his, Madeline carefully observed what pleased him.

“Yes, like that.” He closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them again and lowered his mouth to her breasts, kissing and sucking, thrilling her with his fervid tongue. She began to ache and tingle all over.

He kissed down her belly and around her navel, then went lower until he reached the center of her womanhood, where her desires both began and culminated.

An urgent response blazed through her at the exquisite feel of his mouth. Shocked at the intensity of her body’s sweet, throbbing ache, she clutched Adam’s shoulders until the pleasure became too potent to bear. The tension that was coursing through her body like out-of-control floodwaters surged to a forceful peak, then everything exploded within.

All her muscles squeezed tightly, held fast for a moment, then relented with a titillating, debilitating release. Euphoria filled her, and for the first time in her life, she experienced pure and absolute physical contentment.

“Oh, Adam.” Her voice was a breathy whisper. “I had no idea.”

He rose up to settle himself between her thighs and gently thrust into her opening. Though she was tight and virginal, she was also relaxed, and the pain seemed insignificant compared to the spiritual bliss of his entry as he broke through her maidenhood. Tears of joy sprang to her eyes.

Adam touched his forehead to hers while he moved within her, their bodies mating in pure, primitive harmony. It was everything she had dreamed it would be—intimate, pleasurable, loving. She had never known anything could be so beautiful.

Adam’s pace intensified and she recognized his mounting need. He rose up on both arms and drove into her again and again until he pulsed within. “I love you,” he whispered hotly in her ear, his breath sending a torrent of gooseflesh down her satiated body. “And I promise I will never stop telling you that, Madeline, for as long as I live.”

The love she felt brought tears to her eyes again. “Then I am yours. For as long as you’ll have me.”

“That will be forever, my love. Forever.”

 

The following afternoon, all the family gathered on the veranda to say goodbye to Lord Blackthorne and Lady Thurston and their entourage. Penelope had picked wildflowers to give to Diana, to wish her well and to celebrate her betrothal to the viscount, and Mary had baked biscuits to send with her for the long journey to Halifax.

Adam felt a surge of warmth and gratitude for the people and blessings around him. His family was together; Madeline would soon be his wife. Everything seemed true and proper. Idealistic dreams were gone now, replaced by what was real, and there was a certain security in that.

“Will you come back to visit us, Lady Thurston?” Penelope asked. “You’ll be my auntie, after all.”

“I will indeed be your auntie, Penelope, and I will be happy to visit, as long as you promise to make your father bring you to Halifax to visit me as well.” She tapped Penelope lightly on the nose, and a smile spread across her sweet cherub face.

Adam escorted Diana to the lieutenant-governor’s coach and swept her up into his arms to lift her in. She squirmed on the leather seat to try and sit naturally, fumbling with her skirts to cover her injured leg.

“You’ll be all right?” he asked her, closing the door and standing at the window. “There’s no hurry, you know. You can stay here if you like, until you’re fully recovered. Madeline and I would gladly take you to Halifax in a week or two.”

She waved her gloved hand through the air. “Don’t be such a silly worrywart, Adam. I’m fine. You’re just looking for an excuse to go to Halifax for a honeymoon.”

He smiled warmly at her.

“Goodbye, Adam,” she said. “My future brother-in-law. I am trusting you with my baby sister. You had best not disappoint me.”

“You know I won’t. I intend to make her happy, Diana. I promise you that.”

“You don’t have to promise. You are a good man, Adam. I’ve always known that. I’m sorry for how things were between us, but it has all turned out for the best. We are all where we are meant to be.”

“Indeed we are.” He squeezed her hand one last time. “Goodbye, Diana.”

As he turned away from her, he spotted Lord Blackthorne. The viscount was the last guest to leave the house, leaning on his cane and limping down the steps on his wooden leg, following his valet, who carried a leather satchel.

“My word, Coates, Mary has just given me enough blueberry tarts to turn me into one! What a perfectly delightful family you have.”

Adam met the viscount in the middle of the yard and pumped his hand. “Have a safe journey, my lord.”

“I most certainly will, and I will take up the case of your marshlands at Government House and see what can be done.”

Their handshake continued. The viscount seemed reluctant to leave. He nervously cleared his throat and lowered his voice. “And do accept my apologies, man, for what occurred between Lady Thurston and me. I must thank you for not challenging me to a duel or something of that nature, Coates. You certainly had the right.”

Adam smiled at Lord Blackthorne. “Nonsense. Diana was free to do as she chose. Life here in Cumberland could never have been right for her, and I think we all knew it.”

“Yes, yes, well, I’m glad things worked out.” He peered over Adam’s shoulder at Diana, waiting in the coach. “By God, but she is a lovely creature, is she not? More charm than a sparkling jewel. What were the chances that a man like me could ever dream of marrying a woman like her?” He whistled in disbelief.

“You are a lucky man, my lord,” Adam replied dutifully.

“And so are you, Coates. Miss Oxley is a lovely young woman in her own right. Quite ravishing, actually. She seems to belong here. I always thought so, from the first moment I saw her. She’ll be a good mother to your children, and with God’s blessings, give you many more.”

“I have no doubt.” They said goodbye again, and the viscount limped off to his coach.

Madeline went to say goodbye to her sister. Adam watched them hold hands and kiss each other on the cheek. It was a fine thing to see sisters reunited with each other after so many years apart. Or perhaps they had found each other for the first time, here in a new land.

Penelope and Charlie appeared on either side of him, and he wrapped his arms around his children.

The coach lurched forward and Madeline waved goodbye. As soon as the convoy turned into the lane, she faced Adam, a glow of true happiness lighting up her face.

Adam moved toward her and held out his hands. The children giggled and dashed for the house, leaving Adam and Madeline alone in the yard, facing each other with the sun raining down on their faces. Adam raised both of Madeline’s hands and pressed his lips to her soft knuckles.


“Shall we go and find the reverend?” he asked, with a seductive grin.

Madeline giggled. “Now?”

“Yes, now. I would have preferred it to be yesterday, or the day before, or the day before that, but I will settle for today.”

Her voice was silky and flirtatious. “Why the hurry?”

“You know why, love.”

“Because you’re afraid I’ll change my mind?”

“No.”

“Because you’re afraid John Metcalf will come back and propose to me again?”

“No.”

“Because…hmm. You have dykes to build and fields to drain, and today is your only free day?”

Adam covered her mouth with his own, tasting the sweet honey of her kiss, consuming the light that had finally begun to shine from her soul.

“Does that give you a hint?” he asked, rubbing his nose against hers. “If not, just wait until tonight, my Yorkshire bride—and I will show you exactly why.”

Madeline smiled enticingly and kissed him again. “Then take me to the reverend, and let me tell him that ‘I do.”’
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