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  CHAPTER 1


  


  Hannish MacGreagor leaned his tall frame against the outside of the station’s stonewall, crossed his feet at the ankles, and folded his arms. The noon train was late, but there was nothing unusual about that. Well dressed in a black suit and vest that made his eyes seem a brighter blue, he wore a tall hat atop his wavy, dark hair. For three years, two months, eight days and six hours he had waited. His beloved Olivia was on that train and now, the minutes seemed to drag on as if to intentionally plague him. There was much to make up for and he could not wait to get started.


  Hannish carried two pocket timepieces, one set to Colorado time and the other so he would know what time it was in Scotland. He checked his Colorado watch again and to his despair, only five minutes had passed since the last time he looked. He put it back in his pocket, restlessly uncrossed his feet, and looked back down the railroad tracks.


  Founded less than thirty years before, nearly everything was new in Colorado Springs including the railroad station. Built in the shadow of Pikes Peak, the peaceful town quickly attracted wealthy gold mine owners, who happily built their mansions on the vast undeveloped lands. With mansions came the need for stores, shops, carpenters, iron forgers, cobblers, a bank, a telephone switchboard, farms, tailors, seamstresses, parks and of course, a grand hotel. The upper class of Great Britain soon began to come for the warm summers and the easy to breathe high-altitude air. If by chance, the lords and ladies managed an acquaintance with the Americans and their new money, so much the better.


  A direct descendent of a Viking, or so the story went, Hannish had broad shoulders, was tall enough to see over the heads of the others and at last, he spotted the southbound train’s billowing black smoke in the distance. The moment he heard the whistle signaling its approach, he stood up straight and made certain everything was ready. A plush red carriage especially purchased for the occasion sat waiting, complete with a matching team of white horses and Shepard, his driver. Two more wagons and their drivers, Prescot and Keith, waited behind the carriage. One wagon was to haul luggage in case his wife decided to bring half of Scotland, and the other had fold-down benches, for the servants he hoped he had managed to tempt to come with her.


  Finally, the train crept around the last bend and came to a stop, placing the passenger cars right in front of him. The Denver and Rio Grande Railroad conductor, in his impressive uniform, opened the door, stepped down, and began to help his passengers disembark.


  Hannish stood ready to greet Olivia, but she was not the first to appear in the doorway. Nevertheless, his smile widened when he recognized sisters Blanka and Donnel, the elder housemaids who had been with the family since he was a boy. He took off his hat, put an arm around each, and kissed their cheeks. “How happy I am to see both of you again. This place will truly feel like home now.”


  Donnel pretended to scold him, “Your Grace, you dinna say ‘twas such a big country. We have lived eight lifetimes on those trains.”


  “And you’ve yet to see half of America.” He chuckled when she rolled her eyes.


  Jessie, his favorite Scottish cook was the next one he greeted. “How I have longed for your custards, Jessie. You’ve not forgot how to make them, have you now?”


  Jessie quickly curtsied. “Nay, I’ve me secret recipe tucked under me hat.” It was a fine brown hat too, although it was not large or decorated in the latest flamboyant fashion. Instead, it had small artificial red roses sewn around the band. Her traveling clothes were ordinary, the same as other women wore, except Jessie’s looked nearly worn out and Hannish was surprised by that. “You look well.”


  “I am, thank you,” Jessie replied.


  Two men waited to be welcomed and Hannish recognized both as two of the footmen he grew up with in Scotland. Dugan and Ronan were Donnel’s sons, both grown now and both just as loyal to the MacGreagor family as their mother was. They had light sandy hair and wore neatly trimmed mustaches. “Have you learned baseball yet, lads?” he teased, knowing full well they thought it was a silly American sport.


  “Your Grace, we have changed our minds,” said Dugan. “When in Rome, and all that, Sir.”


  “I am pleased to hear it, welcome to America.” Hannish motioned for the drivers to help his servants into the wagons and then turned his attention back to the train’s passenger car.


  The next to appear was a well-dressed woman, but her wide-rimmed hat with an abundance of large cloth flowers on top, hid her face as she stepped down. She wore a pastel green dress, with sleeves that were tight from her wrists to her elbows, and then ballooned to her shoulders. Her “V” shaped bodice was intended to make her waist appear smaller than it actually was, and the floor length skirt touched the top of her button-up shoes. Slowly, she lifted her head and let him see her face.


  “McKenna?” Hannish gasped. He grabbed her around the waist and lifted her completely off the ground. “I dinna think you would come.” He nearly knocked her hat off as he repeatedly kissed his sister’s cheek, and refused to let her down until she pounded on his arms and giggled. At last, he set her back on her feet, let go and grinned. “You bring a bit o Scotland to feed me starvin’ soul, you do.”


  With his same dark hair and blue eyes, McKenna straightened her skirt and glared at her older brother. “I come to collect my twenty pounds, and nothing more.” She removed the pins, took her hat off, and handed both to the girl standing beside her. “This is Sassy. ‘Tis not her real name, but I call her that for she easily speaks her mind.”


  Before he could finish nodding to the grinning girl, another familiar face stepped off the train. “Alistair?” Hannish asked, taking his long time friend and cherished butler’s hand in his.


  “Your Grace, ‘tis a bit of bad news I bring.”


  Hannish caught his breath, “Tell me she dinna die on the voyage.”


  A prim and proper butler, Alistair was nearly as tall as Hannish but had a more slender build. “Nay, Your Grace, she stayed in New York. Shopping, she said it was.”


  He tried to hide his disappointment, but he was not very good at it. “I received no telegram.”


  Alistair wrinkled his brow. “Perhaps she has not had the time.”


  “Aye, shopping. Did she say when she would come?”


  “Nay, Your Grace.” Just as his butler began to bow, Hannish took hold of his arm. “Alistair, Americans are not fond of titles. There is no need to bow and perhaps you might address me as Sir, or even Mr. MacGreagor will do.” He waited for Alistair’s nod and then continued. “Are you the last?”


  “I am,” Alistair answered.


  “Then I am pleased to take all of you to your new home. I’ve much to tell and happy to have so many friendly Scots to tell it to.” He turned to McKenna. “Come sister, I shall let you ride in my new red carriage, but just this once.” He ignored her playful glare, took her elbow, guided her to the carriage, and helped her board. He waited until all the steamer trunks and travel suitcases were loaded on the last wagon, none of which he recognized as his, and as soon as the servants were seated, he joined his sister in the carriage. A tap on a window that separated them from the driver signaled he was ready, and with a slight jerk, the carriage began to move.


  “Only seven came? Why is that?” he asked.


  McKenna looped her arm through her brother’s. “Eight, Olivia kept Brookton and Millie with her and I employed Sassy on the voyage. ‘Tis just the way it turned out for the others, but the ones who did come are very happy to see America. All but one left families behind, but not husbands, wives or children.”


  “The way I did, you mean.”


  “Hannish MacGreagor, dinna put words in my mouth.” She pushed a strand of hair away from her face and continued, “I only meant they are all unmarried.”


  “I suppose Olivia needs Brookton to carry her new purchases. I am to expect more trunks than I thought, but we shall manage.” He noticed how quickly his sister turned to look out the window. “What?”


  McKenna turned back, snuggled closer and laid her head on his strong shoulder. “She has changed.”


  “In what way?”


  “There you be, temptin’ me to say more than I care to.”


  “Have we secrets now? I dinna think that possible.”


  “I was but a child then, now I am all grown up.”


  Hannish grinned. “So I see, and with a full set of wits. How cleverly you avoid answering my question.”


  “Oh very well, if you must know, Olivia brings little with her.”


  This time it was Hannish who turned to look out the window. The foreboding in the pit of his stomach had just increased. “She dinna bring my clothing?”


  McKenna quickly took pity on him. “It does not mean she does not intend to stay. Perhaps she wishes to have all things new for both of you in her new home.”


  “She is clearly not as excited to see me as I am to see her.”


  “Olivia adores clothing and cares to dress her best at all times. Perhaps she fears she’ll not see New York again anytime soon.”


  He smiled to reassure her. “Did she say as much?”


  “Nay, we dinna get on so well after you left. She does not confide in me.”


  “Is that why you moved to the cottage?”


  McKenna sighed. “I adore the cottage, as you are well aware. We grew up there and it has many wonderful memories for me. I can still see father at the dinner table tellin’ us the old family stories, while mother gently corrected our table manners.”


  “I remember. Father taught us many things, and I confess I dinna see the wisdom in his words at the time. Each day I find he understood the ways of the world very well.”


  Lost in the memory, both were quiet for a moment until McKenna spoke again, “They were taken from us far too soon.”


  “Aye, they were.”


  “I often think how perfect it was that they, who loved each other so very well, died in each other’s arms.”


  “True. I believe father tried to shield her with his body, but the train was simply going too fast. How I wish they had lived. I so often long to ask his advice, and mother’s too.”


  “As do I. Do you remember how he forced us to learn proper English? He said, ‘Baern, ye’ll not have the best o lives until ye learn to speak jest like the English.’ He was right, too.”


  “In deed he was. He’d not pass the bread until we got at least two English pronunciations right,” said Hannish.


  “And now look at us, what language do these American’s speak? I have heard French, German and a word or two completely unfamiliar, just since I boarded the ship.”


  “You’ll get on with it soon enough. Tell me, what can I do to resolve the differences between you and my wife?”


  “Nothing, there is nothing to be done.”


  “‘Tis the fault yours or hers?”


  “Both, I imagine.” She glanced out the window at the trees and bushes along her side of the road. “What sort of trees are those with the white bark?”


  “They are Aspen. The odd-looking pine trees are called Blue Spruce, and they are everywhere. Sister, you need not protect me, I am aware something is amiss with Olivia. At first, her letters were filled with love, but I received only two from her these last six months. Both said little and were signed not with ‘love’ but only with ‘affection.’”


  “She keeps herself very busy.”


  “With what?”


  “Her society, mostly. She does miss you, particularly when she is forced to attend a ball with an escort instead.”


  “She attends them often?”


  “Olivia is much admired by her society.”


  “And you, do you attend the balls?”


  McKenna sighed. “I find them boring, particularly now that I have a wealthy brother. Every wife hunting baronet, knight, and barrister in Scotland finds me far more fetching these days.”


  “But you dinna find them so?”


  “How can I, none measure up to either you or Cameron.”


  “How is my bother, by the way? He does not say how he is.”


  “He took me to the ship and said if I am most fortunate, he will come to America to see that I am being treated properly.”


  “He always did favor you, although I cannae think why. Does his Glasgow business do well?” Hannish asked.


  “Very well. He said they built or repaired some 100 looms and shipped them from Glasgow to all over Scotland last month. The cotton mills flourish as do their suppliers.”


  “A hundred in a month? I say, he is doing well. Is he happy?”


  “Very happy, and his wife, Flora, is the brightest star in our sky. You will love her as much as I do. She is perfect for your spirited younger brother and he has calmed considerably now that he is married.”


  Hannish lovingly laid his head on top of hers for a moment. “How glad I am to have you keep me company. What do you think of Colorado?”


  “It looks a lot like Kansas, which is by far the flattest stretch of land on earth. Even Northern Scotland is not as flat as all that. But my dear brother, when I stepped off the train in Denver, the view took my breath away. Never have I seen a sight the likes of the grand Rocky Mountains. Had we no south bound train to catch, I would be staring at them still.”


  “I never tire of seeing them either.” Hannish pointed to his mansion in the distance and then turned to watch her eyes light up. “Marblestone.”


  McKenna’s mouth dropped. “It is magnificent. If this does not please your wife, nothing will.”


  Situated on a plateau above the town, the enormous three-story mansion was white and glistened in the sunlight. As wide as it was long, it had a multitude of windows on each floor, decorative oval windows and saw tooth wedges above the top floor and several chimneys. Too soon, the carriage rounded a bend in the road and she could no longer see it. “How many rooms?”


  “Sixty-seven, more than enough to seek your solitude, should you tire of me.”


  “I am pleased to hear that,” she teased.


  “I intend to fill it with at least ten happy, laughing children.”


  “Why do you call it Marblestone?”


  “It is not marble on the outside, but you shall see when you go inside. The Yule Marble query is in the mountains to the west. Marble is very expensive, but once it is polished, it is by far the most beautiful stone in the world.”


  “Then you truly did make a fortune when you sold the mine.”


  “More than even my wife could spend in a lifetime.”


  The gradual incline of the winding road kept her from seeing much more of the mansion through the trees, so she slumped back in her seat. “I have a complaint.”


  “Why am I not surprised to hear that?”


  “You build it facing the valley and not the mountains.”


  “Aye, but there are windows facing the mountains as well, and there is afternoon tea to be had outside where you can see for miles. Just wait, you will not be disappointed.”


  “And are the Americans you employ friendly? Some Americans were not so pleasant on the train.”


  “I was quite fortunate to find these and you will find them most pleasing. You do intend to stay, do you not?”


  She defiantly lifted her chin. “I shall stay just as long as it takes to get my twenty pounds back, and not a minute more.”


  “Then I must warn you, I’ve not a sixpence left to my name.”


  “Squandered it, have you? I doubt Olivia…” She caught herself just in time.


  “You were about to say, you doubt Olivia would be happy without the benefit of a fortune? I remind you she married me without the benefit of a fortune.”


  “Aye, but you could make her a Duchess. What will she do when she learns the Americans are not fond of titles?”


  Hannish drew in a long breath, slowly let it out and stared out the window. This was not turning out the way he planned, and he was grateful when his sister stopped talking. Another two bends in the road and the vast lawn, unfinished gardens and the mansion came into view. At last, the carriage stopped in the front. Hannish stepped out and then offered his hand to his sister.


  


  As he expected, housekeepers, Sarah and Charlotte, and cook Halen stood in front of the mansion waiting to greet them. He walked McKenna up the marble stone walkway, and then stopped in front of the three American women he had grown very fond of. He tried not to notice Sarah’s disappointment when he introduced the woman on his arm as his sister and not his wife. “Mrs. MacGreagor stayed in New York to do some shopping. She will come later.”


  “Very good, Sir.” Sarah watched the newly arrived Scots climb out of the wagon. They looked very tired, especially the two older women with gray hair and dark circles under their eyes.


  McKenna couldn’t seem to take her eyes off the enormous Mansion. Concerned, she looked over the staff and then looked up at the Mansion again. “Shall these be enough to tend such a large place?”


  “If not, we shall find more. There are two more lads and their wives living in cottages in the back. The lads tend the horses and the grounds.” Hannish turned his attention to his American butler. “Prescot, see the Scots are settled and that they rest before dinner. We shall all eat together in the dining room this night.”


  Prescot was taken aback. “Servants in the dining room, Sir?”


  Hannish smiled, “Just this once. If you dinna tell, none will hear it from me.”


  Prescot returned his smile, hurried up the last step, and opened one of the large double doors. He did not see the look of great displeasure on the Scottish butler’s face. Prescot previously worked for a distinguished eastern family, was a man of medium stature, with a kind face and a no-nonsense attitude. His dark hair and eyes often attracted the attention of the women, but he had yet to find the one of his dreams.


  Uncertain what he should do, the English butler finished helping the women out of the wagon and then decided to help the men unload the baggage. Once the women were all gathered, Sarah led them around the corner of the mansion to the side door the servants would be using – all except Sassy, who was determined to stay close to McKenna. She followed her mistress through the front door, and ignored Prescot’s obvious disapproval.


  The spacious foyer protruded from the northern side of the mansion and once inside, Hannish found his sister’s speechless expression rewarding. She slowly turned to admire the high ceiling and then the large blocks of white marble on the floor. Fresh flowers in marble vases sat on a long, thin marble table in the center of the room. Marble slab window seats had been placed just under the sills of tall windows that let in plenty of welcoming light. “‘Tis glorious,” McKenna whispered.


  “It needs a spot of color, but I thought to leave that to Olivia’s taste. A painting or a tapestry should keep it from looking so lonely. The coatroom is through that door and I keep a loaded gun in it, just in case. The parlor is this way.” He ushered her through the wide opening into the next room.


  Behind him, Keith set two traveling cases down and watched Sassy. He could hardly keep his eyes off her as she too slowly turned all the way around to admire the foyer. She had dimples in her cheeks when she smiled, which he found very appealing, not to mention her auburn hair and bold blue eyes. When she finally looked at him, her eyes seemed to completely captivate him and he could not look away. Yet there was a problem; she looked to be only thirteen or fourteen, far too young to think of marriage. Reluctantly, he went back out the door to see what more needed to be brought in.


  


  “There is much to be done still,” Hannish said, as he escorted McKenna into an enormous parlor, where a marble, grand staircase curved upward toward the bedrooms on the second floor. The parlor held only one settee that faced the unlit marble hearth, two upholstered chairs, two small tables beside the chairs, and a plant stand complete with vine leaves dangling down the sides. “I hope to complete it in time for winter. The second floor is ours. I have a bedchamber ready for Olivia, but you will use it until one is prepared for you.”


  “At the other end of the house?” McKenna asked.


  “If you like. The third floor is for the servants, naturally.” He guided her to the settee and motioned for her to sit down. “There is a convenient sitting room on the second floor, plus this and a smaller one in the back of the house. Then there is a library with too few books, my study, the dining hall, and a ballroom complete with a balcony. The kitchen is in the center of the house and of course, you are free to wander about until you become familiar. Just now, I have a problem I need help solving.”


  It was only then he realized Sassy had followed them. “Lady…I mean, Miss MacGreagor’s bedroom is on the second floor. You’ll not have trouble finding it, for it has the only made up bed, save mine, which is next to it. Perhaps you might see to unpacking some of her night things, but do no more. Tonight all of you must rest.”


  “Aye, Sir.” Sassy half curtsied and started up the stairs, unaware that houses that size always had a second staircase in the back for the servants to use.


  Hannish smiled at her boldness; he had a feeling he was going to enjoy that one. He noticed, however, that her skirt was too big around the waist and that her belt was not holding all of the extra material in properly. As soon as Sassy was out of hearing he sat down beside his sister. “As I was saying, I have a problem.”


  “Only one? I am shocked,” said McKenna.


  “Only one that needs my immediate attention. Of all people, I dinna expect Alistair to come. The last I heard, he vowed never to leave his beloved Scotland. I like him very much, but I already have a butler. Prescot is a very good man and very attentive to the needs of the place.”


  “You do have a problem. Let me think…perhaps they might pitch horseshoes, race on horseback, or draw swords.”


  “I am serious.”


  “In that case, tell them you cannae decide and perhaps they will work it out in their own good time,” she said.


  “My dear, the position of butler is a very coveted one. Neither will want to give it up.”


  “Then divide the duties between them somehow. On the train, Alistair hoped for a place to plant a rose garden. Perhaps he might be butler over the grounds.”


  “Good, I shall ask him. Now my dear little sister, you look tired and a nap before dinner will do you good. Off you go.” He stood, offered his hand, helped her up, kissed her on the cheek again, and then watched her start up the stairs.


  Only then did his smile fade. Hannish turned, walked to a window, and stared out at nothing at all.


  A Scotsman by birth and a Duke by inheritance, he soon learned the title came with very little fortune and if he were to survive, he would have to make his own way in the world. A scant two weeks after they were married, he met a man in Scotland desperate to sell Idaho’s Lost Junction Silver Mine. He was skeptical but with few other choices, he borrowed all the money he could, paid the price, left his wife in Scotland, and caught the first ship to America.


  To his relief, the mine did indeed exist and he quickly learned there was nothing easy about mining silver. In fact, the bitter winters, the dangers in the mine, the small mining town nearby, and the miners, were more trouble than he cared to endure. Yet fortune fell on him and two years later, he sold the mine for over three million dollars, making him one of the richest men in the American west.


  He could have gone back to Scotland, and considered the idea long and hard before he decided to build Olivia a mansion in Colorado. The truth be told, he admired the Americans for winning their freedom from the British, settling their internal disputes in a Civil War and more recently, beating the Spanish in a battle that lasted only 100 days. The Americans were hearty men, unafraid of hard work and quick to enjoy an occasional brawl. He had taken a swing at one or two men in a brawl himself and found it invigorating. It was somewhat like the old days when the Scots used every opportunity the fight the English.


  The railroad finally stretched across the Continental Divide, connecting the east to the west now, and he fully intended to take his family to see Oregon and perhaps California someday. That very morning he dreamed of doing it, but that was before Olivia failed to arrive.


  Now, his arms were empty and his heart was slowly breaking.


  


  


  CHAPTER 2


  


  Cook Halen was proud of her spotless kitchen, with its two large coal stoves, vertical dish racks, cupboards and a handsome array of pots and pans hanging on the wall. A serving bar separated the kitchen from the servant’s dining hall, where Sarah and Charlotte sat at the long table waiting to be needed. Halen lightly touched the side of the heating teakettle. “She’ll be wanting tea soon, I wager.”


  “I am sure she will,” Sarah agreed. As head housekeeper and with so many rooms to keep clean, Sarah was thrilled to see new help arrive. “She’s a beauty, that Miss MacGreagor.”


  “As beautiful as he is handsome,” Charlotte agreed. “I could gaze upon his face for hours, if he would sit still long enough.”


  “He already has a wife,” Sarah reminded, revolted once more by Charlotte’s flaunted infatuation with their employer.


  “I know.”


  Shepard carried a tray to the sink and began to set several dirty dishes in the deep metal tub for washing. “What a pity his wife did not come. He must be so disappointed.”


  “You’ll not be sayin’ that for long,” Sassy said, poking her head in the door. She boldly walked to the table, took a seat next to Charlotte, and put her hands together as if to pray. “I am starved to the bone. Have you a crumb for a hungry Scot?”


  Cook Halen liked her immediately and reached for a bowl. “You’ve come to the right place. Have you had no lunch?”


  “We ate on the train, but I never seem to get full.”


  “That be the truth of it,” Alistair said, appearing in the doorway. “Sassy makes up for all the meals she missed on the ship.”


  Sassy narrowed her eyes. “Dinna say all you know right off, Alistair. I hope to charm one or two afore they find out.”


  “Beggin’ your pardon,” Alistair said. He winked at Halen and watched her place a bowl of soup and a roll in front of Sassy. “She’ll have you cookin’ day and night if you let her.” He pulled out a chair and sat down opposite Sassy.


  Charlotte let Sassy finish a few bites before she asked, “Why do you say he’ll not be happy to see his wife when she comes?”


  Sassy looked at Alistair’s stern expression. “I should not have said it.”


  “Indeed not,” Alistair agreed.


  “You know ‘tis true, but…” Sassy argued.


  Alistair was still frowning. “Sassy, we are not to speak ill of the duchess. Did we not agree?”


  “I suppose we did, but…”


  “But nothing, Sassy,” said Alistair. “Dinna make me talk to Lady McKenna about it.”


  Sassy rolled her eyes. “As you wish…as you always wish, Alistair.” Reluctantly, she went back to eating and kept her mouth shut.


  The vast dining room in Marblestone Mansion was more complete than most rooms, with a long oak table, ample tall back chairs, a buffet, and two sideboards. White curtains were tied back on each side of three large windows, a gold-rimmed mantle clock sat on one of the sideboards and two electric floor lamps gave the room plenty of soft light.


  “It smells divine,” Hannish said. He helped McKenna sit and then remained standing at the head of the table. With the men lined up on one side of the table and the women on the other, the servants seemed reluctant to sit, all except Sassy who sat down next to McKenna right away. It made him smile. “Please sit down. Tonight you are my honored guests and I assure you, my sister and I are quite capable of passing bowls and platters. Sit, I wish to hear all about the voyage.”


  The servants finally did as they were told and carefully passed the full platters and bowls toward the head of the table, where Hannish held each for his sister, helped himself and passed it on. “May I assume you all introduced yourselves? He glanced at their nods and then passed another platter to his right. “Sassy, did you like the voyage?”


  She vigorously shook her head. “Not at all, Sir, I greatly fear the water. ‘Tis sink or swim, but swim to where, I be askin’.”


  The others smiled and Hannish chuckled. “I am not fond of it myself. Were the accommodations satisfactory?” he asked them all. To that question, he only received slight nods from the Scots, found it a bit odd and decided to ask Alistair about it later. He passed the platter of sliced roast beef down and asked, “Are there no questions you wish to ask me?”


  Jessie, the Scottish cook, hurried to pass the bowl of carrots before she spoke up. “What shall we do…with two cooks, I mean?”


  “Aye,” said Alistair, “and two butlers?”


  “I assure you, there will be work aplenty for you all, and I do not intend to send anyone away. There is a great deal yet to purchase and since the shop owners are familiar with Prescot, I will need him to go to town often. Two butlers, means each of you will have more time to see the sights. There is a place called, ‘the Gardens of the Gods,’ you all must see. ‘Tis red, blue, and purple sandstone formations that can take a breath away. As well, there is a place or two not far from here where a man can enjoy a drink and watch a friendly fist fight.” Hannish expected Alistair’s eyes to light up and was not disappointed.


  “Still, one of us must decide who is to do what,” said Prescot. “Which will you choose?”


  “How can I choose between two such fine lads?” Hannish put a spoon full of beans on his plate. “Allow me to think about it for a day or two.”


  “And the cooks?” Jessie asked.


  “By my count, we are nearly twenty to cook for, or will be when my wife arrives. The canning for winter must be done, and ‘tis far too much for any good woman to do alone. Perhaps, we might have a morning and an evening cook. The morning cook might do the baking and the evening cook might make our mid-meal. I trust the two of you can talk it over and strike a good bargain.” It was not a request, but a command and he was glad to hear no argument from either Jessie or Halen.


  They finished serving themselves and ate in silence for a while before Hannish spoke again, “Heretofore, no one is to give my sister twenty pounds.” Everyone stared at him until, as he hoped, McKenna finally had something to say about that.


  “He means, he wishes you to help him keep me from getting my hands on the money. I have only come to collect the twenty pounds sterling he borrowed, and once I get it, I intend to go back to Scotland.”


  Sassy’s eyes grew large and her voice began to rise. “Back to Scotland? Back across all that water? Miss McKenna, you’ve plumb lost your wits!” When she realized everyone was laughing at her, she became suddenly shy. She slumped, leaned her head against McKenna’s arm, and looked up pleadingly. “You’ll not truly make me go, will you?”


  McKenna patted the young girl’s hand. “I‘ll not truly be going either, but let’s don’t tell him, shall we?”


  Appeased, Sassy’s shyness instantly disappeared. She sat up straight again, and went back to enjoying her meal.


  Hannish took a few more bites before he said, “We should get to know each other better. Dugan you begin; why did you choose to come to America?”


  Dugan carefully set his sterling silver fork on his bone china plate and folded his hands in his lap. Cousin Egan and I both wished to come, so we drew sticks and I won.”


  “Drew sticks?” Hannish asked; his brow wrinkled. “Why did you not both come? I arranged for twenty and only eight of you came?” He watched Dugan bow his head and it appeared the footman needed nudging before he would explain. “Dugan?”


  McKenna drew in a long breath. “Olivia would not let them all come.”


  “What?” Hannish studied his sister’s eyes for a moment and then lowered his gaze. “I see.” He set his fork down and then rubbed the back of his neck.


  “She brought but six with her,” McKenna pointed out. “Donnel and Blanka came with me.”


  Seated at the other end of the table, Alistair studied the pain in his employer’s face. “It dinna mean she’ll not be stayin’.”


  Hannish couldn’t help raising his voice a little, “Why else would she leave servants in Scotland?”


  “Perhaps she arranged for them to come later,” McKenna tried.


  He took his sister’s hand to comfort her. “McKenna, I love you fiercely, but all of you must say the truth, even if it concerns my wife.” He let go of her hand and picked his fork back up. “Ronan, were you forced to draw sticks as well?”


  Ronan cleared his throat. “I would have come no matter the short stick, Sir, but the duchess said I was chosen to come.”


  “I see,” Hannish took a deep breath to calm himself. He noticed Donnel watching him and tried to smile. “I need not ask why Blanka and Donnel have come. They have been with the family for years and are like cherished aunts to my sister and I.” He nodded to each and then turned his attention to the one he knew least about. “Sassy, where are you from?”


  “I am Scottish born and English raised, if you can call it that in an orphanage.” She looked at McKenna and then at Hannish. “Must I be completely honest?”


  “I insist upon it,” Hannish answered.


  “Well, I dinna…exactly pay the fare when I got aboard that ship.”


  Keith’s jaw dropped. “You are a stowaway?”


  She glared at Keith. “Never you mind about that. Lady…I mean, Miss McKenna found me. She asked if I would pretend to be her lady’s maid. She promised to feed me real good if I would do her the honor, so I agreed and here I be.”


  “And pleased we are to have you,” Hannish said. “Now let us hear a bit from the Americans.”


  Shepard spoke next. “Keith and I are cousins. We come from Pennsylvania and we tried the mines a time or two, but when you said you needed help here, Mr. MacGreagor, we came straight away. We are happy in Colorado, am I right Keith?”


  Keith nodded. “You are indeed. We have never been more content than we are this day.” For cousins, Keith and Shepard didn’t look much alike except for matching brown eyes. Keith had a round face and curly dark brown hair. Shepard’s face was oval, his hair was straight and it was a lighter shade of brown.


  Hannish only half listened to Sarah and Charlotte explain which State they came from and how they ended up in Colorado. Yet when Jessie mentioned Olivia, he paid far more attention.


  “I mean to say it and I dinna care if I do,” Jessie said as if to warn the others not to interfere. “I told the duchess I’d be doin’ no more cookin’ in her kitchen whether she let me come or not. I’ve enough of that one, I have. You wait, you’ll see, there be no way a pleasin’ the Duchess, no way atall.”


  Hannish bowed his head. “I should not have left you.”


  McKenna gently put her hand on his. “It could not be helped. The place would have crumbled had you not sent back the wages to repair it. I can see no other way for you to have done it.”


  Ronan quickly swallowed the bite of roast beef he had in his mouth. “On the ship, Mr. Graham said...” As soon as he said it, Ronan caught his breath and looked around. Everyone was staring at him, and Alistair was clearly not pleased.


  “Mr. Graham?” Hannish asked. “George Graham, the stonemason I hired to do the repairs was on the ship with you?”


  It was too late now and McKenna reluctantly answered, “Aye.”


  “And did he come with you on the train, or is he in New York with my wife?” Hannish waited, but no one spoke and the answer was clear. “I see.”


  McKenna said, “It does not mean…”


  “What does it mean?” Hannish interrupted, his voice rising again.


  “Perhaps Mr. Graham has business in New York,” said his sister.


  Hannish considered it and again took a deep breath. “Perhaps you are right. I must not think the worst and I will not let it spoil a perfectly good dinner. Have the Scots no questions for the Americans?”


  McKenna began by asking all sorts of questions about America and was relieved to learn they had seen an end to the Indian battles. Next, she encouraged the Scots to tell about the things they had seen on their journey. She knew her brother well enough to know he heard little of it, although he pretended to.


  It was not until the meal was finished and the room grew quiet that Hannish spoke again. “We could all use a good night’s sleep. Tomorrow, my sister may choose a bedroom and the rest of us will see she is made comfortable. Keith, you will ride to town in the morning and send a telegram? Alistair, where is my wife stayin’ in New York?”


  “I believe she secured rooms in The Plaza, Sir.”


  “I read that the Plaza Hotel was finally finished; no doubt it is the most expensive hotel in the city. Very well, I shall simply telegram asking when she expects to arrive.” With that, Hannish stood up and left the room.


  After he was gone, McKenna closed her eyes for a moment. “I believe we said quite enough. Ronan, did I not press you to keep silent about Mr. Graham?”


  The youngest of all the men, Ronan looked as horrified as he felt. “I dinna mean to, it just slipped out.”


  “Well the harm is done now.” McKenna stood up, walked around her chair, and pushed it in. “Perhaps Olivia will have improved by the time she arrives.”


  Alistair and the others respectfully stood up with her. “And perhaps not,” he muttered, beginning to clear the dishes.


  “Just the same, say as little about her as he requires,” said McKenna. “He’ll not believe it anyway, until he sees it for himself. Sassy, ‘tis time you put me to bed.”


  “Aye, Miss,” Sassy hurried out the door behind her.


  Prescot gently took hold of Alistair’s arm. “We will see to it. You Scots rest.”


  “What a fine lad you are, thank you,” said Alistair, setting the plates back down. It was a good start for two men who coveted the same position. Perhaps they might get on well after all.


  “I’ll be bringing apple pie up soon,” cook Halen added. “In case you get hungry in the night.”


  Blanka tried not to yawn. “I doubt any will wake this night. I could sleep standing up.”


  “And she has, too,” Alistair teased. He nodded his appreciation to cook Halen and went out behind the other Scots.


  Halen waited until she could hear them going up the back stairs, sat down and put her head in her hands. “Poor Mr. MacGreagor. Do you think his wife is as bad as they say?”


  Prescot reached for another plate to stack on the large tray Shepard held. “If she is, we best help him.”


  “How?” asked Charlotte.


  “The Scots don’t seem so bad and they admire him. I say we do our best to get along so he does not have that worry.”


  “Agreed,” said Keith. “He loves her more than most husbands and no man deserves an unfaithful wife.”


  “We can not know she is unfaithful,” Halen said, “only it sure does look that way. What woman in her right mind would not bother to hide it?”


  Shepard set the full tray on a sideboard and reached for an empty one. “Perhaps she has nothing to hide after all.”


  Sarah frowned and finished tying her apron strings. “I doubt he believes she has nothing to hide. She might have written or sent a telegram to notify him Mr. Graham was coming. Mr. MacGreagor has not heard from her in weeks. He had to hear she was coming from his brother.”


  “Well, I hate her already,” Charlotte said. “If the duchess doesn’t want him, I do.”


  “Obviously,” Sarah muttered.


  


  Sassy was given a room on the third floor all to herself and a bed she was not forced to share with anyone else. Of course, as more maids came, the other bed in her room would be occupied, but just now it was all hers and she could not believe her good fortune. She even had a dresser, although it was well used and she had little to put in the drawers. McKenna gave her a very fine brush and as tired as she was, she gave her auburn hair a good brushing before bed. She would have liked having a mirror to look in, but she had done without one for years.


  She even had her own porcelain basin for washing with a matching pitcher full of water. The problem was, she could not quite decide if it should go in the middle of the dresser or to one side. She moved it to the right side, climbed into bed, pulled up the covers and closed her eyes. A moment later, she opened them again, threw off the covers, got up, and moved it back to the center. At last, she was content and fell fast asleep.


  


  The next morning, the smell of bacon filled the air and Hannish expected the Scots to sleep late. Instead, he found most of them eating when he entered the kitchen. He had a well-established habit of coming to the kitchen in the mornings, instead of ringing for tea and disturbing their breakfast. The Scottish servants quickly stood, so the Americans did as well. “Dinna let me disturb you. I manage to wander in here from time to time and ‘tis not necessary to stand, save when we have guests, perhaps.”


  The servant’s dining hall was almost as large as the formal dining room, with plenty of chairs for several more servants without having to eat in shifts.


  “I have decided not to await my wife’s decorating desires,” said Hannish. “Therefore, we have much work ahead. Prescot, you will take the wagon to town and secure a bed for my sister, if at all possible. Take Shepard with you. McKenna will need bedding and any other suitable furniture you manage to find. If you cannae find any, we will borrow some from the servant’s quarters until new arrives.” He lifted the saucer off the tray Halen held, blew on the contents in the cup and then took a sip. “Thank you, Halen. Prescot, bring back two or three Montgomery Ward Catalogs. I believe the post office has extras. I am counting on the rest of you to make lists of needs for the house and dinna forget a clock for every room.”


  “And what shall I do?” McKenna asked behind him.


  Again, everyone stood up and again, Hannish urged them to sit back down. He set his tea down, put his arm over her shoulder, and turned her around. “That.”


  “That what?”


  “That, my dear sister is the door to a very large pantry that needs fillin’, and if you are very good, I shall let the cooks help you make your list. Winters are harsh in Colorado and we must be fully prepared. No one goes hungry in my house.”


  “I am happy to hear that!” Sassy said, quickly slipping around McKenna. She sat down at the table and snatched a strip of bacon off the platter in front of her. “Old Mrs. Forthright sure wouldn’t believe this. Bacon on an ordinary day? We was only allowed bacon on Christmas.”


  “Bacon for Christmas?” Charlotte asked.


  “Aye and a slice of ham for dinner, if we were very good. I managed the ‘very good’ part two years in a row. ‘Twas not easy, I mean to say. She never called me ‘Sassy’ but that’s what she thought of me, right enough. I should not have done it, I suppose.”


  All eyes were on her, but Sassy stopped talking to enjoy her first bite of bacon. She closed her eyes, savored the taste, and slowly chewed until Dugan could stand it no more, “Should not have done what?”


  Sassy was not about to let him hurry her and chewed several more times before she swallowed. “Hide her paddle, is what. It took nigh on to a week for her to learn the truth of it, and were we not all happy it took that long!”


  “How did she know you hid it?” Sarah asked.


  “Confession be good for the soul, Old Mrs. Forthright always said.” Sassy took another bite of bacon and again savored the taste for a while before she continued, “She’d not let us have another meal until someone told where it was, so I was forced to say.”


  “Did she paddle you?” McKenna asked.


  “Not too awfully bad. James got it worse than me and all he did was laugh when I refused to cry.” She glanced at all the horrified expressions and smiled, letting the deep pimples in her cheeks show. “Never you fear, we got her back.”


  “How?” Keith asked.


  “The poor soul fell off the walkway into the pond and bruised her very own backside on the rocks. She could hardly sit, even with pillows beneath her.”


  Halen smiled and then wrinkled her brow. “How did you escape the orphanage?”


  “Had I knowed how easy it ‘twas…”


  “Known,” Keith corrected.


  She looked at him for a long moment and then decided to ignore him. “‘Twas easier than I thought, getting over the wall I mean. The wall was not to keep us in; ‘twas so the good folks dinna know we was there. James let me stand on his shoulders; I climbed right over the top of the wall and jumped down the other side. I was a wee bit fearful, I dinna mind tellin’, for I knew not where to go on the outside. There I was, staring at ladies in fancy dresses and gentlemen all decked out in their best. I thought it must be Sunday.”


  “What did Sunday have to do with it?” Hannish asked.


  “Well, I sneaked a peek at Old Mrs. Forthright’s newspaper the day afore, and read that the ships sail to America on Friday. I thought I had missed it, you see. I was wrong, thank the Good Lord.”


  Charlotte wrinkled her brow. “How did you get aboard the ship?”


  “That was easy too. I offered to help a lass carry her travel suitcase aboard and then forgot to get off. I hope James dinna suffer too much from my standing on his shoulders. I worry about that.”


  “I am certain he is fine, Sassy,” Hannish said. “Come sister, I believe Ronan has our breakfast in the dining hall and I love bacon as much as Sassy.”


  Sarah watched them leave and then took hold of Sassy’s hand. “No one will hurt you here, I promise.” Perhaps it was the mother instinct in her, but Sarah felt protective and understood when Sassy only nodded and went back to devouring bacon, as though she didn’t believe her. There were too many cruelties in the world, and Sarah had seen several, including the death of her little brother in the Russian Flu epidemic. She was alone too, but now Sarah had someone special who needed her.


  


  McKenna had only just begun sorting through some of her clothing, when she heard a light knock on the door of the bedroom she was temporarily using. “Come in.”


  “Miss MacGreagor, I…”


  “Sarah, is it not?”


  “Yes, Miss. I do not mean to disturb you, but…”


  “Sarah, come in and sit with me. I wish very much to get to know you better.” McKenna laid her wrinkled dress back in her traveling case and sat on the bed. She admired Sarah’s professional manor as well as her appearance. Sarah had a pleasant face, looked to be about thirty, and sat up straight in the chair. She wore her hair pulled back in a loose bun, which allowed the sides and top to frame her face perfectly beneath her small satin and lace bonnet. “I understand you are the head housekeeper.”


  “I am happy to have the position. I worked for the Goodwin’s for several years, taking care of their children. Most of them are grown now, so Mrs. Goodwin loaned me to your brother and he asked me to stay.”


  “I am pleased he did. What did you wish to talk to me about?”


  “I should not have, but while Sassy took a bath, I looked in her drawers and she has nothing but a brush, a night shirt and a change of undergarments.”


  “I know. The poor dear was wearing a filthy tattered dress that was far too large when I found her. I saw her steal an apple, followed her and discovered she’d been living in a broom closet. Millie, the lady’s maid you have not yet met, gave her the frock she wears now, but she will need much more.”


  “Outer clothing will not be a problem. Mr. MacGreagor anticipated the need and had a seamstress in town make several uniforms. They only need altering.”


  “Good. My brother’s attention to detail often amazes me. I gave Sassy the nightshirt and the undergarments, and tried to give her more, but she is proud. She has lived on charity all her life and now she wishes to pay her own way. I do not know what to do to help her.”


  “I see.” Sarah paused to think for a moment. “She has been with you more than two weeks now?”


  “Aye.”


  “Is it not time for her pay?”


  McKenna’s eyes lit up. “You are dead right brilliant, Sarah. Would you be willing to take her shopping?”


  “I would be more than pleased; I need a few things myself.”


  “Splendid, I shall talk to my brother…I wonder if Sassy knows how to make a purchase. Probably not, but you will help her. She is so enthralled with the world, I confess I enjoy watching her. Nevertheless, she will do better if I am not there. She fears she will make a mistake around me, which of course is nonsense.”


  “She is very young still, but in time, she will do well.”


  “I am certain she will. We have just enough time to catch Prescot before he leaves for town.” McKenna got up, started to leave, and then paused. “Just now I am reminded. Blanka and Donnel are getting on in years. I feared they would not do well on the journey and now that they are here, they have two flights of stairs to climb often. Might you confine their duties to the bottom floor? I would be ever so grateful.”


  “Of course. Perhaps Mr. MacGreagor would let us have a room on the first floor where they can rest when they are tired.”


  “Another splendid idea, Sarah. I doubt Olivia will approve, but my brother will. He loves them both very much.”


  “Done then. I shall have the men carry a couple of beds down as soon as Mr. MacGreagor approves it.”


  “Sarah, you are a jewel.” McKenna hurried out the door to find her brother.


  


  Hannish sent Keith off on horseback, with the exact words to say in the telegram to his wife. He asked Prescot to wait and delighted in giving Sassy her pay so she could go shopping, though he doubted she understood they were American dollars and not British pounds. He helped McKenna choose the perfect room on the first floor for Donnel and Blanka, the one with a water closet nearby, and was happy to find a good use for at least one of the empty rooms.


  He waited for Keith to return and was disappointed when he brought back neither a telegram from his wife or any mail. Saddened, Hannish returned to his study and tried to finish a letter he started to his brother, but his powers of concentration were lacking and he spent most of the time looking out the window instead.


  To fully enjoy a view of Pikes Peak, he built his study in the back of the house with windows facing west and a door leading to the expansive parlor. The study was sparsely furnished with a used roll top desk, a tall back chair and two used occasional chairs that did not match. A long table against the wall was piled high with papers, some neatly arranged and some obviously just tossed there. Underneath the table were several well-worn rolls of drawings and plans for the mansion.


  The newly planted grass in the extensive back yard was starting to grow, yet it looked as empty as he felt. At least the sun was shinning more often than not, which was a relief after such a long winter. Last year, they barely got the horse corral and the hired hand cottages built in time for winter, not to mention stacking bales of hay and chopping wood for the fireplaces. He liked honest hard work, had his hand in almost everything, and was sad to see the building come to an end. Just now, having something to build would be welcome indeed.


  While they waited for Prescot and the others to return from town, the rest of the Scots took baths and gathered clothing that needed washing. Instead of waiting for Sarah to come back, McKenna had two beds moved downstairs to the ‘servant’s day room,’ and rearranged the beds twice before she decided how to make the best use of the available space. With little more to do, she wandered from room to room, loving the ones with a view of the mountains the best, and imagining what she would do with each if the place were her husband’s, instead of her brother’s.


  


  It was not easy sitting in a rocking chair in a moving wagon, but Sassy not only managed it, she enjoyed herself thoroughly. All the way back from town, Sassy asked Sarah all sorts of questions, while Prescot and Shepard sat on the wagon seat facing forward and trying not to laugh.


  “What sort of birds are those,” Sassy asked, pointing to a tree.


  “They are called sparrows. The ones with the red underbellies are Robins and occasionally, we see a Bald Eagle.”


  “Bald, as bald as Old Mrs. Forthright? She wears hair not her own to cover it, but the hair is always crooked and we can tell just the same.”


  Sarah giggled. “The eagle is not truly bald, the feathers on its head are white to the neck and the rest of them are brown, making it look bald.”


  Satisfied with that answer, Sassy spotted something else. “What’s that over there? It looks like…”


  At last they arrived, bringing a wagon full of things for McKenna’s new room – far more than anyone expected them to find in a town that size.


  As soon as they pulled up, Keith was waiting to help her down. Sassy was not so sure she liked Keith; he had an odd way of looking at her. Nevertheless, there was no one else, so she accepted his offer. Then she hurried into the house to put her purchases away.


  Among the things Prescot brought from town, were three catalogues acquired from the post office. Hannish hoped Prescot would bring a letter or a telegram, but he was again disappointed, so he went out to help the men carry everything up the stairs. The rocking chair and one of the two upholstered chairs, he decided, would do well in the empty second floor sitting room.


  McKenna chose a room in the far corner of the second floor, as far away from Olivia’s room as she could get. The bedroom didn’t have much of a view of the back yard, but she didn’t intend to spend much time there anyway. She had the furniture rearranged three times before she got it just the way she wanted, while Sarah and Charlotte made the bed and Sassy began to unpack McKenna’s Steamer Trunks. Sassy was fascinated with all the beautiful gowns her employer had and took her time feeling the cloth and hanging them in the largest closet she had ever seen. Even so, she was worried when they wouldn’t all fit, until McKenna assured her it was all right to leave some in the trunks. They would need to be cleaned before McKenna wore them anyway.


  


  “How did she do?” McKenna asked as soon as she was able to get Sarah alone.


  “You would have loved watching her. Sassy simply had to touch everything, yet she spent only fifty cents and it was hard to get her to part with that. She is saving the rest.”


  “For what?”


  “She would not say,” Sarah answered.


  “What did she buy?”


  “The softest silk undergarments she could find and a blue ribbon for her hair. It is the same color as her eyes. I promised to help her tie the ribbon every morning.”


  “Then I shall make certain to comment on its beauty. Thank you.” McKenna gave Sarah a quick hug, watched her leave, and then pulled a paper and pencil out of her pocket. She sat in a chair and started to make a list of what more they needed for the upstairs sitting room. The room faced the front yard with a grand view of the town through the trees, and she expected to spend a lot of her time there. A lamp would be nice and a table and chairs for playing cards.


  McKenna leaned back, closed her eyes, and sighed. “Olivia will hate it no matter what we put in here.”


  


  Just before bed and in the privacy of their third-floor sitting room, the servants gathered to share the pies Halen made for them the day before.


  “‘Tis nearly morning in Scotland,” Alistair mentioned, helping himself to a piece of pie. “My eyes see darkness outside, but my mind thinks ‘tis time to get up.”


  “I am the same,” said Jessie.


  “Is the duchess truly as awful as you say, Sassy?” Halen asked.


  There was a shortage of chairs, but sitting on the floor was nothing new to Sassy and she quickly made herself comfortable. Before she answered the question, however, she glanced at Alistair. When he didn’t give her that warning look, she felt free to answer, “She be worse than the put-her.”


  “The put-her?” Prescot asked.


  “‘Tis what we called Old Mrs. Forthright. Each and every night we prayed God would put-her out, you see.”


  Sarah giggled, handed Sassy a piece of pie and then sat down beside her on the floor. “A put-her, the duchess is too, then?”


  Sassy signed. “I was forced to add the duchess to my prayers right after I got a good tongue whipping from her on the ship.”


  Said Jessie, “Mr. MacGreagor will not put the duchess out; he loves her. When they first married he was so smitten, he knew not half of what he was doin’.”


  “He was much younger then,” Blanka reminded.


  Keith nodded, “He has grown up a lot in the time I have known him.”


  Halen scoffed. “And what do you know of growing up, or of being in love? You are a boy yourself.”


  “I am twenty-three, I’ll have you know. I…”


  Jessie ignored Keith, “‘Tis not easy to fall out of love. I still love a lad, even though he be the worst sort of lad, and I have not seen him in twenty years.”


  “Mr. Hannish will not let love keep him from seein’ her for what she is,” Donnel said. “I have known the MacGreagors since the children were small. Their father was a stern, but loving man who kept them well rounded up. He dinna abide nonsense, and neither will his son. Mark my words, Olivia MacGreagor is more nonsense than her husband will abide.”


  Charlotte looked positively joyful to hear it, did not notice Sarah watching her, and would not have cared if she did. Charlotte’s hopes were high, very high indeed.


  


  


  CHAPTER 3


  


  Just as Sarah said, there were housemaid uniforms aplenty on hand but they needed alterations. The next day, in an empty room not far from the kitchen, Charlotte put the Singer Vibrating Shuttle Sewing Machine to good use and became the Mansion’s in-house seamstress. While she loved to sew, especially on such a nice new machine, she had a few complaints.


  “I am so tired of sewing the same color cloth all day long. I cannot quite decide if the cloth is blue or gray,” she whined when Sarah walked into the room.


  “Perhaps this will help.’ She showed Charlotte where the seam of her white apron was coming apart. “Can you fix it?”


  “With pleasure, it will only take a minute.”


  Sarah walked to the window and looked out at the tilled ground where Hannish hoped to plant a rose garden. Alistair was outside looking at it too, and when he spotted her, she nodded. For a butler, Alistair was a friendly sort, a little prim and proper perhaps, but not all starch and vinegar the way some butlers were. It was plain to see he had taken Sassy under his wing, and for that alone, she admired him.


  “Oh, darn it, I broke the thread. That is the third time today.”


  Sarah glanced back. “You seem a bit annoyed, is something the matter?”


  “I could not get Sassy to stand still long enough to pin her hem straight. It took nearly an hour.”


  “She is excited, it is…”


  “Let her be excited somewhere else.”


  Sarah stared at Charlotte for a moment, and then turned back to watch Alistair through the window.


  Charlotte finally got the needle threaded and began to sew the apron seam. She dreamed of making a gown of her own someday, attending a grand ball at the Antler Hotel, and having Hannish ask her to dance. She was perhaps not the prettiest of women, she knew, with thin hair that was more brown than black, but one look in her eyes when they danced would let him know how much she adored him. It was just a dream, but sometimes dreams do come true.


  When Hannish walked past the open door, she stopped to smile at him. Unfortunately, he did not notice her so she went back to her sewing. “I dread having to fit Sassy for another frock tomorrow.”


  “Then I will come with her. She will stand still for me,” said Sarah.


  “I doubt it.”


  


  They were ill prepared to entertain guests, but when a carriage started up the drive toward the Mansion in the late afternoon, everyone hurried to get ready. Keith rushed out to open the carriage door as soon as it stopped, while Alistair stood ready at the front door. McKenna checked her hair in the only full-length mirror located in Olivia’s room and straightened her skirt, “How good of someone to come just at dinnertime,” she muttered. “Sassy, tell cook to prepare. My brother will surely invite them to stay.”


  In the study, Prescot grabbed a topcoat off the back of a chair and helped Hannish put it on. Then he followed him into the parlor just as McKenna came down the stairs. At last, they were ready and the MacGreagors stepped outside to welcome their guests.


  Abigail and Claymore Whitfield were the picture of Colorado’s well-dressed wealth. A slender woman, Abigail wore a well fitting green dress, with delicate pink rosebuds on the collar, at the waist and at the bottom of the skirt. The color flattered her red hair and matched her green eyes. Her somewhat robust husband looked uncomfortable in his tall still-collar and his waistcoat was a bit too tight, but his lace up black shoes had a good shine to them, and his short, graying hair was neatly combed. Their grown son was as tall as his father, wore his reddish blond hair short to the nape of his collar and had a bit of a crooked smile.


  “McKenna, allow me to introduce our nearest neighbors, Mr. and Mrs. Whitfield. McKenna is my sister,” said Hannish.


  Claymore tipped his hat, “A pleasure.” Then he turned back to Hannish. “I do not believe you have met my son, Charles.”


  Hannish smiled. “I have not. Welcome, Charles.”


  Charles nodded to Hannish and then tipped his hat to McKenna, just as his father had, only Charles’ eyes remained on her longer than was proper and his crooked smile became a sickening grin. “A pleasure, indeed.”


  Full of exuberance, Abigail hugged McKenna, kissed her cheek, looped her arm through hers, and practically pulled her through the front door. “My dear, we heard you were in town and I demanded Claymore bring me straight away to welcome you. Oh my, but it is a magnificent display of Marble. We’ve not yet seen it completed and I do not mind saying I watched with envy as the wagons passed our home. Are all the rooms finished now? I want very much…”


  “My dear, Mrs. Whitfield,” her husband interrupted, “let the woman speak.”


  “And such divine window seats with a full view of town?” Abigail said, ignoring her husband. “If we had such a thing, which we do not I regret to say, I would have tea in this foyer each and every morning.”


  McKenna noticed the pride in her brother’s expression and smiled. “Aye, but you have not yet seen the upstairs sitting room. The view from there is breathtaking.” McKenna led the way into the parlor and then up the stairs. “Come, I shall show you.”


  Both Mr. Whitfields handed their hats to Keith, the first to be placed on the empty shelf in the coatroom.


  “You’ll not likely get the two of them separated,” Claymore said, watching his wife disappear upstairs, “now that they’ve got on so famously. Did I not warn you, Hannish?”


  “Aye, you did.”


  “Of course, that is your sister and not your wife. A town this size has few secrets, you know. When can we expect your wife?”


  “I am not certain. She stopped to shop in New York City.”


  Claymore raised an eyebrow, “A great mistake on your part, my boy. I should have warned you about that. It took me a week to get Mrs. Whitfield to leave last time we were there. Well, it is too late, I suppose and I can not think of a thing that would tempt your wife away, now that she has seen it.”


  


  Abigail ignored the mostly unfurnished room and walked to the window. “You are so right, my dear, a grand view indeed.” Colorado Springs looked small from there, but she could still see people, carriages, and carts going up and down the busy streets. The farms, divided by rows of trees, were beginning to green with the spring planting and beyond that, one could see forever across dry brush lands as flat as McKenna claimed Kansas to be. “Your brother is, of course, disappointed his wife has not yet arrived. He talked of little else when we came to call last.”


  “He loves her very much.”


  “I am certain he does. It is a great disappointment to a certain lady I shall not name.”


  “Oh do tell, has my brother an admirer?”


  “Not just one, but several. It is best he has a wife, for the place would be crawling with unmarried women if he did not. And look at you. Are you wanting an American husband, by any chance?”


  “Nay, I left my heart in Scotland.”


  Abigail still had not taken her eyes off the view. “That is a pity. If you change your mind, I have a few gentlemen I can recommend, and each of them just as wealthy as my Clay.”


  “I promise to alert you first, if I do.”


  “I will count on that. I must say, with both you and your brother taken, the dinners will not be as lively as I had hoped, but we shall make due. Tell me, will Saturday next be too soon to come to dinner?”


  “I cannae say? We must wait until his wife arrives.”


  “Yes, of course you must. Another time then, but I hope we will not have to wait too long.”


  


  “I am excited to hear all about the gold rush,” said McKenna as soon as she was seated at the dining room table. “We read a great deal about it in Scotland, but I would so like a first hand account to write home about.”


  Charles selected the chair across from McKenna and smiled. “My father will be pleased to bore you with it.”


  Claymore chuckled. “Admit it Charles, you never tire of the story.”


  Charles kept his eyes on McKenna as he answered, “I do admit it. Nothing pleases me more than glittering gold…except perhaps a beautiful woman. My, but you are splendid.”


  McKenna squirmed a little and lowered her eyes. “I thank you, Sir.” She glanced at Hannish and knew he was not pleased with the way Charles was gawking at her. “Mr. Whitfield, perhaps you have not heard; I am nearly engaged.” It came as a surprise to Hannish, but he did not react, much to McKenna’s relief.


  Charles grinned at her anyway. “But not yet formally engaged, Miss MacGreagor? I am encouraged.”


  Claymore waited for his wife to finish, helped himself to peas from a bowl Keith held, and cleared his throat. “You asked about the gold rush, Miss MacGreagor. I dare say many a prospector walked right over the largest gold vein in the world. It is called the Mount Pisgah hoax, someone salted the rocks, you see.”


  “Salted them?” McKenna asked, helping herself to potatoes from the platter Dugan held.


  “It means,” Charles said, “Someone put flakes of gold in worthless rocks. Once the hoax was discovered, the prospectors ignored the area altogether.”


  “But who would do such a thing?” McKenna asked.


  “That,” Claymore answered, “no one has managed to find out. At any rate, once Bob Womack found the real gold, word spread quickly and the rush was on. I myself set out from Kansas City.”


  Abigail shook her head at the platter of potatoes, but graciously smiled at Dugan. “In less than three years, we were surrounded by thousands of men, and some even brought whole families. They were certain they would easily strike it rich and hoped to start a new life. Oh, but the sad tales I could tell.” Abigail said, putting a hand on her chest. “The camps were miserable and many of the children died of disease. One woman, as I recall, refused to leave her three dead children in this ‘God forsaken land,’ and made her husband take the whole family, including the bodies, all the way back to Iowa. I think of that poor woman often.”


  McKenna bowed her head and except for the clinking of spoons on platters, and then on dishes, the room fell silent. At last, Claymore spoke, “There is trouble in the mines again, Hannish. You are fortunate to have got out of the business. I see bad workings on the horizon and I might just sell out myself. I would…”


  “Have you heard, Mr. MacGreagor?” Charles interrupted, “Mr. Grantham, the man you sold your mine to, sold it himself not two months ago, and the new owner claims the mine is all played out. He claims Grantham knew it all along and swindled him.”


  “Good heavens,” said Hannish.


  Charles continued, “Did you know, Mr. MacGreagor? Did you know the mine was nearly played out when you sold it?”


  “Charles, what a thing to ask,” Claymore scolded. “Count the man fortunate to have gotten out when he did.”


  Hannish was not pleased; not with the question or with the insulting way he kept looking at McKenna. “I dinna know. We were turning out several tons of silver ore a day when I sold the mine.”


  “Of course you did not know,” Claymore said. “Forgive the boy his manners, Hannish.”


  Hannish gave Charles ample time to apologize, but Charles was distracted by the platter of potatoes. “I prefer my potatoes mashed,” said Charles.


  Dugan pulled the platter back, took the serving fork, and smashed three of the potatoes. “Will this do, Sir?” he asked, offering the platter again to Charles.


  Charles frowned, but picked up the serving fork anyway. “I suppose it will have to.” He failed to notice a slight smile on the face of his host.


  “You spoke of trouble in the gold mines, Claymore,” said Hannish, taking a roll out of the napkin-lined basket Keith held. “What sort of trouble?”


  “The same as always – the union demands more and more for their workers. You were not here when The Western Federation of Miners came into being. I do not blame the union completely, you understand.”


  “Who do you blame?” McKenna asked. She watched Keith set the breadbasket on the sideboard, pick up a platter, and offer a pork chop to Abigail.


  “I blame the greed of certain owners. How did they think they could ask the hard rock miners to work ten hours instead of eight, for the same pay? Of course the minors went on strike, why wouldn’t they? We had no choice but to bring in the strikebreakers. That didn’t work, so the sheriff deputized and armed 1,200 men. Governor Waite had to settle that one and the mine owners finally relented.”


  Claymore took a moment to add two pork chops to his plate before he continued, “In the end, eight hours of work per day was agreed upon, just as I said it should be. The owners were the ones who paid the deputies and it was an awful thing that happened after. The twelve hundred roughens began terrorizing Cripple Creek.”


  “Terrorizing it how?” McKenna asked.


  “My dear, people who did nothing wrong were put upon quite harshly. Some were clubbed and kicked,” he explained.


  “Claymore, please, we are eating,” Abigail muttered.


  “Forgive me, my dear, you are right of course.”


  McKenna was fascinated. “But how were these roughens, as you call them, stopped?”


  Claymore barely took the time to chew and swallow before he answered, “The owners finally cut their pay. Governor Waite sent in the militia and we saw no more of them. Nevertheless, the miners had clearly won and the Unions took the credit.”


  “Someone on the train said a whole town burned,” McKenna mentioned.


  “You mean Colorado City? Indeed it did,” Abigail answered. “But everyone got out in time.”


  “Oh good,” McKenna breathed.


  Claymore nodded his agreement. “Still, that brought builders and naturally, another union to organize them. I tell you, we shall never see the end of it. Now the unions think they can do no wrong. Last year, the Daily press, owned by the union I might add, got the miners to vote union members into public office. Then, they decided Cripple Creek needed a county of its own, thus we live in El Paso County, and our mines are in Teller County. Very clever of them, for we would never vote their members into office here.”


  Abigail leaned closer to McKenna. “The miners steal the gold,”


  McKenna gasped. “Do they now?”


  “Yes, well we put an end to that,” Charles said. “We hired Pinkerton guards.”


  Hannish noticed his sister was hardly touching her meal and instead kept her hands in her lap. Charles was still gawking at her, and if it hadn’t been for Abigail and Claymore, he would have thrown Charles out. He held his ire for their sakes, but it wasn’t easy.


  “Yes, and the miners walked out as you may recall, Charles,” Claymore was saying. “On this point, the unions did us a favor. The miners are now searched as they leave by other miners, in front of a Union watchman.”


  “What has upset the miners now?” Hannish asked.


  “There are rumblings, there always are. I believe the unions want a wage increase, and why are we surprised about that? I tell you, Hannish; you were a wise man to get out when you did. The Unions will be the death of us, and I am not the only one who thinks so.”


  Charles had a way of eating without taking his eyes off McKenna and she’d had enough of it. “Brother, I believe I feel a headache coming on. Will you be very upset if I go up to bed?”


  “Of course not.” He stood, walked her out the door and then across the parlor to the bottom of the stairs. “What a dreadful man,” he whispered. “He’ll not be coming back if I have anything to say about it.”


  McKenna gave him a quick hug. “But I like Abigail very much.”


  Hannish sighed and watched her climb the stairs. “So do I.”


  


  No one heard his horse approach or expected it when Charles Whitfield came to call the next morning. He rang the bell, did not bother to wait for the butler, walked right in and nearly ran over a surprised Alistair. “Tell Miss MacGreagor I am here.”


  “Very good, Sir.” When Alistair heard footsteps behind him, he stopped and turned around. “If you would be so good as to wait here, Sir.”


  “I hope to surprise her.”


  “She is not fond of surprises, if you will just…”


  “I will not.”


  Reluctantly, Alistair led the way to the small sitting room, where McKenna was sipping tea and looking through her copy of the catalog. “Miss McKenna, Mr.…”


  “McKenna, but you do look all a glow this morning.” Charles interrupted, walking past Alistair to the center of the room. “I trust your headache is gone and you slept well.” He finally remembered to take off his tall, round hat and hand it to the butler. “What is your name again?”


  “Alistair, Sir.”


  “You may go, Alistair.”


  “He stays,” McKenna said, closing the catalog.


  “Must he? I wished to speak to you alone.”


  “About what?”


  Charles glanced at the defiant looking Alistair and straightened his shoulders. “I have come to take you to the Garden of the Gods.”


  “Thank you, no. I dinna wish to see them.”


  “Everyone goes to see them and you will not be disappointed. They are very fine rock formations.”


  “Are they marble?”


  “Well, no, they are sandstone, I believe.”


  “Then I dinna wish to go.”


  Charles quickly sat in a chair opposite her. “Perhaps you would rather see…”


  “Mr. Whitfield, I found your behavior last night unpardonable. I dinna wish to go anywhere with you, or ever see you again. Please leave.”


  “You will change your mind, once you learn how much I am to inherit when my father dies.”


  She stared at him in disbelief. “Poor Mr. Whitfield, does he know you wish him dead?”


  “I do not wish him dead.”


  “But you shall not be wealthy until he is, am I right?”


  “I…suppose not,” Charles stammered.


  “Perhaps you might do a little of your own prospecting. I hear there are mountains a plenty between here and California. Surely, several have gold for the takin’. Then you shan’t have to wait until he dies.”


  “Ah, but I could not deprive myself of your beauty for that long.”


  His grin was just as disgusting as it had been the night before, and she was tempted to throw her catalog at him. “Please leave.”


  “You will change your mind about me, just you wait and see.” With that, he got up, grabbed his hat away from Alistair, and left the room.


  McKenna watched Alistair hurry after Charles and shook her head. “How does a despicable child come from such very fine parents?” She jumped when she heard the front door slam.


  By the time Alistair returned to the kitchen to finish his breakfast, every quizzical eye was on him and he might have made light of it, had he not been so incensed. “Charles Whitfield. When Mr. MacGreagor hears, he will…”


  “Hears what?” Hannish asked, walking into the kitchen as he usually did in the mornings. “Who was at the door?”


  “Mr. Charles Whitfield. I tried to prevent him, but he demanded to see Miss McKenna and followed me to the sitting room.”


  Hannish narrowed his eyes. “What did he want?”


  “To take her to The Garden of the Gods, but she refused him. He vowed she would soon change her mind and left.”


  “‘Tis not the first time I have had to save my sister from a wretch like that. We best be more alert. If he is that brazen, she might just shoot him.”


  “I hope she does,” Dugan muttered.


  Hannish looked at Dugan and grinned. “From now on, I shall have my potatoes mashed just the way you did for Charles Whitfield.” He accepted the cup of tea from Jessie and went to find McKenna. Behind him, he could hear the servants laughing.


  


  It happened on the evening of the next day, and everyone was tired. A quick evening meal was in order and then rest. McKenna and her brother had just taken their places at the dinner table and Keith was about to serve, when Charles Whitfield walked into the dining room. “Good evening.” He pulled the chair opposite McKenna away from the table and sat down. “Dinner looks divine.”


  It took a moment for Hannish to grasp what had just happened, and as he slowly stood up, Prescot and Alistair rushed into the room.


  “Forgive me, Mr. MacGreagor, he slipped past me,” said Prescot.


  Hannish raised his hand to silence the butler and glared at Charles. “If ever you enter my house again without an invitation, my lads have permission to shoot you on sight.”


  Charles stayed where he was and grinned at McKenna. “But I feel so at home here.”


  Hannish gritted his teeth. “Dinna make me throw you out.”


  Fearing what might happen; McKenna quickly got up and went to stand behind Alistair. She had seen her brother’s wrath before and it frightened even her. At the same time, Keith realized he best get out of the way and backed into one of the sideboards, knocking the clock over.


  Still undaunted, Charles tried to look around Alistair. “McKenna, tell him I am welcome here.”


  “Miss MacGreagor to you!” In one swift movement, Hannish grabbed Charles by the coat, yanked him to his feet and with a fierce glare shouted, “Get out of my house, and dinna come back!” He was tempted to toss the smaller man across the room, but thought better of it. Just as abruptly, he let go, nearly causing Charles to lose his balance and fall over the chair. “Prescot, get him out of here afore I kill him.”


  Prescot hurried around the table, grabbed one arm just as Alistair took the other, and together they hauled a shocked Charles out of the dining room. “Wait until my father hears about this!” Charles shouted.


  Prescot released the man once they got him out the front door, but Alistair shoved as hard as he could, making Charles stumble, fall off the steps and land face first on the grass. “I am an excellent shot and I shall not miss!” Alistair warned. He dusted off his hands, followed Prescot back inside, and intentionally slammed the door.


  The ruckus caused all of the servants to rush into the dining room, just as Hannish wrapped his arms around his trembling sister. “I dinna mean to frighten you so.”


  “He threw Charles Whitfield out,” Keith explained to calm the others.


  “Are you hurt, Miss McKenna?” Sassy asked, walking around Hannish to see for herself.


  “Nay, I am fine Sassy.” She took a deep breath, kissed her brother’s cheek, and smiled to reassure him. “I had forgotten you’ve a temper when you feel the need to protect me.”


  “I had almost forgotten myself.” He took her back to the table and seated her.


  Keith turned the knocked over clock upright on the sideboard and straightened the rumpled table scarf. His nerves were not in much better shape than McKenna’s. He had seen the MacGreagor temper once before, and wasn’t sure Charles would live through it.


  “He’ll not be back,” Prescot said, walking back into the dining room.


  “You are wrong,” said Hannish. “Be on your guard, for his kind does not give up easily.”


  The next day, the whole household waited for an angry Claymore Whitfield to come and protest his son’s treatment. He did not come, and everyone guessed Charles wisely decided not to tell his father.


  


  It was four days after the Scots arrived before a rider brought a telegram to the mansion from Duchesses Olivia MacGreagor. She had not yet left New York City, but promised to arrive on the 14th. In the foyer, Hannish handed the telegram to his sister, took off his jacket, handed it to Prescot and walked out the front door.


  McKenna slowly read the telegram and then sighed, “Another fortnight.”


  A perplexed Prescot asked, “Where does he go?”


  “Where he always goes when he is enraged,” McKenna answered, “to chop wood. No doubt he will have chopped enough to see us all through winter by the time we see the end of this.”


  “Two weeks?” Alistair muttered. “What is she up to?”


  “I have been thinking about that.” McKenna began to wander into the parlor and both butlers followed her. “How did she choose who to bring and who to leave behind?”


  “How?” Alistair asked.


  “She brought the ones who would not tell him, first because they fear her, and second because all of you love him too much to hurt him.”


  Alistair nodded. “She is right on that account.”


  “Aye, but Olivia dinna know I was on the ship until after it sailed, and by then it was too late to hide our dear Mr. Graham. She dinna believe she could keep me quiet, so what does she do?”


  “What?” Prescot asked.


  Alistair shook his head in disgust. “She waits to see if her husband has heard and will telephone to accuse her. ’Tis just the sort of thing she would do.”


  “That is what I think too,” said McKenna, “but she does not know Hannish well enough. He will not telephone; he will wait until he can see the truth in her eyes.”


  “He might believe her excuses,” Alistair cautioned. “She has very clever ways of getting what she wants, especially from her unsuspecting admirers.”


  Prescot gasped. “She has more than one?”


  Alistair glanced back to make sure Hannish was not nearby. “You dinna hear that from us.”


  “Of course not,” Prescot said. “How could his wife be so heartless?”


  McKenna folded the telegram back up and put it in her pocket. “I assure you, she has no heart.”


  


  Everywhere Sassy was, Keith seemed to be also, but she ignored him for the most part. He was not an unpleasant looking man. In fact, if she did not find his too obvious smiles annoying, she might have fancied him a little. Happy were the days when Keith had plenty to do.


  Aside from that, there was the problem of getting her hands on a catalogue. Each time she reached for one, someone else got to it first. There was the one in her employer’s study, but she was certain she was not to go in there without asking. Still, after he went to bed and McKenna was asleep, Sassy lit a candle, slipped down the back stairs, through the empty kitchen, across the dining room, the parlor and into the study. As quiet as a mouse, she closed the door, turned on the lamp and there it was, right in the middle of his roll top desk.


  An hour later, her eyes and mind were filled with glorious things she never imagined existed, and she thought about it long and hard before she took his fountain pen and put a check mark beside the delicate figurine of a grand lady in a pink ball gown. She put everything back the way it was, turned out the light, picked up the candle and as quietly as she came, went out the door and back upstairs.


  Sassy quietly closed the door to her room, changed into her nightshirt and carefully hung the frock Charlotte finally finished hemming in her small closet. Each night, she still moved her bowl and pitcher of water to a different location on her dresser, and then checked first thing in the morning to see if it pleased her. This night was no different and before she could think of sleeping, she put the bowl on one side and the pitcher on the other. At last, her day was finished and she could rest.


  


  Hannish was not a stupid man and he prayed what he suspected was not true, but just in case, he did not intend to let his wife get away with much more. He spent the next morning in his study drafting a very important letter, sealed it and then called for his horse. He rode to town alone, posted the letter at the post office, and then sent two cablegrams: one to the captain of the ship his wife arrived on, and the other to an old friend - his banker in Scotland. He said not a word about his dealings to anyone when he got home, and simply went about checking lists and ordering what they needed to fill the Mansion.


  Two days later, McKenna asked to go to town. She hoped to find patterns, embroidery threads and a few yards of white linen to help her pass the time, especially in the evenings. Bored with his lists and invoices, Hannish decided to go with her. The sun was shining; the air smelled of lilacs and with Shepard driving the red carriage, the leisurely ride was a pleasant one.


  Hannish took her to the general store, went inside with her, introduced her to the owner, and directed him to put anything she wanted on his bill. While she shopped, Shepard drove him to the telegraph office where he sent two more inquiries to Scotland. Once that was accomplished, he went to the bank, withdrew some cash and told them to expect a very large deposit.


  However, when Shepard pulled the carriage to a stop in front of the general store, McKenna was outside standing between two of his friends, Simon Merth and Gregory Goodwin. She was furious and they were trying to calm her down with little success. “What is it?” He asked as soon as he opened the carriage door.


  She tossed her packages into the carriage and then let him help her climb inside. “It matters not.”


  Hannish was not happy with that answer and turned a questioning eye on the two men. “Charles Whitfield accosted her,” Mr. Merth answered.


  Hannish narrowed his eyes. “Accosted her how?”


  Mr. Goodwin looked as angry as McKenna. “He blocked her way and would not let her leave the store.”


  “Did he touch her?” Hannish asked.


  Mr. Merth nodded, “He had ahold of her arm.”


  “Brother, I am quite all right. Let it pass,” McKenna pleaded.


  Hannish ignored her. “Where is he?”


  Mr. Goodwin answered, “Where he always is; in the hotel lounge with his friends, pestering Margaret Ann.”


  “Wait here, McKenna,” said Hannish. “Shepard, stay with her.”


  “Yes, Mr. MacGreagor.” Shepard tied the reins and climbed down to stand by the door of the carriage.


  “Where are you going?” McKenna asked, leaning her head out of the carriage window. It was too late. All she could do was watch her brother walk down the middle of Main Street, climb the steps, and disappear under the archway entrance of the Antlers Hotel. Not wanting to miss watching Charles get what he deserved, Mr. Goodwin and Mr. Merth hurried after him.


  


  Charles Whitfield never saw it coming. A doubled up fist hit him square in the eye and sent him flying across the room. Men sitting at a table managed to get out of the way just in time, before his hurled body knocked over the table, two chairs, and a bottle of whiskey.


  Hannish MacGreagor’s glare was fierce when he pulled Charles to his feet, and the look in his eyes left no doubt that he was willing to make good on his next threat, “You come near my sister again and I will shoot you!” This time he gave into his urge, shoved hard and tossed Charles backwards over a second table. On his way out, he nodded to the bartender, “Send the bill to me.”


  “Yes, Mr. MacGreagor.”


  With that, Hannish stomped out of the hotel.


  Behind him, a thoroughly embarrassed Charles sat up and put a hand over his swelling eye. “He will regret this day, I swear he will.” He failed to notice the grins on the faces of Mr. Merth, Mr. Goodwin, and Margaret Ann.


  


  They were halfway home before either of them spoke. “Did you get what you wanted from the store?” Hannish asked after he had calmed down. “We can go back…”


  “I managed to buy enough for now. Did you kill him?”


  “Nay, he will live to accost someone else’s sister.”


  “I am relieved. What do we tell Claymore and Abigail? He will surely complain to them this time.”


  “He’ll not need to complain, the whole town will hear soon and someone will tell them. Do you suppose they do not know what sort their son is?”


  McKenna signed. “Most mothers think their sons can do no wrong. My mother did.”


  At last, he smiled. “True, but if we ever behaved that deplorably, she would have made certain we suffered for it.”


  “Right after father punished you, you mean.” She smiled at the thought for a moment. “Perhaps the Whitfields are aware, and know not what to do about Charles.”


  “Perhaps.”


  “Have you broken your hand?”


  “Not quite.” He looked at it, discovered his knuckles were red, and folded his arms. “I meant for you to meet Mr. Merth and Mr. Goodwin under happier circumstances. I know them well and have often been invited to dine in their homes. I intend to pay their kindness back once Olivia is settled.”


  McKenna raised a suspicious eyebrow. “And whom, might I ask, is Margaret Ann?”


  “Ah, now that is another story. You need not worry about her, she hits harder than I do.”


  


  An upset Claymore did not come to protest his son’s black eye and Hannish had grown weary of expecting it, and of waiting for telegrams. The only letters that came were bills Olivia was running up in New York City. He was even more tired of trying not to think about his suspicions. After morning tea, he checked the soreness in his hand, left his desk, walked out of his study and shouted, “Alistair!” His shout loudly echoed through the sparsely furnished Mansion.


  “What…what has happened?” a startled Alistair answered, hurrying around the corner into the parlor.


  Hannish put a comforting hand on his butler’s shoulder. “Forgive me, I dinna mean to alarm you. I wish to ride to Colorado City today. You have heard of the place, have you not?”


  “I have.”


  “Care to go with me?”


  Alistair’s eyes instantly lit up. “I do indeed.”


  “Good, Prescot can manage.”


  “Sir, he is a good lad that one, who treats me kindly. Might we take him with us? Keith can manage.”


  “Of course we can. Find Prescot and change your clothes while I send for the horses.”


  


  It wasn’t long before McKenna spotted all three men through the upstairs sitting room window. She watched them mount their horses and could not keep from giggling. Alistair wore a short, round hat that looked too small for his head, knickerbockers with leggings from his ankles to his knees, and a loose fitting white shirt. Hannish and Prescot were a bit less casually attired, wearing ordinary long pants, shirts, and vests. Nevertheless, the three normally proud gentlemen looked quite out of place.


  


  CHAPTER 4


  


  Most of the residents of Marblestone Mansion gave up waiting for the master of the house and his butlers to come home, and went to bed. Keith sat in the parlor and tried not to close his eyes, but the hour got later and later until at last, he succumbed to the need for sleep. When the front door loudly slammed, a startled Keith jumped up and hurried into the foyer. “Sssh,” Keith tried, but he was greeted by two silly grins and the strong smell of whiskey.


  McKenna had not yet gone to bed, and still sat in the upstairs sitting room worried that her brother was enraged enough to seriously hurt someone. He did not always know his own strength and had nearly killed a man in Scotland, although the man deserved what he got. Still, this was America, not Scotland, where the word of a duke was never in question. When the door slammed, she was relived and headed for the stairs. A few seconds later, she too was looking at his silly grin and unfocused eyes.


  “Hannish MacGreagor, you are drunk,” McKenna said, walking into the foyer. Been in a fight too, I see. Are you not a little old to be brawlin’?” With Keith trying to hold him up on one side, she slipped Hannish’s arm over her shoulders on the other, and tried to help steady his wobbling knees.


  “But sisser,” he slurred, “‘Twas…the best fright I’ve…had. Alistair took free…” He tried to hold up three fingers, but couldn’t quite tell how many there were.


  “Aye, but where might Prescot be? Have you left him somewhere?” McKenna asked.


  Hannish wrinkled his brow and slowly looked around for Prescot.


  Certain he would fall down if he didn’t, Alistair sat down on a window seat. His hat had begun to slide forward, but instead of catching it, he looked up and watched. “Pressy be…(hic)…horses, Yer ace.”


  Hannish suddenly stood up straight. “I said, dinna call me that! ‘Tis what…started…the fright.” He soon slumped again.


  “Forgime,…(hic)Yerace.” Alistair finally pushed his hat up, touched a cut on his lip and checked his fingers for blood. He tried hard to make his eyes focus and when they wouldn’t, he decided he didn’t care anyway and let his hand fall to his lap.


  McKenna examined the small cut on her brother’s forehead, the start of a bruise on his cheek and then rolled her eyes. “Keith, help me get him up to bed.”


  Alistair groaned and started to fall over sideways. “I shall…here.”


  “Alistair…” Hannish started.


  “Never mind, that,” said McKenna. “Off to bed with you.”


  It was a struggle getting Hannish up the stairs and she was surprised to see Charlotte at the top watching. Just before she and Keith got Hannish into his room, she said, “Thank you, Charlotte, go back to bed.”


  “Yes, Miss.” Even so, Charlotte stayed in the hallway, hoping Hannish would notice that it was she who cared most about him. Too soon, McKenna closed the door.


  


  Sprawled on the parlor floor with a blanket covering him and his hat lopsided on his head, Alistair opened one eye and then the other. He was alarmed to find himself so exposed and tried to sit up, but when the room began to spin, he lay back down. He turned on his side, pulled the blanket over his backside and went back to sleep. The next thing he knew, Hannish was sitting on the floor beside him, pouring half a glass of whiskey.


  “Drink this, ‘twill help.” Hannish offered his arm, helped Alistair sit up and watched him down most of the liquid. “Will you survive?”


  Alistair quickly handed it back and grabbed hold of his aching head with both hands. “I do hope so, Sir.”


  Hannish poured another half glass of whiskey and held it out, but when Alistair refused, he drank the contents himself. “Prescot is some fighter. I had no idea he was a boxer before he came to Colorado. I dinna believe there is a scratch on him.”


  “Not a scratch?” Alistair asked.


  “Tell me, why do you think Olivia brought Graham with her? She must have known I would find out and suspect the worst.”


  Alistair had a feeling he had said way too much the night before, although he could not quite remember what. Stalling for time, he began to rub the back of his neck and move his head from side to side, hoping to alleviate the headache. “Graham, Sir?”


  “Alistair, we are old friends, you can tell me the truth.”


  He eyed the glass until Hannish noticed and refilled it. Then he took another two gulps. “Your wife does not confide in me.”


  “Does she hope to marry this stonemason?”


  “Give up her title?” Alistair scoffed. “I hardly think that likely unless…”


  “Unless a better title has come along?”


  Alistair wrinkled his brow. “What could be better than a duke?”


  “A Prince?”


  Again, Alistair scoffed. “The Queen frowns on divorce and none of Victoria’s sons would be that stupid.”


  “You’ve not seen a foreign prince or two paying Olivia undue attention, then?”


  “Nay, Sir.” Alistair abruptly realized where he was and caught his breath. “Have the others seen me…like this, I mean?”


  “It could not be helped.”


  Alistair closed his eyes and shook his head. Then he remembered his split lip, touched it and smiled. “Twas a bloody good fight, Sir.”


  “Would you care to go again sometime?”


  “Indeed I would.”


  “So would I,” said Hannish.


  


  It was embarrassing to join the other servants for the noon meal in the kitchen, but Alistair drew in a deep breath, took his usual seat opposite Prescot at the end of the table and pretended nothing had changed – that is, until Sassy began to giggle. “What tickles your fancy this day, Sassy?”


  “You got a very good one, and in the opposite eye as Mr. Hannish.”


  Alistair’s head still hurt a little and he was about to roll his eyes when he decided not too. “Mine was left-handed, is all.”


  “The lad you fought?” Sassy asked. “Why did you fight?”


  “‘Tis what men do when they are upset, Sassy,” Jessie explained. “They find a poor soul just as upset, and they two have it out.”


  “It is called a fair fight,” Keith explained.


  “A fair fight?” Sarah asked. “Were they as big as you and Mr. MacGreagor?”


  “Well…” Alistair started. He was still not sober enough to think quickly and Sarah was giving him that look -- the look he was beginning to grow fond of. It appeared she might favor him, and he hoped so.


  Prescot quickly interrupted. “Bigger.”


  Sassy wasn’t sure she believed that, but she let it pass. There was a wonderful lunch to be had and she was determined not to leave a crumb of cornbread on her plate.


  “What needs to be done yet today?” Blanka asked.


  “Well, we best finish sweeping all the empty rooms. The rugs will be coming soon,” Sarah answered. “Keith and Ronan went to town this morning, so we shall see what they bring back.


  


  At McKenna’s suggestion, Hannish decided to decorate each guest room in a specific color so everyone could remember which guest was where. The red room was for special guests and the purple room, he announced, was where they would put guests that were not so welcome.


  Many of the furnishings were easily found in Denver shops, but some had to be ordered from much farther away. Daily, a MacGreagor wagon met the noon train, where hearty men quickly transferred the goods from the boxcar to the wagon. Some days there were several items and other days nothing came.


  Each morning, Prescot handed Hannish a list of goods the cooks or the housekeeper vowed they could not do without. Each and every list included twenty pounds sterling in cold hard cash. He approved the goods, crossed off the cash and smiled each time. If he needed cheering up, which he did, his servants aimed to see he got it and word of his smile quickly passes from lip to lip throughout the entire household.


  Furthermore, no matter how early he got up, he found a fresh flower in a small glass vase carefully placed in the center of his roll top desk. It was not hard to guess one, or perhaps all of them were trying to ease his distress and he greatly appreciated it.


  The maids made up beds as more furniture and bedding arrived, and told the men where to place dressers, chairs and Mahogany dressing mirrors; that is, until McKenna came along and changed everything. The maids didn’t mind, but the valets soon learned to ask McKenna’s opinion first.


  Among the new furniture came a writing desk and the necessary writing supplies. McKenna chose the downstairs sitting room, warmed by plenty of western sunlight, to make into a writing room. She was certain Olivia would complain, but for now, it was a great place to sit and share all the happenings with friends she left in Scotland. Yet there was only one she intended to share the whole truth with, and that was her sister-in-law Flora -- what a lot she had to tell flora.


  


  Sleep normally came easily to all the exhausted members of the household, but on the fifth night since he received Olivia’s telegram, Hannish could not seem to keep a thousand thoughts from racing through his mind. After tossing and turning in his bed for the better part of an hour, he decided to give up. He put his robe over his pajamas, tied it at the waist, and went to find something to eat in the kitchen. He was not yet halfway across the parlor when he noticed the door to his study was slightly ajar. Certain he had closed it; he quietly walked that way, gently pushed the door to the moonlit room open, and spotted the silhouette of a woman standing at the window. “Sassy?”


  She quickly brushed her tears away, turned and curtsied. “Do forgive me; I dinna think anyone would find me here.”


  “What is it? Is someone making you unhappy?”


  “Nay, everyone is wonderful…too wonderful.” She couldn’t help herself; the tears would not stop.


  “Here, sit down and tell me what is wrong.” He guided her to a chair, moved back, leaned against the front of his desk and folded his arms. With the moonlight on her face, she was very becoming and he wondered why he had not noticed that before.


  “I am so sorry,” she said, finally pulling herself together.


  “I cannae imagine anything you have done wrong.”


  “I dinna know America was so far away. I left a little sister in the orphanage, and here I am in all this splendor…while she has little to eat. Please, Mr. Hannish, I have my pay now and I wish to go home.”


  “Back to Scotland on a ship? I thought you hated the water.”


  “I do hate it, but I promised to go back for Cathleen. With my pay, I can take her…”


  “How old is she?”


  “Fourteen years, ten months and six days. They’ll be throwin’ her to the streets soon. They don’t abide anyone over fifteen.”


  “Fifteen?” He wrinkled his brow. “How old are you?”


  She took a deep breath and wiped the last of her tears away. “I am twenty-one. You will not tell the others, will you?”


  Hannish was completely taken aback and it took a moment to regain his composure. “Why must it be a secret?”


  “Mr. Hannish, I never thought of you as witless.”


  This time, he could not hold back his grin. “In what regard am I witless?”


  “I know I am young for my age. I try to grow up, but ‘tis hard when you’ve had no one to guide you, save Old Mrs. Forthright. What she can teach can be put in a thimble, and a small one at that. If the others know how old I am, they will laugh at me.”


  “They are very fond of you, they will not laugh.”


  “Aye, but Keith…”


  “What about Keith?”


  “If a lad looks at me too long, does it mean he fancies me?”


  “Perhaps.”


  “That is what I thought. That is why, then.”


  He wrinkled his brow. “That is why you do not want him to know your true age?”


  “Aye, if he thinks I am too young he will not ask.”


  “I see. Tell me, if they discharge a child at fifteen, how did you manage to stay in the orphanage?”


  “Twas I who cleaned the office and once, when Old Mrs. Forthright first come, I found my certificate of birth. That’s how I know I am a Scot. Anyway, I changed the year I was born to one year younger than my sister, and Old Mrs. Forthright was none the wiser.” Sassy suddenly wrinkled her brow. “The certificate of birth said ‘parents unknown,’ but I remember a woman, although I dinna think she was my mother. Oh well, it matters not; my mother bore me and here I am.”


  “So you are. What is your real name?”


  “Leesil.”


  “Leesil what?”


  Sassy shrugged. “Please say I can go home.”


  He paused to consider the problem for a moment. “Sassy, your pay is not yet enough to care for you and you sister, but I’ve a better idea. McKenna needs something to do and she knows a great many people. Perhaps she can arrange employment for your sister. Once you have saved enough, you can go home and I will see you to the train myself.”


  “Oh, Mr. Hannish.” Without thinking, she hopped up, flew into his arms and hugged him tight.


  He was about to wrap his arms around her when a shocked Sassy backed away.


  “Forgive me, I…”


  “There is nothing to forgive. Now, off with you, tomorrow will be another full day.” He watched her quietly close the door behind her and shook his head in disbelief. “Twenty-one? She is but five years younger than I.”


  


  There was plenty of work for everyone and then some. Carved sofas with bear claw feet, armchairs, colorful French tapestries, oak plant stands, needlepoint footstools, beds, and dressers began to arrive. It was not nearly enough, but it was a start.


  Next came wooden crates filled with expensive household additions, such as framed pictures, lamps, small bronze and gold statues, hand painted vases, silver coffee sets, candelabra, more porcelain wash basins with matching pitchers, serving trays and enough Sterling Silver utensils to feed a gathering of fifty. Hannish even managed to order carved jewelry boxes to put on the dressers, and golden eagle bookends for the day when he could secure more books. He spotted a check mark next to a figurine in his catalog, assumed McKenna had marked it and ordered that too.


  Indeed, there was plenty for everyone to do and the first week passed quickly for everyone, except Hannish. McKenna had asked Prescot to bring her as many outdated newspapers as he could find, and that evening Hannish was not surprised to find her reading them in the downstairs sitting room.


  “Do you know everything about everyone in town now?” he asked, choosing to sit on a settee next to her.”


  “Not quite, I can find no mention of our Mister Charles Whitfield having done anything interesting in the past six months.”


  “Perhaps he has been away.”


  “Perhaps so. I should pay a visit to his mother some afternoon. She asked us to dinner, but I begged to postpone until after Olivia arrives.”


  “Would you like me to take you?”


  “Protect me, you mean. I can manage, mother taught me right where to hurt a lad.”


  Hannish chuckled, “I am sure she did and I remember seeing her do it once. Perhaps I should go in any case. It will do me good to get out of the house.” He picked up one of the newspapers she discarded and began to read it. “Am I to expect an announcement soon?”


  She wrinkled her brow. “What sort of announcement?”


  “The one about your engagement?”


  “Oh that. I wondered when you would ask.”


  “Care to tell me about him?”


  “You will like him. He is beyond a doubt the most unsightly man I have yet to see. He has saggy cheeks, wears his hair far too long and…”


  “Yet you love him?”


  “Not at all. I refused him repeatedly, but he had the encouragement of one Duchess MacGreagor.”


  “And this is why you do not get on with my wife?”


  “She kept inviting him to the house, so I moved away. It dinna help; he still managed to appear regularly.”


  “So you fled to America to relieve yourself of him?”


  “Nay, I came to see you.”


  “And to rid yourself of him.”


  “Oh Hannish, how is it I manage to attract the wrong sort of man? I want to marry, but I want a man I care to look at first thing in the morning.”


  “Do not fret; we will see many an unmarried man come to call soon.”


  She giggled, “So long as his name is not Charles.”


  “Indeed.” He decided he had already read that paper and folded it back up. “Sister, how old do you think Sassy is?”


  “I am not certain, why do you ask?”


  “Keith seems very attentive to her lately.”


  “He is not the only one. She is admired by Shepard and Dugan as well. I confess I quite enjoy watching all three of them vying for her attention.”


  “What does Sassy say about it?”


  McKenna put one paper on the table and reached for another. “She ignores them if she can, which is a bit odd since most girls her age are smitten with every lad she sees. What worries you?”


  “She seems so very innocent, and having been raised in an orphanage, I wonder if she can possibly know the ways of men. Suppose she is too easily convinced?”


  “I see your meaning. You wish me to have a motherly talk with her.”


  “Would you? I would hate to see any harm come to her, particularly under my very own roof.”


  “You are right, I will talk to her. Did you cablegram Cameron? I do hope he managed to rescue Sassy’s sister.”


  “I did, and the moment we have telephones I will call him. It is very rewarding to do something that will make others happy.”


  McKenna studied his face for a moment. “You look tired. Are you not sleeping?”


  “I try, but there is much to consider.”


  “Anything I can help with?”


  “Nay, there is nothing.” He picked up another paper, one he had not yet seen and began to read it.


  “Shall we visit the Whitfields tomorrow?” she asked at length.


  “The day after would suit me better. I shall send Shepard to give them fair warning.”


  “Good.”


  


  McKenna was not looking forward to her delicate discussion with Sassy. Having not been married herself, she was not quite certain what to say and only had Donnel’s words of caution to fall back on. Nevertheless, she left her writing desk, rang the bell, and waited for Sassy to come.


  “Sit down, dear, I wish to speak to you about something.”


  “Have I done wrong?”


  “Not at all.” McKenna waited until Sassy was settled in one of the new chairs chosen especially for that room. “I was wondering…I mean, since you were raised in an orphanage…I wonder if you might know where babies come from.”


  “Mostly through the front door.”


  McKenna smiled. “I do not mean that, I mean…”


  “Oh, you mean how are they made? I am surprised no one has told you yet. Shall I explain it?”


  “Please.”


  “You see, we got more girl babies than boys, but there is a difference…in how they are.”


  “I do know that much.”


  “Good. Now with a boy baby, one must always see that…that part is covered with a cloth in the changin’, or you get mighty wet.”


  “That, I did not know. My brothers are older, you see.”


  “I learned the hard way and more than once.” Sassy stood up, walked to the window, and tried to choose her words carefully. “You see, a boy and a girl, rather a lad and a lass…on their wedding night, of course, sleep in the same bed.”


  “My parents always did, although in some societies, they have separate bedrooms.”


  Sassy turned around to face her. “Miss McKenna, please do not interrupt. We are getting to the important part.”


  “Forgive me, Sassy.”


  “James told me all about it, although he would not confess how he heard it. I threatened to kick him, but still he would not say. Never mind all that, though. He said, and this is very important, that a girl must never let a boy…or…or rather a lass must never let a lad touch her, you know, in that way until the wedding night. That is how babies are made.”


  “I see. So you have never…”


  “Of course not! James said I must be saved for my husband, or he will not love me the way a husband should.”


  “I believe James is right. Thank you, Sassy, I understand now.”


  “How do you suppose he knew that, Miss McKenna? He come to the orphanage just a year or two after me.”


  “Well, I think whoever told him was very wise.”


  “I think so too.” Sassy went to the table and picked up McKenna’s used tea tray. “Shall I bring fresh?”


  “Would you?”


  “Aye, Miss.” Sassy carried the tray out the door, turned down the hall, and couldn’t help but roll her eyes.


  


  While the MacGreagors planned to wait a day, Abigail Whitfield had other ideas and came by carriage to call at Marblestone Mansion, just in time for afternoon tea. To everyone’s relief, she did not bring her son, but she did bring her daughter, Gloria. Gloria was a bit more round than her mother was at the uncomfortable and awkward age of twelve, had a habit of twisting her hair and seemed a little shy and unfriendly. Prescot notified McKenna, and when she was ready, led her guests up the stairs to the second floor sitting room.


  McKenna was about to ring the bell for tea when Abigail said, “My dear, it is about to rain and we must not stay, but I came to see how you are. It is just as I suspected, you do look a little peaked,” said Abigail. She failed to notice the perplexed expression on McKenna’s face and instead of sitting down, she went to the window to admire the view of town. “It is altitude sickness and I should have mentioned that before. There is little you can do but wait it out.”


  McKenna was afraid to ask, but it was the polite thing to do. “How is everyone?”


  “My husband and my son are well, although Charles seems a bit restless. He’s been in a fight again, but I hear he had it coming.” Abigail quickly sat down and leaned forward. “Have you heard? Mrs. Wilcox is expecting again and it is her twelfth.”


  “Twelfth? My heavens, she is truly blessed.”


  “Blessed? I thought two children were quite enough. Twelve would make me take leave of my senses. Charles was a sickly child, you see, and required nearly all my attention. My but you do look peaked. When you are feeling better, do attend our quilting parties.”


  “I do not know how to quilt.”


  “We will teach you. We make quilts for the poor, you see.” Abigail got up and went back to the window. “Oh dear, it begins to rain and here comes a telegram rider. Come Gloria.” With her daughter right behind her, Abigail hurried down the stairs and was out the door as quickly as she came.


  As soon as she was gone, McKenna took a relieved breath. Apparently, Abigail knew all about her son’s behavior and did not blame Hannish. Next, she went to Olivia’s looking glass to see if she did indeed look peaked. After careful examination, she dismissed the claim and went back to work on her embroidery in the sitting room.


  


  Alistair knocked on the study door, opened it, handed the cablegram to Hannish, and then waited to see if his employer required anything. He watched Hannish read it, bow his head, and close his eyes. It was clearly not good news. “Do you wish…?”


  “Alistair, I arranged accommodations for my wife and twenty servants on the ship, but my wife only brought six with her. This cablegram from the captain says all twenty of the rooms were filled. Have you an explanation?”


  Alistair hesitated to answer but he had no choice. “I…I believe the duchess sold the tickets before we boarded, Sir.”


  “All fourteen of them?”


  Alistair’s heart sank. Something in the cablegram made Hannish suspicious and he feared the questions were about to get even more unpleasant to answer. “I dinna keep count, Sir.”


  “Did she manage to get a fair price?”


  “More than fair, there were many willing to…”


  “And did my sister pay her own way?”


  “She mentioned your brother made all the arrangements for her, Sir.”


  “I see. Thank you Alistair, that will be all.” Hannish watched the door close and then read the short, but to the point, cablegram again:


  


  All rooms filled STOP


  No George Graham aboard STOP


  Pleasure to meet you and charming wife STOP


  


  Hannish wadded the cablegram up and threw it across the room.


  


  It wasn’t long before the sky outside looked as gloomy as Hannish felt. Rain was beginning to pound against the windows and he found he could not stay in his study a moment more. He picked up the cablegram, smoothed it out, put it in his desk drawer, and went to see what his sister was up to. He found her in the upstairs sitting room surrounded by women, all of whom were looking out the window. At a sudden flash of lightning, each of them drew back a little.


  Sassy giggled, “We dinna often see it in the orphanage. It frightened Old Mrs. Forthright and she’d not let us near the windows. We could see the light, but…” Just then, loud thunder rolled across the sky and then slowly subsided.


  “Oh look,” McKenna said, “you can see it dance all the way to Kansas. How thrilling!”


  “Mrs. Forthright was right to be frightened, Sassy,” said Blanka. “You will surely die if it hits you. In Scotland, I once saw it split a tree in half.”


  Sarah sighed. “What I love is the way the rain washes the earth. Everything smells so new and fresh afterwards. You can smell rain coming, you know.”


  “How?” McKenna asked. “I have never smelled it in Scotland.”


  “I do not know, but you will smell it here someday,” Sarah answered. “It is spring and it often rains in spring.”


  “Does it snow in spring?” Donnel wanted to know.


  Sarah answered, “I have seen it snow a foot in June.”


  Sassy wrinkled her brow. “We were not allowed out in the snow either. How deep is a foot, exactly?”


  Sarah held her hands apart to indicate the depth. “As deep as this and you best not go out until the paths are swept. It is slippery.”


  “We opened a window last year and touched it,” Sassy bragged. “But we was caught; she was always catchin’ us.”


  “What did she do?” McKenna asked.


  Sassy giggled. “She spanked me good. Then she made me take care of the babies for a whole month while Miss Mary was away. I dinnae let on, but I love holdin’ the babies and rockin’ them to sleep. I had the knack, the others said. Miss McKenna, you best get busy as I’ll be needin’ a baby to rock soon.” Sassy enjoyed the disturbed look on McKenna’s face and then laughed with the others.


  Behind them, Hannish quietly walked away. No matter how badly he felt, Sassy had a way of making him feel better and he wished it would snow just so she could play in it. He had troubles, true, but nothing compared to what Sassy had endured. A spanking at twenty? How humiliating that must have been for her, and to stay in such an awful place for the sake of a sister was a devotion he had rarely seen. Indeed, he could learn a thing or two from her when it came to strength and endurance.


  


  As the next week progressed, the butlers seemed to have worked out a schedule of sorts, where by each served as their employer’s valet on alternating days. The other butler managed the dining room, the wine cellar, and the male servants. It allowed Alistair time to see to the spring planting of the gardens on his odd days and some early flowers were already beginning to bud. Prescot warned of a late freeze, which made Alistair watch the sky often, though there was not much he could do about the weather.


  The valets, which included Keith, Shepard, Dugan, and Ronan, opened and closed doors, served meals, polished the silver, carried anything heavy and rearranged furniture for the maids. It was also up to them to provide a clean table and chairs when McKenna desired tea outside, usually with Sassy, since Hannish kept himself too busy.


  As head housekeeper, Sarah was in charge of the maids, which included Charlotte, Blanka, Donnel and Sassy, when McKenna didn’t need her. They would need more help eventually, but five were enough to keep the rooms currently being used clean. As far as Hannish knew, there were no problems with the housekeepers or the valets.


  The cooks were another matter and normally one butler or the other hinted at disharmony in the kitchen. Even so, Hannish was at a loss as to how to solve the problem. Prescot reported that if something was not done soon, chaos would breakout in the kitchen.


  Trouble was closer than they thought.


  


  


  CHAPTER 5


  


  Cook Halen and cook Jessie sat across from each other at the table in the kitchen glaring at one another. It was almost time to start the noon meal; the servants were nearly finished with their morning chores and drifted in and out without either of the cooks noticing.


  “We must come to some kind of arrangement,” said Halen. She was a stout woman in her late forties, and of average height, with graying hair tightly pulled back in a knot under her white cooking bonnet.


  Just as stout, yet a few years younger with blond hair and brown eyes, Jessie was determined to win the argument. “Aye, but not that one. I rise up early in the morn, always have. ‘Tis only right I should be the mornin’ cook.”


  “I get up early too, Jessie, and I wager I make better biscuits.”


  Jessie’s eye shot up. “Who says?”


  “Everyone, just ask them.”


  When Jessie glanced around, the room was oddly void of people. Then she smiled a mischievous sort of smile. “Care to place a wager on that?”


  “I do, name your price.”


  “The winner takes breakfast.”


  “Agreed,” said Halen. “Tomorrow, we shall make breakfast together. You bake half the biscuits and I’ll bake the other half.”


  Jessie nodded. “‘Tis a fair proposition.”


  


  The next morning, while Halen wasn’t looking, Jessie added just a touch more salt to her batch of biscuits, while Halen secretly added a bit of sugar to hers. Nevertheless, the residents of Marblestone Mansion claimed they couldn’t quite decide and nothing got settled. That afternoon, Jessie baked a cake and so did Halen, sharing little in the kitchen except a few stern looks. By the time the pies came out of the oven that evening, half the servants were afraid to taste either one. It was never a good idea to get on the wrong side of a cook.


  


  “Why me?” McKenna asked, her arm through her brother’s as they strolled across the lawn toward the mansion. “I like to eat as well as anyone else.”


  “Please,” he begged, pretending to pout.


  “How? They look as though they mean to kill each other.”


  “If I knew how, I would settle it myself.” He grinned, kissed her on the forehead, and went inside.


  Several letters and cablegrams arrived, none of which Hannish shared with anyone. One addition to the Mansion was about to make life far less complicated, if not more exciting – wooden telephone boxes were finally affixed to the walls in all the sitting rooms, the study and the kitchen. Alistair delighted in teaching everyone how to use it, since the Scots had used them for months. He explained taking the earpiece off the metal holder, turning the crank to alert the operator switchboard and then speaking into the cone shaped mouthpiece on the front.


  Sassy stood behind the others in the kitchen, waited for Alistair to finish giving his instructions and then giggled. “You can hear all sorts of things when you listen in.”


  Hannish frowned. “But, you’ll not do that here, will you Sassy?”


  “Not lest I am asked,” said Sassy


  “Unless,” Keith corrected.


  His corrections always made her glare at him and this time was no exception. “Un…less.”


  Hannish said, “I assure you, I am the only one who may ask, and you shall never hear me do it. Agreed, Sassy?”


  “Agreed, Mr. Hannish.” He was not quite certain exactly when they all began to call him ‘Mr. Hannish’ instead of his more formal name, but he knew Sassy started it and he approved. It would not be acceptable in some circles, but this was America and Americans were changing nearly everything.


  Sassy’s eyes sparkled. “I dinna suppose you care to know what I heard once when I listened in.”


  “I do,” Jessie said.


  That was all the encouragement Sassy needed. “Twas Old Mrs. Forthright what done the callin’ and I was ever so careful to lift the listening part just so. If you dinna do it careful, it clicks, and Old Mrs. Forthright has ears to hear a mouse tiptoe across the floor. Did I tell how badly I hated Old Mrs. Forthright?”


  Everyone, even Hannish, nodded so she went on with her story. “Well, ‘twas upon a Sunday while the good folks was in church, and low and behold, there was a gent on the other end. Old Mrs. Forthright read a list of numbers and foods to him, and it took considerable thought before I figured out what she was telling. Finally, I understood. The two of them had found a way to put the orphanage money into their very own pockets, by saying they paid for more food than was delivered.”


  “The scoundrels,” Prescot muttered. “I’d have tanned a few breeches over that one.”


  “What did you do, Sassy?” asked Charlotte.


  Sassy put her hands on her hips. “Twas a grave mistake teachin’ me how to write, for I wrote a very long missive to Queen Victoria. I begged the postage and sent it off just afore I sneaked…boarded the ship. I ‘spect she got it by now.”


  “Suspect,” Keith reminded.


  “I suspect it too,” Sassy said, sticking her tongue out at him.


  Hannish chuckled. “Just in case she didn’t, will you allow me to place an inquiry or two on your behalf? ’Twould be a fine thing to catch them in the act.”


  Sassy found the prospect exciting. “’Twould indeed, Mr. Hannish.”


  “Good, write down the name of the place and I will see to it.”


  “Should I tell about another time Old Mrs. Forthright fell in the pond?”


  Keith frowned, “Did you push her?”


  “I might have; cannae say for sure, as we was all pushing and shoving. There she be, all wet with her hair hanging down, shaking her fist at us. We run fast as lightning and…”


  Hannish checked the pocket watch he kept on Scotland time, and left the room to make the first of many telephone calls to come.


  


  All was set and the night before Olivia was scheduled to arrive, Hannish finally began to calm down a little. He ate a leisurely dinner with McKenna in the dining room and smiled far more often than he had in days. Behind them, Ronan clasped his hands behind his back, waited to clear their plates and then to serve a sweet custard for desert. After that, his chores would be finished and once brother and sister went into the parlor, he hoped to find Sassy downstairs with the others telling more of her tall tales about the orphanage. Unfortunately, Hannish felt like talking and forgot to dismiss Ronan.


  “You shall meet General Palmer soon. He fought, and bravely so I am told, in the American Civil War. He was a railroad surveyor when he happened upon this valley, secured funding, and built the rail line from Denver. As for the town, he hoped to lure the English here and has been successful, I am happy to say. For a time, they called the place ‘Little London.’ When we are prepared, we will request to be notified of who is coming. That way, we can fill this place with dinner and tea guests.”


  “How delightful. I’ve a few friends I hope to invite to stay with us.”


  “Good, give me a list and I shall see to it.”


  “I would much rather write the invitations myself.”


  “Very well.”


  “How far is Cripple Creek, I would like to see it?” McKenna asked.


  “Not so very far, but it is up in the mountains and not a pleasant place for a lady to be, nor is Colorado City. I would rather you not go.”


  “Colorado City? Is that where the saloons are?”


  “So I have heard.”


  McKenna rolled her eyes, “I believe that is where you took Alistair and Prescot, and I wager you saw all the saloons long before that.”


  “Perhaps I did, but you’ll not hear me confess it. Colonel Palmer bought up all the land between Colorado City and here -- to prevent the building of more saloons.” He believes alcohol makes a man unmanageable and has forbidden it in this county.”


  Finally finished with desert, she watched Ronan clear the dishes away. “So you’ve not a drop in the house?”


  “My dear sister, a man must have his medicinal comforts.”


  “Medicinal, I see.” McKenna noticed Ronan was still waiting and got up from the table. “Shall we talk in the library? I’ve a hunger for reading lately and I wish to see what is available.”


  “Very well.” Hannish stood up, nodded to Ronan and followed his sister. “I suspect you mean you would rather read a book than spend time with my wife.”


  She waited while Shepard opened the door and then walked into the library. “Olivia and I have very different views.” McKenna walked to the sparse bookcase and began to read the titles allowed, “Moby Dick, Weathering Heights, such an ugly book…oh, you have Seven Brothers. There’s a book I have not yet read.”


  Hannish took a seat and thoughtfully touched his fingertips together. “Upon which things do you and Olivia disagree, other than which man you should marry?”


  With her back still too him, McKenna closed her eyes. She had said far too much and he already suspected she was not being honest with him. “Brother, two women always have their differences, it cannae be helped.”


  Still not getting a straight answer from her, he decided to change the subject, “Tell me about my brother’s wife. He wrote that she nearly ran him down with her horse and buggy.”


  McKenna giggled, “Twas the very best way to get his attention.”


  “She did it deliberately?”


  “Not at all, it was an accident, a very happy accident. It had just rained; her carriage hit a hole in the road and splashed our poor brother with mud. Flora stopped the buggy, climbed out, took her handkerchief, and tried to wipe it off his face. She managed only to smear it and the worse it got, the more she laughed. Oh brother, she has the most wonderful laughter in the world. It is like music.”


  “What did Cameron do?”


  “Can you not guess? He drew her to him, hugged her tight and got mud all over her.”


  “I can believe that,” he said.


  “They have not been apart since.”


  “She sounds perfect for him.”


  “She is. I cannae wait until you meet her. I believe they might come in August or perhaps September. He promised to come, I just do not know when.”


  


  Excited to be excused finally, Ronan set the dinner dishes in the deep gray washing sink in the kitchen. Sassy sat wide-eyed at the table with the rest of the staff and it seemed tonight’s entertainment was to come from the cooks instead.


  Halen stood with her hands on her hips glaring at her adversary. “Say it again and you will regret it.”


  Jessie’s Scottish brogue became more pronounced as her anger rose. “I dinna say ye be a bad cook, but ye will be when the duchess comes a callin’. I dinna please that one in all the years I tended her, not one time, I’m a tellin ye.”


  “What’s this?” Prescot asked as he entered the room. Instantly, both cooks sat down and stopped talking. “Halen, are the two of you at it again? What is it this time…breakfast, lunch or dinner?”


  Sassy could be silent no longer. “Jessie is right. I only seed the duchess get upset once…”


  “Saw her get upset,” Keith corrected.


  “Aye, saw her and she’s a holy fright if ever I seen one.”


  “Saw one,” said Keith.


  Sassy glared at Keith. “Am I a lady’s maid or am I back in school? I hated school, I mean to warn you.”


  “Apparently so,” Keith muttered.


  “What did she do, Sassy?” Sarah asked.


  “Well, far be it for me to talk out of turn,” she answered, ignoring the giggles of the others, “but that one be having a mean streak wide enough to drive a team of horses through.” She glared at Keith, daring him to correct her English, but this time he said nothing.


  “What did she do exactly?” Sarah tried again.


  “Millie, that be her lady’s maid, was always in tears on the ship.” She quickly glanced at Keith, who had his lips puckered ready to speak. Just in time, she said, “I mean, she were always in tears.” Sassy rolled her eyes and continued. “I like Millie, she let me wear her frock and an apron, so as I’d not embarrass Miss McKenna with my…I was not so very clean when I got found, you understand. Then Millie got thrown on…scalded her good!” She nodded to emphasize her point.


  “Got thrown on?” asked Charlotte.


  Alistair decided he should stop this conversation before anyone said too much. “The Duchess accidentally spilled her tea on Millie.”


  Sassy looked at Alistair’s firm expression and decided not to contradict him. “Best be out of reach of that one, case she…spills…her tea on anyone else.” The point was made, she supposed.


  


  Everyone was up early the next morning.


  Solving the problem between the cooks turned out to be easier than McKenna expected, and the first thing she did was hand each a sheet of paper. It was simply a matter of making a menu and giving each cook a different responsibility. For breakfast, Jessie would make the biscuits while Halen cooked oatmeal, bacon or ham and eggs. At lunch, Jessie was to make soup while Halen made the bread. The duties were again set out for the evening meal, and all of it was reversed for the following day. If the cooks could not decide, the decision had to be made for them. Not surprisingly, neither cook found the idea pleasing.


  That settled, there were baths to take, and the carriage and luggage wagon to prepare. Everyone tried to remain upbeat for Hannish MacGreagor’s sake, but a feeling of dread hung heavy in the air. Sassy wanted to hide and so did McKenna, but to keep from disappointing her brother, she managed to go downstairs to wait with the others. At least she was not required to go with him to the train, which would allow her an hour or two more of solitude without the calamity Olivia was sure to bring.


  


  Duchess Olivia MacGreagor was indeed as beautiful as he remembered. For a moment, he felt just the way he had the day he first saw her. Her hair, nearly completely hidden under her outrageously large hat, was the same shade of black he remembered, her features were delicate and her blue eyes had not lost their sparkle. She took the conductor’s hand, stepped down and moved forward, letting the valet and her maid disembark behind her. Neither of them looked at Hannish and he noticed. Instead, they both hurried to get in the wagon he brought to transport them.


  Hannish opened his arms to his wife, as a husband ought, and smiled as if he was happy to finally see her. With her hat in the way, Olivia’s kiss was brief, but she returned his hug with a little more enthusiasm. “How are you, my love?” he asked.


  “I am well enough. And you?”


  “Very well indeed, now that you are here. Come, I shall take you home.” He helped her into the carriage and then looked up at the sky. The afternoon was sure to bring rain and he hoped it would hold off until after he got them all home. He waited until the luggage was loaded, noticed only one steamer trunk, climbed into the carriage and tapped on the window. With a harsher jerk than he expected, the carriage started down the wide road.


  “Glory be!” Olivia nearly shouted, as her body slammed back against the seat, “What driver is this?”


  “‘Tis Dugan.”


  “I might have guessed, he was never a very good driver.”


  “I am certain he dinna mean to jerk the carriage.”


  “I am certain he did…but let us not argue about it.”


  “Agreed,” Hannish said, taking her hand in his. “Might you remove your hat? I have yet to clearly see your eyes.”


  “Not just now, I wish to look my best when I am greeted. I shall take it off after we arrive.”


  He puffed his cheeks and decided to change the subject. “How was your voyage?”


  “Long.”


  “And your stay in New York? Tell me you dinna spend my entire fortune.”


  “You said I could have anything I wanted, did you not?”


  “I believe I did say that…a year or so ago.”


  “Precisely how wealthy are we?” she asked.


  “Wealthy enough.”


  “How wealthy?”


  “My love, you must not bother yourself with such details. I will handle everything, just as I have these past three years.”


  “Dare you treat me like a child, Hannish? I wish to know how big our fortune is.”


  “I dinna wish to tell you.”


  She pulled her hand out of his, looked out the window and narrowed her eyes. “So that is how it is to be. I am dependent upon you for everything.”


  “‘Tis the way of husbands and wives. ‘Tis my place to make your life as unencumbered as possible, and yours to give me children.”


  “I wish at least the same allowance you afforded me in Scotland.”


  “Whatever for? You had a house to repair and servants to pay in Scotland, here I will handle everything.”


  “How much will I be allowed then?”


  “Olivia, I fail to see why money is your most important concern. Do you not want to hear about Colorado’s society?”


  She softened her demeanor and turned to face him. “Of course I do. Please tell me… Oh, is that it?”


  He followed her gaze out the window on his side of the carriage and then looked back to see her reaction. “Aye, ‘tis Marblestone.”


  “My goodness, it is every bit as big as you promised. Do not speak, Hannish, simply allow me to take it all in.”


  He was happy for the silence, and the time to think about his plans to trap his unfaithful wife. There was a price to pay and he aimed to see she paid in full.


  It was easy to intermittently spot the carriage and wagon through the trees, and waiting outside with the others, McKenna took a deep breath as though it might be her last. When the carriage pulled up in front, her brother did not look at all happy and she quickly lowered her eyes.


  “So here you are, my darling sister…in-law.” Olivia said, as she walked toward her. Olivia’s voice was just as sarcastic as McKenna remembered it to be.


  “And here you are, at last, Duchess,” McKenna shot back. She neglected to curtsy, just to annoy Olivia.


  “I see your good humor still has not returned. Well, never mind, we cannot all be pleasant. Life would be far too boring if we were, would it not?”


  “Precisely.” McKenna expected to see a look of disapproval on her brother’s face, but she did not. It was a hopeful sign, but far too little to get excited about just yet.


  Olivia quickly turned around and spotted Millie, just as Keith helped her out of the wagon. “Millie, I desire tea immediately and you will come to help me settle in, and Brookton, see that Wiggles is fed and watered.”


  “Wiggles?” Hannish asked, finally noticing the puppy Brookton held.


  “A boy at the station in Denver was giving puppies away, so I took one. He won’t be a bother and I do so adore him.” Without waiting, Olivia gathered her red skirt and began to climb the marble stairs to the front door. Alistair hurried to get in front of her, and prayed she had no harsh words for him just yet. Unfortunately, as soon as he opened the door, she spotted a fleck of lint on this jacket, brushed it off and clicked her mouth in disgust.


  Less than two steps inside and with Hannish right behind her, she stopped and began to slowly look all around the foyer. “I am reminded of a mausoleum I saw once.”


  “A mausoleum?” Hannish muttered.


  “Alistair?” she demanded, her voice booming in the marble room.


  Alistair quickly came inside and let the door close, leaving the men carrying Olivia’s luggage to wait outside. “Aye, My Lady?”


  “I wish to see the kitchen. Take me there at once!”


  “Aye, My Lady.” He cautiously stepped in front of her and led the way through the parlor, down a hallway, and then stepped aside so she could enter the kitchen.


  Olivia scanned the room until she found what she was looking for and narrowed her eyes. “Alistair, you shall dismiss Jessie immediately.”


  “Why?” Halen asked, quickly stepping between Jessie and Olivia.


  Olivia gritted her teeth. “She cannot cook, is why, not that I need explain anything to you.”


  Halen was not the least bit intimidated. “She cooks the best I have yet to see.”


  Becoming increasingly annoyed, Olivia turned to face Alistair. “Dismiss her and be quick about it.”


  “I cannae.”


  “Why not?”


  “I am not the head butler,” Alistair proudly answered.


  “Then you will tell the head butler what I demand, and do it now. Jessie, you will pack your things and leave my house.”


  Standing out of sight in the hallway, Hannish had heard enough and rounded the corner into the kitchen. “She stays.”


  “She goes,” Olivia argued. “She betrayed me, I’ll have you know. Do you choose a servant over me?”


  “Olivia, dinna upset yourself. Come upstairs and rest, you are exhausted. What does it matter who does the cookin’?”


  “Am I not in charge of the household?”


  “Aye, but not today. You have only just arrived.” He took her elbow and started to guide her back out the door. “Keith, Mrs. MacGreagor wishes tea sent up to her room.”


  “Yes, Sir.” As soon as they were gone, Keith took a forgotten breath and pulled a silver tray out of the rack. “Sassy is right, she is mean.” When he turned around, Jessie had tears in her eyes and Halen, who just last night said she hated the woman, had her arms around her.


  “There, there now,” Halen said. “Mr. Hannish will not let her run you out.”


  “He cannae be here always to protect me.” Jessie pulled away, retrieved the handkerchief she kept in her pocket and dried her eyes. “You’ve yet to see the worst of it.”


  


  Hannish sat on one of the marble window seats in the “mausoleum” and watched as the footmen finished bringing in the luggage. Just as McKenna warned, there was far less of it than a joyful wife would bring. His sister had mysteriously disappeared, Olivia was upstairs and he doubted there would be a happy face in the whole mansion, once they all heard what happened in the kitchen. It was as if someone put eggs on the floor and everyone was being careful not to step on them. He tried to think of something he could say to calm everyone, but after Olivia’s tantrum, his own nerves were on edge.


  Had he missed something when he courted Olivia and fell so madly in love? He did think she spoke a little too harshly to Millie once, but he thought Olivia was just tired. The women he loved could never be vicious, or so he believed when he married her.


  Just then, he spotted a figure he had admired since he was an easily infatuated boy. Only a few years older than he, Millie had flaming red hair and green eyes that seemed to know exactly what he was thinking back then. Those days of young lust turned into a mutual fondness and when he asked Millie to tend his wife, she was honored.


  “Millie,” he said, quickly standing up. “How happy I am to see you.” He was surprised when she quickly curtsied, but refused to look him in the eye.


  Instead, Millie headed for the luggage. “I thought we would never get here, Your Grace. I dare say I have seen more of New York than I ever care to see again.” She heard a bell ring, cringed and picked up a small handbag. “She wants her necessities.”


  Hannish reached out and took hold of Millie’s arm. “You are tired, I will see to her. He looked back just in time to spot one of the butlers coming. “Prescot?”


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “See that Millie and Brookton are relieved, and send someone else to tend Mrs. MacGreagor.”


  “Bless you,” Millie breathed. “We’ve not had a bite to eat in two days.”


  Hannish could scarcely believe his ears. “What?”


  “The duchess claims I…we are getting too fat.”


  He took the small handbag from her and gave in to his urge to take Millie in his arms for a moment. “I am so sorry.”


  “‘Tis not your doin’.” She smiled when he released her, just to comfort her old friend.


  “Prescot, see they are both well fed.”


  “Yes, Sir,” said Prescot.


  


  Millie didn’t need anyone to show her the way to the kitchen, she was so hungry; she could have just followed the smell of Jessie’s fresh baked bread. Brookton was already there, greedily filling his empty stomach with warm bread and cold beef stew. He had curly blond hair that needed a good trim and his clothes were not in the best of shape.


  Trying to keep out of the line of Olivia’s fire, McKenna sat among the servants at the kitchen table and by the way Brookton was devouring his food, she soon suspected the truth. “She dinna feed you, did she.”


  “Not these last two days,” Millie admitted, quickly sitting down at the table.


  “But you have been on the train; there are meals to be had on trains.”


  “Aye, if you’ve the price,” said Millie. As soon as Halen set a bowl of stew down in front of her, she stopped talking, put a spoonful in her mouth, barely chewed and quickly swallowed to get it into her empty stomach. Then she closed her eyes and let the tears roll down her cheeks.


  McKenna felt like crying too, but she wanted to know more. “Did she starve you on the ship as well?”


  It was Brookton who answered, “She tried to, but the captain caught on and made her pay for our meals.”


  “But why? Hannish allows her to buy all she wants.”


  Millie exchanged glances with Brookton and then bowed her head. “We have tried, but we can see no reason for it.”


  “She has not paid your wages, has she,” McKenna watched each shake their heads. “Why did you not tell me, I would have done something.”


  “What could you do?” Brookton asked, “Tell your brother, and let him confront her from this many miles away? There would be hell to pay for that.”


  “Yes, I see you are right.” McKenna paused to take a forgotten breath. “Where did you last see Mr. Graham?”


  “He got off the train the same as we, only a bit later,” Brookton answered.


  McKenna lowered her voice. “My brother knows he stayed with Olivia in New York and suspects the worst. I pray you do not say too much.”


  “We will be careful,” Millie promised.


  


  Hannish lightly knocked before he opened the door and found his wife sitting at her dressing table, brushing her long, dark hair. She was once the most beautiful woman he had ever seen; only now her glare was harsh and very unflattering.


  “Hannish, can you not wait until tonight?”


  He drew back for a second, and then walked to the bed and set her bag down. He started to walk back out, paused at the door and turned to face her. “I have sent Millie to her rest. Another will come along shortly to help you dress for dinner.”


  “Oh.” She went right back to brushing her hair and didn’t bother to watch him leave. As soon as he closed the door, she got up, walked to the wall near her bed and rang her bell again.


  


  A half hour later, a frazzled Sarah made it back to the kitchen, set the silver tea service on the counter and slumped against the wall. “The Duchess wishes more tea and two of Jessie’s cookies.”


  Halen spun around to stare at her counterpart. “First she says you cannot cook, and now she wants two of your cookies?”


  “‘Tis true,” Jessie said. “One moment she is as meek as a lamb and the next, the devil has her by the throat. Fortunately, I anticipated her and made her favorite cookies yesterday.” Jessie took the old cup and saucer off the tray, set them in the sink and got a new set out of the cupboard. She made certain they were spotless before she set them on the tray. “Mostly, we just hid from her.”


  “So that is why the kitchen has no Scots in it this afternoon,” said Halen.


  “Aye, and there are many places to hide here.” Jessie put three cookies on a plate and placed it beside the cup and saucer, arranging it just so. “She always says two, but she means three. She claims to watch her figure, you see. Pretend you dinna notice.”


  Sarah sighed. “How long until the ‘meek as a lamb’ part comes about? I am exhausted already.”


  “I have seen it gone two days straight,” Jessie answered. “Mind you, dinna get too close to her if she turns extra mean. Excuse yourself and get out the door as best you can.” Jessie finished poring tea into the small pot and then closed the lid. “Oh, and remember to call her ‘My Lady.’ She becomes enraged when we forget.”


  Sarah nodded, picked up the tray and begrudgingly headed back upstairs.


  


  Hannish sat in a chair in the parlor for the better part of an hour, and was at a loss as to what to do. He hoped Olivia was napping, but when Sarah came, she said his wife was wide-awake and coming down. He noticed how quickly Sarah left and then stood up as soon as he saw Olivia coming down the stairs.


  She smiled, kissed him and stayed in his arms for a long moment. “May I see the rest of the house?”


  “Of course.”


  Each time they walked down a hall or entered an occupied room, the servants quickly scattered and he was beginning to see why. He showed her the first five rooms on the west side of the bottom floor and opened the door to the sixth.


  On the floor lay several pool cues and a set of balls. “A billiard room, how quaint. It is missing a billiard table, dearest,” Olivia purred.


  “I have much yet to purchase.”


  “So you said.” She waited while he opened the door to the next room and found it completely empty. “What shall you have here?”


  She was being so much more pleasant now, and he found it difficult to ignore just how much he loved this Olivia. Adultery was such an ugly sin, but other men had managed to forgive their wives. With the right kind of sincere apology, maybe he could too…in time. “I thought it suitable for a day nursery.”


  “It is a pleasant room and one that the maids can come to much faster than one upstairs. Indeed, it will make a fine day nursery.”


  He meant to avoid one of the rooms, but forgot which one it was until after he opened the door.


  “What’s this?” she asked.


  “‘Tis a servant’s dayroom for Donnel and Blanka.”


  “A dayroom on the bottom floor?”


  “They are old.”


  “They are not that old. A servant’s room down here is quite inappropriate.”


  “‘Tis hard to ask them to climb the stairs. Donnel is in her late sixties and Blanka is not much younger.”


  “Yes, I know, and they have been with you forever.” She sweetly smiled and took his arm. “Perhaps it is permissible when there are no guests.”


  He was about to argue the point further, when he stepped back into the hallway and found Alistair waiting for him.


  “Dinner is served, Your Grace.”


  He noticed the more formal way the butler addressed him, but ignored it for now. “Thank you, Alistair, we shall be there directly.”


  “As you wish.” Alistair bowed and then hurried away.


  “My how the time flies,” she said, “I had no idea it was so late. Which way?”


  He put his arm around her and guided her down the hall, back across the parlor and into the dining room. She did not recognize the American who waited to serve them and simply disregarded him.


  “Is McKenna not joining us?” Hannish asked as Keith held a chair for Olivia.


  “She wished to give you time alone, Your Grace.”


  “That is very thoughtful of her.” He seated himself, admired the fresh flowers in the center of the table and tried to decide how best to approach the subject of her adultery.


  Keith had only just offered the main course to Olivia, when she slumped. “What is it?” Hannish asked.


  “Jessie knows I do not like ham. I tell you true, she never remembers these things.”


  “Perhaps it is Halen’s day to cook.”


  Keith withdrew the platter. “Shall I take it back, Mr.…Your Grace?”


  Hannish stared at Keith for a moment. Suddenly everyone was addressing him more formally. At length, he turned his attention back to Olivia. “Will you not at least try it, Olivia? Halen is a very good cook and perhaps you will like her ham better.”


  “Well, if I must.” She took a slice off the serving platter, cut a small chunk and tasted it. She turned her nose up only slightly before she ate it and spoke again, “I see that dreadful child is still here.”


  “Do you mean Sassy? My sister finds her delightful.”


  “So McKenna said. Do you know your sister actually paid for her voyage? You should have seen what she was wearing when McKenna found her.”


  “I can imagine,” Hannish muttered.


  “Sassy, as you call her, is little more than a gutter rat, who…”


  Hannish quickly glanced at a displeased Keith, who held a bowl of peas waiting for Olivia to help herself. “Olivia, you must not speak of her that way, she is just a child.”


  “A child who knows exactly what she is doing.” Olivia finally noticed the bowl, took a spoonful of peas and waved Keith away.


  “Olivia, I will hear no more of this. Eat your dinner.”


  Her husband’s disapproval was obvious, but she was not put off. “You do not know what she did to me. Millie was unwell and it was Sassy who brought my morning glass of milk. The girl pretended to trip, and threw the milk right in my face. I tell you, I’d not let her near me after that.”


  Hannish ignored Keith’s grin and tried hard not to crack a smile. “I am certain it was not intentional.”


  “Of course it was intentional, no one is that clumsy, even a...” Olivia decided not to finish her sentence. She dished potatoes onto her plate, waved Keith away, took another bite of ham and then another before she continued. “I see your sister arrived safely.”


  “Aye. Speaking of McKenna, she tells me you have attended several balls in my absence.”


  “I do so love seasons in London. You did not mean for me to stay home, did you?”


  “Not at all, I attended several myself, two of which were in Denver. ‘Tis an easy trip. One need only catch the train the day before, attend the ball, spend the night in a hotel and come back. “Tis a very easy trip.”


  “But the society, Hannish. There is no one here we care to know.”


  “You are wrong, Olivia. Many of London’s society come to Colorado. Just now I am reminded; you brought little with you. Where are my formal suits or must I buy new?”


  “There was so much to do and after all these months, they needed cleaning. I have arranged for your things to come later.”


  “I see.” He decided he wasn’t very hungry and set his plate aside. “Tell me, who takes you to your balls?”


  She took the roll Keith offered, picked up her knife and began to butter it. “Your brother took me at first, but then he married.”


  “Could he not take both of you?”


  “I did not ask and he did not offer. I do not care for his wife anyway, she has no interesting conversation.”


  “I see. Who else escorted you?”


  “Several of our acquaintances made the offer, and very gallantly so. I knew you would not mind.”


  He did mind, but that was not the issue he wanted to discuss, so he just watched her fill her plate with sweet potatoes and let her eat for a while. She took no notice that he was not eating.


  “We shall have a visitor tomorrow,” she said at length.


  “Shall we, who?”


  “George Graham.”


  It took every ounce of his strength to pretend he did not know about Graham. “The stonemason? Why is he here?”


  “I thought you might wish to meet him. His workmanship is beyond compare.”


  “Are you saying you brought him with you?” he carefully asked.


  “Of course I did, how else are you to meet him?”


  “You paid his fair?”


  “I had to, his pay is very low, I remind you.”


  “Olivia, what are you talking about? He would have half of all I own, if I did not deny some of his outrageous invoices.”


  “They are not outrageous; you wanted it done properly, did you not?”


  His voice got a little louder as he spoke, “I wanted the place repaired, not paved in gold.”


  She ignored the distain in his expression. “I do hope you do not bring up the subject of his invoices when he comes, he hates discussing such trifle things.”


  “I do not find a man’s pay trifle. Are you saying you dinna pay him?”


  “Of course I did, only his complaints are many and he requires much more.”


  Hannish lowered his angry eyes and stared at the table. “I see.” He motioned for Keith to refill his teacup, and waited a moment more before he broached the next subject. “I have already received invoices for gowns from New York clothiers, and I expected you to bring your purchases with you. Where are they?”


  “I sent them home, naturally, to wear next season.” She finally put her fork down and paid more attention to him.


  “Olivia, you dinna come to stay, did you?”


  She watched his eyes and did not quickly answer. “My home is in Scotland. My friends and my society are there. We shall simply have to do with visits from time to time.”


  “Visits?”


  As if it didn’t matter, she went back to eating. “I can come to you one year and you can come to me the next.”


  “I dinna call that a marriage.”


  “Well, ‘tis the best I can do.”


  “And children, what are we to do about that?”


  She put the last bite of ham in her mouth and took her time chewing it. “I had not considered that just yet. I suppose we can work it out once it is a possibility.”


  “Nay, Olivia, I want my children with me.”


  She finally nodded for Keith to take her plate away. “And I will want them with me. Children need their mother.”


  “And their father.”


  “My love, do you not see? Living in Scotland is the only way for us to be happy.”


  “I am beginning to. Why did you come?”


  She looked a little surprised by that question. “I came because I love you, I miss you and I want to talk sense to you. Come home with me Hannish, come home where we can at last be happy. We’ve a fortune now and there is no need to live apart. Say you will come home, everyone wishes it.”


  “You will not try to be happy here?”


  “This is America, Hannish and you know what everyone thinks of Americans. They’ve a reputation of being impertinent and if you asked me, ridiculous. Everyone hates them.”


  “Everyone?”


  “Everyone who matters.”


  


  


  CHAPTER 6


  


  Keith was delighted when Ronan brought the desert tray to the dining room. Quickly, he picked up the tray of dirty dishes and hurried off to the kitchen, and they were all there, American and Scot alike.


  “She hates Americans,” Keith said just above a whisper.


  “Fret not,” said Alistair, “she hates Scots too.”


  “She is English?” Charlotte asked.


  Alistair rolled his eyes, “She says she is, but she is Scot the same as we.”


  Keith set the tray on the bar and joined McKenna at the table. “She told him she brought Mr. Graham with her.”


  McKenna’s mouth dropped. “She told him?”


  “She did,” said Keith. “He is to come tomorrow.”


  “God have mercy. If Hannish suspects, he will kill him,” McKenna whispered.


  “And with good reason,” Jessie muttered. “I once saw…”


  “I dinna wish to hear it, Jessie. What I dinna know, I will not have to lie to my brother about.” She did not mean to raise her voice and toned it down. “I know Hannish wants us to be honest, but think how it will hurt him if he knows for certain. I beg of you, dinna tell him.”


  “And the time they spent in New York together, how do we explain that?” Millie asked.


  Keith again whispered, “The duchess is not staying.”


  “Good,” several of them muttered.


  


  Hannish watched Olivia choose a desert from the tray Ronan held. The ring on his wife’s finger was the biggest square of Jade he had ever seen and he had to pull his eyes away, before he was tempted to ask how much that cost him. “I am afraid we are not as wealthy as you think,” he decided to say.


  “How wealthy? You never did say how much you sold the mine for.”


  “Unfortunately, I have spent most of what I made building this house and repairing the old one.”


  “Oh, but you could sell this one, am I right?”


  “Perhaps.”


  “Of course you could. I have read much about the men who have gotten rich off the gold mines in Colorado. There must be ten or twelve at least.”


  “Aye, but they already have fine homes.”


  “But surely this is the finest.”


  “I am glad you think so. Yet, it might take a while to sell it.”


  “But we will be home in time for the rest of the season. Oh, please promise we will. You left so suddenly, I have not yet been properly presented at court.”


  He didn’t think anything could further surprise him, but that statement just did. “Forgive me, my dear, I dinna realized you held being presented in such high esteem.”


  “Of course I do. We’ve only four months left in this season, that is, if we leave right away. If not, we are forced to wait for the next, and dearest, I do so want to see our daughters presented. As you know, it is the very best place to find a husband. It is where I found you.”


  “Indeed.” He was finding it harder and harder to keep smiling. “I have greatly wronged you, I see that now.”


  “Then you will come home?” If his nod was reluctant, she didn’t notice. “Oh Hannish, I am so happy. I knew you would come once we talked face to face. The retched journey was worth it then.” With a sparkle in her eyes, she put her hand on the side of his face. “I shall reward you properly later.”


  She didn’t notice the sarcasm in his voice either. “I am counting on it.”


  “The shopping was worth it too. Never have I seen such glorious shops, even in London. I simply could not refuse.” Her grin suddenly faded. “Precisely how poor are we?”


  “How much have you spent these last two weeks?”


  “Not too terribly much. You might have warned me.”


  “I tried before you left Scotland. I called from the hotel in town three times, and each time you were not at home, though it was very late in Scotland at the time.” He could tell she was searching for an excuse, so he decided to drop it. “Let the past be the past.”


  “I agree. Let us plan our future instead, though it would be helpful if you would tell me just how much money we have.”


  “Not in front of the servant,” he whispered.


  She had not realized anyone else was there. “You are excused.”


  Ronan bowed and quickly left the room.


  “How much?” Olivia asked again.


  “A little over twenty thousand pounds.”


  “Plus the house?”


  “Aye, plus the house,” he answered. She seemed a little upset and he was not surprised.


  “Well, we can manage for a time, at least,” she said.


  “We will have to.”


  “Perhaps we might invest.”


  “Perhaps so. I have been offered part ownership in a gold mine.”


  Her eyes instantly lit up. “Gold? How wonderful.”


  


  Ronan looked positively flushed when he rushed into the kitchen. “He has agreed to go back to Scotland!”


  “No,” said McKenna.


  “What?” Alistair asked, his head jutting forward.


  “He intends to sell Marblestone and go with her.” Half the servants put their heads in their hands and the other half closed their eyes.


  Finally, Sarah muttered, “What is to become of us?”


  None of the servants knew what to say and even Sassy was quiet. For a long moment, they tried to imagine what might lay ahead for each of them. Abruptly, the silence was interrupted when Olivia’s bell rang. “She has gone up to bed already?” McKenna asked.


  “She is exhausted,” Jessie guessed. She went to the kitchen, reached for a tray and began to make the tea Olivia always demanded before bed.


  McKenna frowned. “Keith, bring up a bottle from the wine cellar, make it two. If she thinks he will go home with her, she might deny him and perhaps he will drink enough to sleep through this night.”


  “He’ll not want to bed her if he suspects she has taken a lover,” said Blanka. “Does he suspect it, Keith?”


  “I would, but I cannot say for certain.” Keith lowered his voice. “At first, she said they should visit each other once a year. If they have children, she would keep them in Scotland.”


  “He’ll not put up with that,” said McKenna.


  “He cannot make her stay,” Prescot said.


  McKenna stood up and put her hands on her hips. “And she cannae make him go. If I know my brother, she will regret the day she demanded such a thing.”


  “I hope so,” Charlotte muttered. Everyone was looking at her, but she didn’t care.


  Sassy listened, but she still kept quiet. Her heart was breaking for the man she admired most in the world, and a thousand ways to get even with Olivia were running through her mind. Yet, she could not think of a one that Mr. Hannish would approve of.


  When the telephone rang, everyone jumped. “Have mercy,” Halen gasped, “I will never get used to that.”


  Alistair went to the phone, picked up the receiver and put his mouth close to the transmitter. “Marblestone Mansion, Alistair here…Aye, one moment please.” He laid the earpiece on top of the box. “‘Tis for Mr. Hannish,” he muttered, rushing out of the kitchen.


  Sassy sat staring at the telephone and McKenna noticed. “Tempted, are you?”


  Sassy smiled. “Indeed I am. I can resist anything but temptation.”


  A few minutes later, Alistair came back and put the earpiece in its cradle. “Mr. Hannish is in the study.”


  “How does he look?” McKenna asked.


  Alistair sorrowfully shook his head. “Like the troubled lad he is.” He glanced at all their distraught faces. “We best get back to work. ‘Twill do no good if we look as miserable as he feels.”


  


  Sassy didn’t think she was afraid of much, even Olivia MacGreagor. She managed to avoid the woman on a ship that seemed only half the size of the mansion, and she could do it here too. Nevertheless, when Sarah sent her up to put clean towels in the second-floor water closets, Sassy walked around the corner and came face to face with Olivia MacGreagor.


  Olivia’s eyes were the same kind of hateful, spiteful eyes Sassy had seen far too often before, and it took a moment to remember she was not in the orphanage. “Are you lost?”


  “Are you lost, what?” Olivia asked.


  Sassy shifted her eyes from side to side. “Are you lost…just now?”


  Olivia huffed and turned around. “I rang for tea but no one has come. Find Sarah and tell her to hurry up. I die of thirst.”


  “Aye, Mrs. MacGreagor.”


  Olivia stopped in her tracks and slowly turned back around. “What did you call me?”


  Again, Sassy shifted her eyes from side to side. “Mrs. MacGreagor?”


  “I am a duchess and you will address me as, ‘My Lady.’”


  Sassy didn’t like her tone of voice. In fact, Sassy didn’t like her and it didn’t take long for her indignation to surface. “I will not.”


  “What?”


  “We American’s dinna hold with titles.”


  “You filthy gutter rat!” Olivia grabbed the side of Sassy’s hair and began to hit her with the heavy, wooden brush she held in her hand.


  Sassy heard herself cry out. She dropped the towels, raised her arms to protect herself and slumped down, but Olivia still had a hand full of hair and the beating continued.


  Behind Olivia, Sarah dropped the tea tray, grabbed the duchess around the waist and pulled her away. “Mr. Hannish, come quick!” she screamed loud enough for the whole mansion to hear.


  Hannish heard the crash, rushed out of his study and ran across the parlor. He took the stairs two at a time, turned down the hall and saw Sassy on the floor holding her bleeding head. Horrified, he quickly knelt down beside her, put his hand on her back, and then looked at the wooden brush Olivia still held firmly in her hand. “What have you done?”


  “She deserved that and more.” Olivia wrenched free of Sarah’s grasp and disappeared back inside her bedchamber. “I suppose I shall have to ring for more tea.” She reached for the cord, jerked it and tossed her brush on the bed.


  By the time Hannish carefully helped Sassy get up off the floor, a crowd had gathered in the hallway. “Bring her to my room,” McKenna said.


  “Can you walk?” Hannish waited for Sassy’s nod, put an arm around her just in case and shouted orders as he walked her down the hall. “Keith, clean up the glass. Alistair, do not let my wife out of her room, I shall see to her directly. Prescot, call the doctor and tell him to hurry.”


  “No doctor, please Mr. Hannish, ‘tis just a bruise or two,” Sassy begged.


  Hannish eased her through McKenna’s bedroom door, helped her sit on the bed and then moved out of the way.


  “Charlotte, hand me a wet cloth,” McKenna said, sitting down on the bed beside Sassy. “Take your hand away and let me have look.” Already, the redness on Sassy’s temple was turning blue and the blood was coming from a cut just above the red mark.


  It was taking Charlotte longer than necessary to dip a washcloth in the water basin and wring it out. “Charlotte?” Finally, Charlotte handed the wet cloth to her and McKenna held it against Sassy’s head, hoping to make the bleeding stop. Then she smiled. “I fear you might have a black eye soon.”


  Sassy returned her smile, letting her deep dimples show. “I’ve not had one of those since James walloped me a good one for callin’ him a put-her.”


  McKenna removed the cloth and stood back up. “You best lie down, dear, so I can wash the blood off your face and out of your hair.” She waited for Sassy to obey, sat down next to her, noticed the bleeding had not stopped and pressed the cloth against the cut again.


  “Who saw what happened?” Hannish asked as he grabbed a spare blanket, walked to the other side of the bed, unfolded it and spread it over Sassy.


  “I did,” Sarah said, pushing her way through the others standing just inside the doorway. “Sassy refused to call her ‘My Lady’ and the duchess hit her with her brush. She had a handful of Sassy’s hair too when I pulled the duchess off.”


  Hannish was not as concerned about her hair as he was about the way Sassy was holding her arm. “Is it broken?”


  “Nay, just a little sore, is all,” Sassy answered.


  He gently took her hand, examined the red defensive marks on the underside of Sassy’s arms, and then felt the bones for lumps. “Is this the first time Olivia has done such a thing?” he asked the others.


  “Nay, she threw hot tea on me on the ship,” Millie answered. “Another time she…”


  “Millie,” McKenna interrupted, “My brother need not hear all the details. ‘Tis enough for him to know Olivia cannae control her anger.”


  “Good heavens, why did no one tell me?” Hannish searching their faces, but none of them answered. He ran his fingers through his thick, wavy hair and tried to calm his rage before he did something he would regret. “How could I have been so mistaken about her?”


  Donnel tried to comfort him. “You could not have known, none of us did afore you married her, else we woulda said.”


  The idea that his wife had hurt Donnel or Blanka made him draw in a deep breath. “She’ll not hurt anyone again, of that I promise.”


  McKenna got up and went to rinse out the cloth in the basin. “Out everyone, let Sassy rest.”


  Sarah watched them leave and stayed anyway. “I will get some aspirin and a cup of tea.”


  “Good idea, Sarah, she is sure to have a headache soon.” When McKenna glanced back, Sassy was sitting up, taking all the pins out of her disarrayed hair and letting it hang loose.


  


  Hannish was furious. As soon as they were all out of McKenna’s room he said, “I will see all the Scots in the parlor… Now!” His long legs quickly carried him away and the others practically had to run to keep up.


  Jessie paused just long enough to tug on Prescot’s jacket. “Best relieve Alistair. Mind you, keep her in; she often gets worse from here.”


  Prescot’s eyes widened. “Worse?” He nodded his understanding, went around the corner and headed for Olivia’s room.


  


  Impatiently, Hannish waited until all the Scots arrived, including Alistair. Then he paced for a moment more before he said, “Out with it. I will hear every detail.”


  Several of them exchanged glances, but the time for honesty had come and it was Jessie who finally spoke up, “She has not paid our wages.”


  He stopped pacing and stared at her. “For how long?”


  “Two years.” Jessie answered.


  “Two…years? But I sent the money to my banker in Scotland and he… Why did you not just leave?”


  “Some did, but the duchess said she would call us thieves if the rest left. Who was the constable to believe, us or her?”


  Alistair spoke next. “Mr. Hannish, you asked if the duchess sold the unused passages on the ship, and I told you true, but I dinna tell you all of it. She sold the ones to our compartments and bought cheaper ones. We were four to a room on the bottom level.”


  Hannish shook his head and again ran his fingers through his hair. “Tell me, did George Graham manage to make the repairs?”


  “Mostly,” Dugan answered.


  “Good.” Before he could get the next question formed in his mind, Donnel burst into tears. He quickly went to her, knelt down in front of her chair and put his hand on her shoulder. “What is it Donnel?”


  “She killed two dogs, pups really, she kicked them to death. You won’t let her kill this one, will you?” Donnel lifted the puppy out of her lap.


  He gently rubbed the pup behind the ears and tried to smile. “Nay, she will not hurt anything or anyone else, I swear it.”


  “What will you do?” Alistair asked.


  “First, I will pay your wages. I hope you kept track of what you are owed.” He got up, paced twice more across the floor and stopped. “Olivia believes I am sending her back to Scotland to wait while I sell the house and settle my affairs here. If she suspects it is a trick, she might not get on the ship.” He abruptly began to pace again.


  Hannish was so enraged, he could not think clearly and his mind kept shifting to the image of Sassy bleeding and crouched on the floor. At length, he forced himself to concentrate, stopped pacing and looked at Alistair. “I cannae send her back alone and I dare not send a maid with her, not if she is this violent.”


  “I’d not go in any case,” Millie said. “Your Grace, she can bath herself and do her own hair when she wants to. She does not truly need a maid and I doubt anyone will see her all in shambles. The duchess will make certain of that.”


  “Then we only need a lad to take her back,” Hannish mumbled.


  “Dugan hesitated to say it, but everyone was thinking the same. “Let Mr. Graham take her back.”


  “I’ve something better in mind for Mr. Graham,” said Hannish. “Nay, I need a lad who will safely see her aboard ship and not let her come back. Who is willing?”


  “I will go, Your Grace,” said Alistair. “She’ll not hurt me if I have your permission to stop her.”


  “Of course you have my permission. Very well then, take Dugan with you and after she boards the ship, find something to occupy yourselves for another day or two. I’ve something coming from Scotland I wish the two of you to personally pick up and bring back. I shall explain it later.”


  “Very good, Sir.” Alistair noticed Dugan did not look pleased, but at least the train ride back without the duchess would be a pleasant one.


  “We will put her on the Denver train tomorrow…if we live through this night.” With that, Hannish went into his study and closed the door. That late at night, he was certain to find his banker hard at work in his Scotland office and placed the call. However, it would be a while before the line was connected.


  The moment Hannish disappeared, the Scots in the parlor each took a forgotten breath. “Pray God he truly means to send her back,” Blanka whispered. “He has a whole night to change his mind.”


  “And that she stays there once he does,” Dugan mumbled. One by one, each of them went back to their duties while Alistair and Dugan went to pack their travel bags.


  


  Charlotte waited until all the Scots were gone before she left her hiding place behind the parlor door. Hannish was sending his wife away and she could not have been happier. Now there was a chance for her to secure his affections, and she could not hide her smile as she hurried back to the kitchen.


  


  While he waited for his telephone call to be connected, Hannish went back upstairs to check on Sassy. For just a moment, McKenna let him peek in her room and he was surprised by what he saw. Sassy’s hair was down, her eyes were closed and she no longer looked like a child --she looked like the striking grown woman he knew her to be. “Is she sleeping?” he asked.


  McKenna stepped out into the hallway and quietly closed the door. “Nay, she is just resting. She does not cry, but then, I suppose she has learned not to.” McKenna went into her brother’s arms. “Forgive me for not telling you about Olivia, but you had to see it for yourself.”


  “Aye,” he whispered, “but of all the people she could have hurt, why did it have to be Sassy? Are you certain I should not send for the doctor?”


  McKenna released him and took a step back. “Nay, she does not need a doctor, but you do not look so well. I sent for two bottles from your wine cellar, one for you and one for Olivia. Let Olivia sleep and in the morning, I will help her dress.”


  “And let her hurt you? I will not allow that.” He leaned against the wall and took a deep breath. “She admitted paying Graham’s passage on the ship. What sort of fool does she think I am?”


  “He has a way of keeping her calm.”


  “I am happy to hear someone does.” Hannish took another deep breath and tried to steady his nerves. “I best go see about her.” He lightly touched McKenna’s hand. “Send for me if Sassy needs anything.”


  “I promise.”


  Reluctantly, Hannish walked down the hall and turned the corner. Prescot was standing with his arms folded in front of Olivia’s closed door, determined not to let her out. As soon as he saw Hannish, he stepped aside. “She keeps ringing the bell for tea, Sir.”


  


  Hannish nodded and then opened the door without knocking. He intentionally left the door open, walked to the wall and ripped the bell cord off.


  “What is the meaning of that?” Olivia shouted.


  “I wish you to sleep and let the servants sleep as well. If you need anything, which I doubt, I will fetch it for you.”


  “You? A duke doing the duties of a servant? What an outrage that will be when they hear about it in London.”


  Hannish walked to the bed and turned it down, just as he had seen the valets do a thousand times. “Will they hear of this in London, Olivia? They will never know unless you tell them.”


  “Your sister will tell. She is probably already writing to that simpleton your brother married.” Olivia tightly folded her arms.


  “My sister is attending the girl you hurt.”


  Olivia rolled her eyes and plopped down in a chair. “I hardly touched her and she deserved it. I require Millie to help me dress for bed, and where is my tea?”


  “I suggest you dress yourself for bed.” Just then, Alistair appeared at the door holding a tray with a bottle of wine and one glass. “Thank you, Alistair,” he said, taking the tray from him. “Wait for me in the study.”


  “Aye, Your Grace.”


  Hannish set the tray on the table, pulled the cork out of the bottle, filled the glass and offered it to Olivia.”


  “Are you not joining me?”


  “Not tonight, Olivia.”


  “But…”


  “‘Tis American wine and I doubt you will like the taste, but it will help you sleep.”


  She stared at him in disbelief. “You are not staying? You do not desire me? It has been three years.”


  “For you, perhaps.”


  Her mouth dropped. “But not for you?”


  “In a place such as this, there are always women who are willing.”


  “You mean a prostitute?”


  “Or two or three.”


  She looked shocked, but only for a moment. “I suppose I can forgive you, you are a man after all.”


  He was astonished; it was not the reaction he hoped for. “You can?”


  “Of course I can, I love you that much and more.”


  She took the glass and sipped the wine, ignoring the bitter taste. “You are right, I do not like it.” Even so, she drank the glass empty and handed it back for a refill. It took a moment, but she finally saw the anger in her husband’s eyes. “Oh very well, I am sorry I hurt the child. I sometimes lose my temper, is all. Please allow me to tell her how sorry I am.”


  “She is resting, perhaps in the morning.”


  “In the morning then.” She glanced at the open door, got up and tried to close it, but Hannish put his hand out to stop the door. “Why do you let the servants intrude on our privacy? I wish to be alone with you.”


  “I dinna wish to be alone with you.”


  “Oh Hannish, I did not mean to hurt her. Can you not forgive me? I have forgiven you and I so want to be in your arms again.”


  “Olivia, a MacGreagor does not harm a woman or a child. ‘Tis an old family edict and you knew that when you married me. I cannae just let it pass.” He refilled her glass, handed it to her and set the bottle back on the tray.


  “I shall not do it again, I swear it.”


  “Indeed, you shall not.”


  She set the glass on her dressing table and tried to wrap her arms around his neck, but he took hold of them and prevented her. “How long am I to be punished?”


  “I have not yet decided.”


  “You have not changed your mind about going back to Scotland, have you?”


  “When I married, I married for life. If I am to have children, I must go with you.”


  She was relieved and when she heard the bell, her eyes quickly brightened. “Is that the telephone? I wager it is for me.”


  “I will send for you if it is. Now, you best get ready for bed.”


  “Will you be back?”


  He didn’t answer. Hannish simply walked out the door and closed it behind him.


  


  Alistair was already halfway up the stairs when Hannish started down.


  “The telly for you, Sir,”


  “I shall take it in the study. Come with me, Alistair, I want to talk to you.”


  “Aye, Your Grace.”


  Hannish continued down the stairs, crossed the parlor and walked into the study. “Call me that again, and I will take it out of your pay.”


  “Aye, Mr. Hannish.” No one was happier to hear that than Alistair. It confirmed Hannish was staying in American…and so were they all.


  Hannish quickly picked up the telephone earpiece. “MacGreagor here….Cameron, it is good to hear your voice too…nay, I was awake…You did? That is glorious news…What?...Aye, ‘tis true…I am very certain and quite relieved…Very good. Cameron, I am sending Olivia back tomorrow…Hello, are you there?...I will explain later. Might you meet her train?...Aye, I shall telephone with the details. Thank you and do call anytime…you will not wake me. I miss you too, little brother. Good bye.”


  He hung up the phone, walked to his desk, pulled the chair out and sat down. Exhausted, he put his head in his hands for a moment and when he looked up, Keith was setting a tray on his desk with the second bottle, only this one was Scotch instead of wine. Keith excused himself and hurried back upstairs to see if there was any news of Sassy’s condition. He was worried sick about her and didn’t care who knew it.


  “Sit down, Alistair,” Hannish poured scotch in the glass and handed it to his butler. “There is much to do and little time to do it.” He pulled a roll of American dollars out of his desk and began to peal off enough to see to the expenses. “As I said, there is something I wish you to bring back and I am pleased you will be there to see to it yourself.


  I managed to secure the last stateroom on the HMS Umbria. It leaves every Saturday and you have just enough time to get Olivia on it. Meet the ship at Pier 40 on the North River, at the foot of Clarkson Street. I have sent for Dugan’s cousin Egan, and the other servants Olivia refused to bring. They should arrive the day after you get there, if all goes well.”


  “Dugan’s cousin? Mr. Hannish, how good you are to us.”


  “Yes, well I do not feel so good about myself just now.”


  Alistair downed the scotch. “Shall I tell Dugan?”


  “‘Tis up to you.”


  “He might need a good word or two by the time we get the duchess on a ship,” said Alistair.


  “He might at that.”


  


  He was halfway down the hall when Hannish saw Sassy and Sarah come out of McKenna’s room. Sassy was holding her head and looked a little unsteady on her feet. “We’ll have none of this,” he said.


  “She wants to sleep in her own bed and Sarah will stay with her,” said McKenna.


  “Aye, but I’ll not have her passing out on the stairs.” He leaned down, picked Sassy up and nodded for Sarah to lead the way.


  Sassy glanced back to make sure McKenna was coming, and then wrapped her arms around his neck and laid the uninjured side of her head on his shoulder. “I might cry now.”


  He turned sideways and eased her through the door to the back staircase. “I would not blame you if you did. Does it hurt terribly?”


  “I have had worse. Mr. Hannish, must you go back to Scotland?”


  “Is that what might make you cry?”


  “Aye. You are happy here, I can tell.”


  He stopped at the top of the stairs and waited while Sarah opened the next door. “You need not fret, Sassy, I am not going back to Scotland.” He followed Sarah and McKenna into Sassy’s room, and carefully set her on the edge of the bed. “Sleep now if you can. Is there anything you need?”


  Sassy looked up at him. “Mr. Hannish, might I hide from your wife from now on? All the Scots do.”


  Sarah fluffed the pillow and giggled. “You’re a Scot now, Sassy? Did I not hear you claim to be an American earlier?”


  “You might have,” Sassy admitted.


  “Well, we Americans are glad to have you, Sassy,” said Hannish. “Can you rest now?” When she nodded, he walked to the door and joined McKenna. “Mrs. MacGreagor will be leaving in the morning. You’ll not have to hide for long.”


  In the hallway, Charlotte heard it all and hoped he would notice her, but when he came out, he went back down the stairs without so much as a glance her way. McKenna saw her, but who cared about that.


  


  The rest of the night was hardly quiet. In the room next door to Olivia’s, Hannish could hear his wife repeatedly demand to see him. He tried to go to sleep, but then she began to pound on the locked door between the two rooms and sleep became hopeless. Determined not to give in to her demands, he got up and sat in a chair instead.


  His mind was flooded with an unthinkable mixture of rage for what his wife had become, and pain for the lost dreams that were now dashed against the rocks. He was certain of only one thing, a future life with Olivia would be miserable for them all. He had to keep her in a place where she could not hurt anyone, and tried to think where that could be. He considered having her committed, but from what he had heard, places for the mentally dangerous were as bad as Sassy’s orphanage. Thankfully, the weeks it would take her to get back to Scotland gave him time to think the possibilities through.


  At last, the pounding stopped and he heard the thud of a bottle fall to the floor. He waited for a while longer, and then went to see if Olivia managed to get into bed or was lying on the floor. Prescot looked haggard, but he was still sitting in a chair next to the door so Olivia could not get out. Quietly, Hannish opened the door and looked in. His wife was sound asleep in her bed and for a moment, he gazed upon the face he still loved in spite of himself. Just as quietly, he closed the door, dismissed Prescot and went back to his room.


  


  


  CHAPTER 7


  


  Olivia had a well deserved raging headache when Hannish carried her breakfast in on a tray, yet she wasn’t about to let that stop her. “Are you not the most handsome maid I have yet to see? She sat up, stretched and let her sleeping gown expose the upper half of her bosom. “I need a maid to dress me, or shall you do it?” Before he could answer, Olivia slipped out of bed, untied the strings to her gown, lifted it over her head and tossed it away.


  He tried not to look upon her nakedness as he set the tray on the table. “You are leaving this morning.”


  “Am I never to be forgiven?” she pouted.


  He ignored her, picked up her sleeping gown and handed it to her. “It may take a week or two, but I will forgive you in time.”


  Her eyes instantly lit up. “Truly?”


  “Truly. I wish you to go back to Scotland and prepare for my return. I shall come in time for the rest of the season. You do still have my formal clothing, do you not?”


  “Of course I do. They will need cleaning and you are right. I shall need time for the alterations on my new gowns.” She dropped the sleeping gown and tried to go into his arms. Again, he stopped her. “There is no time for that now. I reserved a seat for you on the afternoon train.”


  “I hoped we might start our family.”


  “We will, when we are both in Scotland. I do not wish to miss a moment of it.”


  “Very well then, I shall need money for my expenses.”


  “Alistair is going with you and he will pay your expenses.”


  “Alistair? I would rather pay my own expenses.”


  “Have you no money left? I have given you a very generous allowance.”


  “Well yes, but everything was very expensive in New York.”


  He was having trouble holding back his anger and decided he best leave, before he said what he desperately wanted to. “Get dressed, Olivia. If you are not dressed in an hour, I shall be forced to dress you myself in the first garment I find.” He walked out and closed the door, leaving a naked Olivia alone to stare after him.


  When Hannish went back to the kitchen, it was clear by their smiles that the Scots had spread the word to the Americans - the duchess was going and Hannish was staying. He was surprised to find Sassy at the table eating everything in sight and it made him feel a little better, but not much. It didn’t appear as though her eye was going to blacken after all, but she had her hair loosely piled on top of her head as though it still hurt where Olivia had ahold of it. “Where might my sister be?”


  “Still in bed,” Sassy answered. “That awful banging kept her awake.”


  “I am sorry, I dinna consider how it was keeping everyone else awake. Sassy, you need not work today. I would rather see you outside in the sunshine or perhaps you might read a book. There are a few in the library you might enjoy.” Before she could argue, he turned to Prescot. “We are to receive a visitor from Scotland this afternoon, a Mr. George Graham. Take him to the study and then notify me of his arrival.


  “What do you mean to do to him?” McKenna asked, walking to the table and sitting down.


  “I mean to delay his return to Scotland, nothing more.”


  She wasn’t certain she believed him, but did not pursue the matter. She did give Prescot a pleading look as if to beg him to stay close at hand when Graham came. “Brother, will you be needin’ me to do anything this morning? I am hoping we might set a date for the ball today and I’ve invitations to order.”


  Sassy joyfully clasped her hands together. “A ball?”


  “Aye, Sassy, and I shall need you to help me. Are you willing?” McKenna asked.


  Sassy thought about it and frowned, “Well, no, Miss McKenna. I know nothing of balls. Millie would do much better, or Donnel. Come to think of it, even Keith would be more help than I.” She made everyone laugh and she meant to. She had come to enjoy putting a smile on everyone’s face, especially with the spiteful duchess in the house.


  A bell began to ring and everyone looked at the bell board on the wall. McKenna gasped. “Olivia found the bell in the water closet, Hannish.”


  Hannish set his cup of tea down. “I best see to her, she had nothing on the last I saw of her.”


  


  For the next hour and a half, the tension was thick in Marblestone Mansion. Something could still go wrong and everyone held their breaths. Olivia managed to fix her own hair and dress herself, but not pack her things. So while Hannish took his wife outside to enjoy the fresh air, Millie and Sarah made haste to throw everything in Olivia’s travel bag and steamer trunk – everything except her dreaded wooden brush. As soon as they were finished, Keith and Ronan carried the luggage down the stairs and loaded them on the wagon. At the same time, Alistair and Dugan added their travel suitcases and got aboard. Both had shed their uniforms for more informal clothing. Once everything was finished finally, Ronan got set to drive the carriage and Keith got ready to follow with the wagon.


  With her hand wrapped around his arm, Hannish turned his wife and walked her back toward the waiting carriage. “You look beautiful as always. I had almost forgotten how glorious you are.”


  “I am disappointed not to have spent at least one night alone with you, but I suppose another few weeks will be bearable.”


  “For us both.” He smiled, stopped, took her in his arms and kissed her passionately. “I can hardly wait.” He whispered. He closed his eyes and held her in his arms for a long moment before he let her go. “I fear you will miss the train, my love.”


  “Are you certain you cannot come home with me?”


  “I’ve this place to sell and the servants to find positions for. You understand.”


  “Always the sweet Hannish; thinking of everyone else first.”


  He helped her into the carriage and then closed the door.


  “You are not taking me to the train?”


  “I cannae, I must wait here for our friend George Graham.”


  Olivia wrinkled her brow and it was the last expression he saw before Ronan loudly smacked the rains against the back of the team and jerked the carriage away.


  Hannish nodded to Alistair and Dugan as the wagon passed, and then looked for the carriage between the trees. He remembered to smile and wave when he was certain Olivia could see him, and kept watching until it was completely out of sight. Then he bowed his head.


  At the window of the second floor sitting room, McKenna had tears in her eyes. Sassy put her arm around McKenna’s waist and tried to comfort her. “He truly loves his wife, does he not?”


  “Aye, ‘tis the hardest thing he has ever done, sending her away forever like that. Harder even than leaving her three years ago.”


  “‘Tis my fault. I knew to stay clear of her.”


  “‘Tis not your fault, ‘tis Olivia’s.” She wiped her tears away and tried to smile. “Come, we have work to do and planning a ball will help distract my brother.”


  “Mr. Graham, it is good of you to come all this way to give your report,” Hannish said, as he walked into his study. “Please sit and be comfortable. Would you like some tea? Of course you would.” Hannish walked to the wall and pulled the cord. “I trust you had a good journey?’


  George Graham removed his hat, sat in a chair, crossed his legs and set his hat on his knee. “I did, Your Grace, very good indeed.”


  Hannish was not impressed with the man’s appearance and for the life of him, could not see why Olivia would prefer him. His mustache nearly covered his upper lip, his beard appeared to be just growing out, and although it matched the color of his mousy brown hair, there were places that most likely would not fill in well. The bald spot on the back of George Graham’s head refused to be covered by long strands of hair, and the man had dull brown eyes. “Are the repairs completed?”


  “There are a few things, here and there, but it is mostly finished.”


  “What sort of things are left undone, precisely?”


  “I have not yet managed to get the gardens finished, but that will come along nicely now that it is spring.”


  “Then you intend to go back to Scotland?” Hannish asked.


  “Naturally. Is Olivia not about?”


  “Do you mean Duchess MacGreagor?”


  Graham squirmed in his seat a little. “Aye, Duchess MacGreagor.”


  “She is not here.”


  The unwelcome visitor sat up a little straighter. “Not here? But she said…”


  “You were on the train with her?”


  “Well yes. She invited me to come and I was more than happy to see she arrived safely.”


  “Why did you not make yourself known at the train station?”


  “Well, I thought…I mean,…I…you drove away before I could.”


  “I suppose I did.” Hannish stopped talking when Brookton entered with a tea tray and set it on the desk. He watched Brookton pour a cup of tea, hand it to Graham and then pour a second cup for him. Still, he waited until Brookton left before he spoke again. “Mr. Graham, your services have been very expensive.”


  “That is precisely what I have come to discuss, Your Grace. When might I be paid?”


  Hannish stared at the man. “You have not been paid?”


  “Not this past year complete.”


  “I see.” He took a slow sip of tea and considered what that meant. “I find I am confused. I sent the funds to my wife and she claims to have paid you in full.”


  “You sent her the funds?”


  “I had my banker in Scotland see that she got them on the first of every month, just as you were promised.”


  “I assure you…I have not been paid.”


  Hannish was quiet for another long moment. “I believe my wife has swindled you.”


  “See here, Olivia…Duchess MacGreagor would never do a thing like that.”


  “You know her that well, do you?”


  “I worked on her…your home daily. I know her quiet well.”


  “Tell me, how much did your passage on the ship cost?”


  Graham thoughtfully sipped his tea. “I do not recall.”


  “But you did pay for it yourself.”


  “Of course I did, what kind of man do you think I am?”


  “‘Tis odd, because my wife says she paid your passage. Surely you dinna have two tickets.” Hannish took another slow sip of tea, watched the increasingly agitated man and waited for Graham to ask the inevitable question. He did not have to wait long.


  “Where might Duchess MacGreagor be?”


  “On a train somewhere between Denver and St. Louis, I imagine.”


  “She has gone back?”


  “You look disturbed, Mr. Graham. Has she left you behind?”


  “Well no…I mean I am quite capable of finding my own way home, I assure you.”


  “I am glad to hear it, since my wife’s allowance has been cut off.”


  “Cut off?” The color began to drain from Graham’s face.


  “Mr. Graham, I believe you. If you say my wife has not paid you, then I must. However, my funds will not be available until the end of the week. I hope you dinna mind waiting.”


  “But I cannot afford to stay a week.”


  “You have no money at all?”


  Graham looked worried. “Not enough to pay for a weeks stay in a hotel.”


  “That is a pity. Perhaps I might put in a good word with the hotel manager and you can pay him at the end of your stay.”


  “Yes, that might do.”


  “Naturally, I must deny some of your invoices.”


  George Graham set his cut of tea on a nearby table and stood up. “Mr. MacGreagor, you have no right!”


  Hannish put his cup down and slowly got up as well. “I have every right. I asked my brother to look over the place. You neglected several things I specifically put on my list, yet you invoiced me for them. Shall I show you the…”


  “That won’t be necessary. I shall leave now.”


  “Have a nice walk.”


  “Walk? What have you done with my horse?”


  “I fear he has thrown a shoe. Of course, if you wish to stay, I am certain we can make you more than comfortable here.”


  Graham fiddled with his hat rim. “Perhaps your man might take me to town?”


  “I am afraid not, I keep everyone quite busy here. Have you met my sister? I am certain you have, she was on the ship…” Suddenly, a shot rang out. Hannish ran out of the study, across the parlor, through the foyer and out the front door.


  Shepard stood in the middle of the lawn with a still smoking Springfield musket in his hand, looking at something in the trees. “What is it, Shepard?”


  “Charles Whitfield, Mr. Hannish. I missed.”


  Said Hannish, “Now there’s a pity.”


  “He’ll not be coming back this time, Mr. Hannish.”


  “Dinna count on it, Shepard. His kind always comes back.” When he turned around, Mr. Graham was standing there with his mouth gaping. Hannish put his hand on George Graham’s shoulder and tried to urge him back toward the house, but Graham was reluctant to go. “Mr. Whitfield fancies my sister, but his manners are too poor to suit either of us.”


  “You shoot a man for ill manners?” Graham asked.


  “Only if he persists. I am convinced you would not persist, am I right Mr. Graham? You would not persist in pursuing another lad’s wife, would you?”


  “Certainly not. I am a married man.”


  “I had not heard that. Do you love your wife?”


  “Very much.”


  “Does she know you are having an affair with my wife?”


  Graham oddly looked defiant. “I assure you, I am not and affair with your wife.”


  “Of course you are. Come now, Mr. Graham, there is no need to deny it, I’ve plenty of witnesses.” Hannish’s smile turned to a frightening glare. “Mr. Graham, should you ever go near my wife again, I shall see that everyone in Scotland hears of your treachery.”


  George Graham realized Shepard was reloading and began to back away. “But you will pay me?”


  “At the end of the week, just as I said. Furthermore, I shall be happy to see that the horse is returned to the Hotel.” Hannish pointed down the lane. “Town is that way.”


  Alarmed by the shot, every member of the household was outside watching, when Mr. Graham began to run down the lane. As soon as he was out of sight, they watched Hannish take off his jacket, hand it to Shepard and head for the woodpile.


  


  The ax was right where Hannish left it the last time – imbedded in the end of a log. He pulled it out, set another log on top of it and delivered a mighty blow. He was not as angry this time as he was perplexed. By his count, Olivia had managed to get her hands on a great deal of money. Had she squandered it or was she up to something? Did she mean to get all she could out of him, and trick him into divorcing her so she could marry George Graham? An hour later, that was the only explanation he could come up with.


  


  It was a mistake to wear the new shoes Olivia bought him in New York, and it didn’t take long for Graham’s feet to blister on his forced walk down the hill toward town. The worst seemed to be on the outside of his little toes and when he found a rock to sit on, he stopped, took off his left shoe and tried to see what the problem was. He put his hand inside, felt around and when he finally looked up, a man on a horse was watching him.


  “I had a pair of shoes like those once,” the stranger said. “They have a knot inside, but if you clip it…if you can reach it that is, the shoe begins to fall apart.”


  “They are very expensive shoes.”


  “The best there is, the shoemaker claims. I am Charles Whitfield, and you?”


  “George Graham.”


  “Care for a ride to town, George?”


  “I would be ever so grateful.” He hated to, but he put his shoe back on and began to tie the laces.


  “You’re a scot? I saw you at Marblestone Mansion.”


  George nodded. “You must be the lad MacGreagor’s man shot at?”


  “He missed.”


  “So he said.”


  Charles reached down and patted the side of his mare’s neck to steady her. “I hoped to get a look at his wife.”


  “You are too late; he sent her back to Scotland.”


  “So soon?”


  “She only came to beg him to divorce her.” George finally finished tying his shoe and stood up.


  “On what grounds?”


  “Adultery. Apparently, it infuriated him and he agreed more quickly than she expected.”


  Charles moved his foot out of the stirrup, offered his arm, helped George mount behind him and headed for town.


  


  McKenna was more than worried about her brother. He had been in his study for the better part of three days, checking lists and placing orders, now that he could do it by telephone instead of writing letters. She often heard him raise his voice, but it was not in anger, it was to make his order heard through phone lines that did not always carry a clear conversation. As well, Cameron called each day, normally late at night Colorado time. Hannish had not come to the kitchen in the mornings or joined her for lunch, and as the third evening approached, she decided to see if he was coming for dinner.


  “Come in,” she heard him say when she knocked on the door. She entered, looked around the undecorated room and frowned. “A mounted bear head or two on the walls would tidy the place up a bit.”


  He smiled. “Must I shoot the bears myself?”


  “Of course, how could you brag about your hunting talents otherwise?”


  “Perhaps I might consider it for the billiard room.” He closed his accounting book, put it in a drawer and stood up. “Come, I have something to show you.” He took her by the hand, led her to the back of the house and then up the first flight of stairs. He stopped, looked upstairs and down to make certain no one could see, and then pushed on an inside section of the wall.


  McKenna was astonished when the door opened into a small room. A table, just inside the door, held candles and matches to use if necessary, but from somewhere above, the sun gave off enough light to climb the spiral staircase. She did not hesitate to start up. “A secret room, how thrilling.”


  He carefully pushed the door closed. “All mansions must have a secret room or two.”


  “Indeed they must.” At the top of the stairs, oval windows were set in a pattern to look like the rest of the mansion’s outside decorations.


  “I built this in case the Arapaho Indians are not as happy on the reservation as President McKinley claims they will be. What do you think of the view?”


  McKenna was speechless and quickly sat down on a wooden bench facing one of the windows. The sun was beginning to set behind Pikes Peak and the scattered clouds were in shades of gold and pink. Below the mountains, the lights of a small town were beginning to come on. “‘Tis breathtaking. What is that place called?”


  He chose a second bench to sit on opposite another oval window. “That, my dear, is Manitou Springs. There are many wondrous things to discover there. The mineral pools have a way of soothing aching bones and the watering holes have tiny bubbles coming from somewhere in the earth. If you are silent, you can hear the rumble in the ground.”


  “Is it dangerous?”


  “Not that I have heard. There are magnificent cottonwood trees everywhere, hotels, parks, a very fine bathhouse and of course, a few mansions. None as grand as mine, I boast.”


  “And none with a secret room?”


  “Not that I am aware of. I come here sometimes when I want to be alone. I believe Charlotte goes quite mad trying to find me.”


  “She fancies you, I think.”


  “I suspect it too, but so far it has not been a problem.”


  “It might be, now that you have no wife.”


  “Charlotte is the least of my concerns.” He was quiet and just watched the colors of the drifting clouds change for a time. “When I feared Olivia would not leave, I told her I had been unfaithful. Can you guess what she did?”


  “What?”


  “She forgave me. Any other woman would have had my head.”


  “Perhaps she still will, once she’s had time to think about it. They are rare, but with enough money and the right solicitor, she might manage to secure a divorce without your permission.”


  “Do you suppose that is what she is up to? It would explain her refusal to pay the servants and Mr. Graham.”


  “Perhaps. She might have hoped she could lure you back to Scotland, but if not, she would have the money to secure another means of happiness.”


  He considered that for a moment. “It makes more sense than anything I have come up with.”


  “Yet I care far less about her than I do about you. Without a wife, you shall have no children. Father would wish the bloodline to continue.”


  “I fear Cameron must see to that now.”


  “Oh brother, my heart breaks for you. You would make the best father in the world.”


  “Thank you for that. Whatever would I do without you here to comfort me? My heart is broken too, but I am determined to recover. I have no high opinion of Olivia now, and I must learn not to love the memory of what I thought her to be.” Hannish sighed. “I had such plans for our life here. Now I know not what to do with it all.”


  “Well, I still need a home as do you. Therefore, you must continue on as before and I will help. The servants need positions and this place needs hundreds of guests to entertain.”


  “True and perhaps you might fill the place with children someday. I can love your children just as well as my own.” He stood up and pulled her to her feet. “Are you not hungry? I am starved.”


  


  “Telephone for you, Miss McKenna,” Prescot said.


  “For me?”


  “Mrs. Whitfield, Miss.”


  “Thank you.” She got up, walked to the wall phone in the upstairs sitting room and lifted the receiver. “Abigail… I am much improved, thank you…oh, he has? Paris is beautiful this time of year…quilting, oh yes I would love to…may I bring a guest?…thank you, I shall see you tomorrow then.” Excited, she hurried down the stairs, knocked on the door and walked into the study. “Good news!”


  “What?” Hannish asked, setting his fountain pen down.


  “Charles Whitfield leaves tomorrow for Paris?”


  “That is good news. I shall tell the lads they no longer have to watch the trees.”


  “Abigail has invited me to a quilting party tomorrow afternoon.”


  “Would you like me to go with you?”


  “Nay, but I would like to take Charlotte. She loves to sew and can teach me if quilting is beyond my understanding.”


  “Charlotte will likely enjoy that. I have seen the quilts Abigail and her friends make, and they are quite nice. Next, you will want me to take you to town so you can buy up all the cloth you see.”


  “Would you? I’ve been longing to go and now that Charles will not be a bother…come to think of it, you need not go with me now, unless you want to.”


  He looked surprised. “Of course I want to, I have neglected you long enough. Will Saturday be soon enough? I must see about our dear Mr. Graham on Saturday anyway.”


  “You are not going to kill him, are you?”


  Hannish chuckled. “Not unless he shoots first.”


  “Saturday is fine then.” She kissed his cheek and went to find Charlotte.


  Hannish opened his accounting book again and started to add up this day’s expenses. Just then, he heard a scratching somewhere. For a moment, he feared the place had rats, but when he heard it again, he got up and tried to figure out where it was coming from. At last, he opened the door and Olivia’s puppy bolted into the room. The dog scurried around, smelled this and that, and then ran back. He sat at Hannish’s feet, looked up and whimpered.


  “Do you not get enough attention?” he asked, picking the dog up and rubbing it behind the ears. “You need a new name.” He went back to his chair, set the dog in his lap and went back to work. In no time at all, the curled up puppy was fast asleep.


  


  The Whitfield Mansion was lavishly and colorfully decorated – perhaps a little too colorfully. Chandeliers in every room were as magnificent as any McKenna had ever seen, and her comment made her hostess very proud. The formal dining room had blue wallpaper with curtains to match, and the long table was already cluttered with patterns and different colors of cloth. Five women were hard at work, cutting the cloth into squares, circles and wedges, but they stopped when McKenna and Charlotte entered the room.


  “Miss McKenna MacGreagor, I would like you to meet Mrs. Maude Goodwin,” said Abigail.


  Maude smiled sweetly, “I believe you have met my husband, Miss MacGreagor.”


  “I believe I have. Please call me McKenna.” She feared Maude would remark on what happened in town with Charles, but thankfully, she did not. “This is Charlotte, our seamstress. I confess I sew little except to embroidery and I am counting on Charlotte to help me learn.”


  Said Abigail, “We are happy to have help wherever we can find it.” She introduced Mrs. Vivian Mabs, Mrs. Wilma Miller, Miss Loretta Collins and Miss Pearl Hughes. “Sit down, McKenna, and now that you are here, I shall ring for tea. Cook makes the most wonderful apple pie, only not in the usual form. She makes individual servings surrounded with crust and sprinkled with just a touch of sugar.”


  “It sounds delightful.” McKenna made herself comfortable and motioned for Charlotte to sit beside her, while Abigail rang for tea.


  The woman next to her touched McKenna’s hand to get her attention. “Your brother is very handsome.”


  “Thank you, Pearl.”


  “Indeed he is,” Loretta agreed. “And we are not the only ones who think so.”


  “I shall happily…” McKenna started.


  “He is married,” Charlotte mumbled.


  “Not for long, the way I hear it?” said Abigail.


  “What?” McKenna asked.


  “My dear, you need not pretend you do not know, Charles got it from Mr. George Graham. Mrs. MacGreagor only came to beg a divorce from your brother.”


  “Truly?” Charlotte asked, not bothering to hide the delight in her eyes.


  “Charlotte, it is not true,” McKenna quickly countered.


  “Why else would he send her away the very next day?” Loretta asked.


  “My brother wished her to…” McKenna tried.


  Charlotte rolled her eyes. “He tricked her into leaving.”


  McKenna was dismayed. “Charlotte, please.”


  “Well he did. He sent her back and promised to follow her to Scotland, but he has no intention of leaving Colorado. He…”


  Abigail took pity on a horrified McKenna and interrupted, “My dear Charlotte, a servant does not speak of her employer’s private affairs.”


  “Yes, but you would will not tell, will you?” Charlotte was pleased when all the women shook their heads. “There, you see. Besides, I am not really a servant, I am a teacher.”


  “A teacher?” McKenna asked. “You’ve not said a word about it before.”


  Charlotte looked particularly pleased with herself. “Well, I should not have said it now. I have yet to secure a position, and I feared if Mr. Hannish learned I seek employment elsewhere, he would send me away.”


  “My brother is not like that,” said McKenna


  “I know that now, and that is why I say it. I am very proud of my teaching certificate,” Charlotte said.


  Abigail hoped to change the subject and gleefully put her hands together. “The Duchess of Ainsbury was to be a teacher too, but that was before she married her duke. McKenna you must know her.”


  It took a moment for McKenna to gather her wits. “I do not recall a Duchess of Ainsbury. What is her given name?”


  “Mary, I believe. Of course, we just called her duchess and I do not recall ever hearing her married name. We met at the Banker’s ball last year. It was held at the very fine Manitou House in Manitou Springs. McKenna, you have not likely been there yet, you being so new to the neighborhood.” Abigail nodded for the footman to pour her tea and hardly paused to breathe before she went on, “The ball gown she wore gave me quite a flutter and I told Claymore, I simply had to have one just like it. He agreed, naturally, but then he rarely denies me anything. McKenna you must know her. Hannish said you know practically everyone in London society.”


  McKenna hesitated to say it, but truth among friends seemed to be called for in this case. “I am afraid I do not. As far as I know, there is no Duke of Ainsbury and I am sad to say, there is no such place as Ainsbury in either Scotland or England.”


  “Imposters?” Abigail cried out, putting her hand on her racing heart. “They stayed with us for nearly a month and we treated them like the royalty we thought they were. Claymore paid for everything, even their expenses home.”


  McKenna leaned to the side a little so the footman could set her cup of tea on the table. “I suspect there are plenty of British royalty imposters in America and how could you know? How could anyone know the difference? I must ask my brother, Cameron, to send me a list of all the real royalty, and…”


  “And post it in every hotel,” Abigail said. “My dear, I am so happy you are here. We’ll not be fooled again.”


  It was down to business finally, for Abigail’s sewing circle, and Pearl patiently showed McKenna how to put the blocks and wedges together to make designs. While she did, Pearl managed to ask a few more questions, “You have another brother, you say. Is he as handsome as Hannish?”


  McKenna smiled. “I am hardly one to judge. He is married as well and I adore his wife. They hope to visit before the summer is out.”


  Loretta, the only other single woman in the room, had a definite glint of excitement in her eyes. “Your brother is a real duke, is he not?”


  “Aye, but it means nothing here in America,” McKenna said.


  “It would mean a great deal to the woman who secures him. It would mean a very great deal,” said pearl.


  McKenna was not amused. “I caution you, my brother is not seeking a new wife, and certainly not one who is more interested in his title than in him.”


  “Of course not,” Abigail soothed. “But you, my dear, are quite without a husband, and I hope to introduce you to several of our gentlemen friends soon. Perhaps we might manage to make you forget the man you left in Scotland. When is the next ball, Vivian?”


  Vivian sighed. “The middle of next month and I’ve nothing to wear.”


  “You will come, won’t you, McKenna? And bring your handsome brother?” Pearl asked.


  “Oh yes, please do,” Loretta agreed.


  “I shall ask him.”


  Neither Pearl nor Loretta noticed Charlotte’s scowl.


  


  CHAPTER 8


  


  They spoke of little in the carriage on the way home, mostly because McKenna was livid. She tried not to let on and if Charlotte knew how upset McKenna was, she wasn’t letting on either. It was near dinner time when they arrived and once inside, each went their separate ways.


  All through dinner, McKenna and Hannish talked about the prospects of attending their first Colorado ball together. She asked him several questions about the dancing and the refreshments, all the time feeling she should say something about Charlotte’s disclosure. In the end, she decided to let her brother have a good night’s rest, and tell him what happened in the morning.


  


  “Our Charlotte is a teacher,” McKenna announced when she went to say goodnight to the servants in the kitchen.


  “Are you?” Sarah asked.


  “I am,” Charlotte admitted.


  “Why are you not teaching?” Keith asked.


  “They have no position for me just now, but I am hoping they will someday soon,” Charlotte answered.


  Sassy frowned. “If you be a teacher, why are you not correcting me instead of Keith?”


  Charlotte did not hide her contempt for Sassy. “If he gets it wrong, I will be happy to correct him.”


  “But he does not get it wrong, does he,” Sassy moaned.


  Jessie finished towel drying the last washed cup and put it in the cupboard. “Perhaps the time will come when we need a teacher right here in the mansion.”


  “Not much chance of that, now that Mr. Hannish has no wife,” Halen muttered.


  Charlotte said, “Unless he divorces her.”


  “What does it matter to you?” asked Sarah. “A teacher cannot marry anyway.”


  Just then, Hannish walked through the door and glared at Charlotte. “No MacGreagor has ever set a wife aside and I do not intend to be the first.”


  “But she committed adultery,” Charlotte dared to say.


  There was an intense, awkward moment during which no one spoke, but Sassy didn’t pay attention to it when she smiled at Prescot, “I told you he hears everything.” Seated across the table, Prescot did not return her smile and it confused her.


  Hannish took his annoyed eyes off Charlotte finally, and looked at the man serving as his valet for the night. “Prescot, I shall have a glass of milk before bed.” With that, he turned and left the kitchen.


  “Very good, Sir,” Prescot frowned at Charlotte again, before he got up and began to prepare a tray.


  If Charlotte cared, she didn’t show it. “I only said what everyone suspects,” she muttered, as she too left the room.


  “What is the matter?” Sassy asked.


  McKenna smiled to reassure Sassy. “A servant should never comment on her employer’s private affairs. Charlotte broke that rule just now. Come, it is time for bed and I am exhausted.”


  


  Sassy was getting pretty good at fixing McKenna’s hair in the mornings, with a little supervision still from Sarah. She had one side almost pinned up when she noticed how quiet McKenna was. She exchanged glances with Sarah and finally asked, “Are you ill, Miss McKenna?”


  “Aye, Sassy, I am ill at heart. A dreadful thing has happened and I must tell my brother this morning, but I do not know how.”


  “Just tell him, Miss McKenna, ‘tis the best way always.”


  At length, McKenna said, “You are right. Will you fetch him for me, Sassy?”


  Sassy handed the brush to Sarah and hurried away. A short time later, she came back and not long after that, Hannish knocked on the door and entered. “You wish to see me?” The puppy ran to Sarah and begged to be let up.


  “Come in brother.” McKenna noticed Sarah was about to leave and stopped her. “Sarah, you will need to hear this too. Sassy, go to the kitchen and…” She couldn’t think of something fast enough and ended up saying, “ask Jessie how to make soup.”


  Incredulous, Sassy asked, “Cook soup? You wish me to cook soup for you?”


  “You best scoot, Sassy,” Sarah warned.


  She did as she was told, muttering all the way down the hall. “Soup? ‘Tis something very grave, if the Miss wants to eat my soup.”


  “Sister, what is it?” Hannish asked, not bothering to sit down.


  By the time McKenna finished telling Hannish and Sarah what had happened, Hannish decided to sit down and Sarah was shaking her head in disgust. “I fear Abigail has had time to tell everyone in town by now.”


  “What precisely did Charlotte tell them?” Hannish asked.


  “She told them you tricked Olivia into leaving by promising to join her in Scotland, and that you have no intention of going back.”


  “Did she say why I tricked Olivia into going back?”


  “Nay, but she would have, if Abigail had not wanted to ask about something else.”


  Said Hannish, “Charlotte must have been listening when I talked to the Scots. I have no choice but to send her away. What do you say, Sarah, can you make due until I hire more help?”


  Sarah nodded. “I can, but if you dismiss her, the gossip might become much worse.”


  McKenna agreed. “Still, ‘tis obvious Charlotte fancies my brother. Sooner or later Hannish must reject her and she will say it then anyway. The harm is done and I fear there is nothing we can do about it.”


  Hannish rubbed the back of his neck, the way he always did when he was irritated. “There is something we can do. You can tell Abigail the truth and Charlotte will have nothing left to tell.”


  “Tell Abigail what, precisely?” McKenna asked.


  “Tell her I discovered my wife and Mr. Graham shared a stateroom aboard ship, and…”


  “You know?” McKenna gasped.


  “I got it in a cablegram from the captain.” Hannish took a deep breath and then continued; his voice rising as he spoke. “Tell Abigail that Olivia viciously hurt one of the servants, so I tricked her into leaving, cut off all her London accounts, and significantly lowered her allowance.” He abruptly stood up. “Furthermore, tell her Olivia did not beg for a divorce and in fact, did not even broach the subject.”


  Hannish walked out the door and instantly started shouting. “Prescot, gather all the servants in the parlor -- now!” Behind him, McKenna and Sarah exchanged worried looks.


  His employer’s voice was so loud and angry, Prescot’s eyes widened. Shepard came running as did Keith and the three of them went to round everyone up. They needn’t have bothered, for everyone heard and rushed to the parlor.”


  Sassy hurried out of the kitchen behind Jessie and Halen, got to the parlor and went to stand near Prescot. “What is it?”


  “I do not know,” Prescot answered.


  Just the same, Sassy made sure she was standing a little bit behind Prescot when Hannish came down the stairs. There was no mistaking the rage in his eyes and that was something Sassy had not seen before.


  Hannish waited for his sister and Sarah to come down the stairs and then looked at each member of his household until his eyes met Charlotte’s. “Charlotte is leaving us today.”


  “Mr. Hannish, you cannot…”


  “Silence!” he yelled. His eyes bore into hers leaving no doubt in anyone’s mind that the subject was not up for discussion. “You will pack your things, collect your pay and Prescot will take you to town. The rest of you, hear me well -- what is said in this house is not to be discussed with strangers. Is that clear?” He watched carefully until each of them nodded. “A private conversation overheard in my dining room or any other room in this house, is not to be repeated. Am I understood?”


  “Yes, Mr. Hannish,” each of them said.


  “Good. See that it never happens again. Prescot, call for the wagon -- now!”


  Prescot was already moving toward the back door when he said, “Yes, Sir.”


  “Shepard, come to the study to collect Charlotte’s pay. I wish never to set eyes on her again.” He marched to the study, opened the door, waited for the footman to pass through and then slammed it.


  No one seemed able to move, especially Sassy who looked from face to face, to see if they were as surprised by what just happened as she was. With Prescot gone, she was not standing behind anyone, and she was not certain the upset was over. When she looked, McKenna nodded to her. “Shall we finish your hair now, miss?”


  “Aye,” McKenna said, “As soon as I make a telephone call.” She turned and went back upstairs to the second floor sitting room.


  Charlotte had tears in her eyes and Sarah didn’t care. “You best collect your things before he sees you again.”


  “He cannot send me away, who will do the sewing?” Charlotte asked, slowly walking toward the back stairs.


  “We will find another seamstress,” Sarah answered.


  


  The Antler Hotel in Colorado Springs was an impressive structure, having been rebuilt after a horrendous fire just two years earlier. It stood at the end of Main Street and was a favorite place for the rich and famous to gather. Three archways marked the entrance to the four-story building and the furniture, as well as the lobby walls were covered in red velvet with gold trim. Matching curtains hung on each side of the tall windows and massive chandeliers hung from the high ceiling.


  A regular in the place before the mansion offered a warm room for him to sleep in, Hannish MacGreagor entered and was warmly greeted by the manager. Mr. Goodwin, the man with him was also easily recognizable as the owner of the New National Bank.


  “I wish a private meeting room and would you tell Mr. Graham I am here.”


  “Very good, Sir,” the manager said. He asked a second man to find George Graham, and then showed Hannish to a small private room reserved for important guests. “May I bring you a drink, gentlemen?”


  “Nay, but I thank you. We will not be here long.”


  George Graham looked relieved to finally see Hannish, but Hannish was not pleased to see him, and did not bother to introduce the man with him. “You will sign this release first.”


  Immediately suspicious, Graham took the papers Hannish handed him. “What is this?”


  “It says that what I pay you today is the full amount owed.”


  Graham looked at the bank note and laughed. “‘Tis less than a forth of what you owe me.”


  “It would have been more, but I subtracted your expenses on the voyage, your two week stay in the most expensive hotel in New York City, shoes, clothing, the watch my wife bought you and naturally, your stay at this hotel, which I shall gladly pay to be rid of you.”


  “But this is hardly enough to get home.”


  Hannish snatched the bank note back out of Graham’s hand. “Very well, then you shall have to sue me for the full amount. I daresay, I can easily outlast you in such a legal contest, and the hotel will most likely not let you stay.”


  Graham was had and he knew it. Reluctantly, he took the pen Hannish offered him and signed the document. He watched the stranger sign as witness and then gave the document back.


  Just before Hannish gave him the check, he smiled. “I have decided to expose your treachery anyway. I sent a letter to several of my friends and have advised them not to secure your services in the future. I also notified Scotland Yard. Good day, Mr. Graham.” Hannish left the room, nodded to the hotel manager and walked out the front door.


  A man with shorter legs than he, Mr. Goodwin had to run to catch up. “Did you really notify Scotland Yard?”


  Hannish stopped and grinned. “Nay, but he’s a good two weeks to worry about it before his ship lands in England.”


  The bank manager laughed. “Remind me not to cross you, Mr. MacGreagor.”


  Hannish tipped his hat and went to see how many packages his sister needed him to carry.


  


  With Olivia, George Graham, Charlotte and Charles Whitfield no longer a problem…they hoped, life at Marblestone Mansion began to settle down. It was a very large home, with too few servants and far too many things arriving each day to see anyone idle for long.


  Millie was a lady’s maid without a lady to tend, so she gladly took on some of the second floor housecleaning duties. Anything was better than the duchess. The elders, Donnel and Blanka, could fully enjoy their servant’s day room, now that Olivia was not there to complain, and both believed the high Colorado altitude helped with many of their ailments. No one expected either of them to work very hard; McKenna required little, so Sassy helped Sarah too. The five of them would simply have to do and everyone, including the men, helped carry laundry to the clothesline and kept the third floor clean.


  With their pay in hand now, Jessie and Millie were excited to see the town seamstress and order new clothes. Soon, Jessie could turn her worn-out clothing into rags. Halen went with them, and they enjoyed a whole day of shopping, leaving enough sandwich makings to keep those at home happy. A few days later, they returned to town for the final fittings.


  Meanwhile, everyone tried to agree on a new name for the puppy. It wasn’t easy since the Scots thought the Americans had terribly odd name for dogs, such as spot and pooch. Likewise, the Americans thought the more formal names, like Berkeley and Ballard given to dogs in Scotland, ridiculous. One thing was for certain, everywhere Hannish went, the dog followed; that is, unless he was hungry and then cook Halen was his favorite.


  Abigail wasted no time repeating every word McKenna told her about the failed marriage of poor Hannish MacGreagor, and invitations to this function or that soon began to arrive. Hannish decided it was not yet time for him to make public appearances, although he did agree to take McKenna to the next ball. He simply did not want to endure condolences and McKenna agreed. She sent their regrets and passed their excuses to Abigail, who was happy to explain it to the rest of the town. Telephones, it seems, had changed the speed of gossip forever.


  There were letters to write home, which kept McKenna quite busy. With her brother’s permission, she sent the same information concerning his marriage to their brother’s wife and anyone else she could think of. She was so delighted to ruin Olivia’s reputation, she almost felt guilty doing it – almost, but not quite. She was glad Hannish knew Graham had impersonated him on the voyage to America. That was the one secret she found most difficult to keep.


  Some days Hannish was upbeat and others, he seemed to be at loose ends. He kept himself busy, and his disappointment would pass with time, McKenna hoped. Alistair and Dugan would be coming home soon and Alistair always had a way of cheering Hannish up. Perhaps she would not object to seeing them make another trip to Colorado City, if that’s what it took to make her brother feel better.


  


  An outside garden party, when Hannish was ready to face the world, seemed the best remedy for controlling who would be the first visitors to Marblestone Mansion. Knowing whom to invite without knowing most of them was not easily, so McKenna asked for guidance from her sewing circle. This time she took Sassy, who was more than willing to learn how to sew.


  “The date has not yet been decided,” McKenna said, setting her sewing down and taking a sip of tea in Abigail’s dining room.


  Pearl was overjoyed. “I understand your brother’s reluctance, but nearly everyone wants to see inside Marblestone Mansion. I would go just for that alone.”


  “Then you shall,” said McKenna. “You are all invited, naturally and your husbands if you have one.”


  Loretta giggled, “And a brother for you to meet if we have no husband?”


  McKenna rolled her eyes. “If you insist. I warn you, the place is not yet finished. There is much to do still.”


  “Have you heard?” Abigail could not wait to ask. “Charlotte secured a teaching position in town. I do hope you do not mind, McKenna.”


  “Of course I do not mind, I wish her every happiness. Which school? I read that a new one is being built north of town.”


  “I believe it is the new school,” Abigail answered.


  McKenna nodded. “How fortunate for her, I hope she will be very happy.”


  Maude Goodwin eyed Sassy for a moment. “Does this one not speak at all?”


  McKenna patted Sassy’s hand. “Constantly. She is a bit shy at first, but once she starts, we’ll not be able to stop her.”


  “McKenna, you did get an invitation to the ball, did you not?” Vivian asked. “It is in less than a week and we do so hope you will come.”


  “Aye, we are coming. My brother is hesitant still, but…”


  “We will tell everyone not to mention his wife,” Abigail interrupted. “I myself am on the decorating committee and it will be the best ball Colorado Springs has ever seen, especially if the MacGreagors are there.”


  “I am looking forward to it. Vivian, did you find a gown to wear?” McKenna asked.


  The conversation soon turned to other things and while Sassy concentrated on learning to sew, she never missed a word. She found talk of husbands and wives fascinating and wondered what a normal family was truly like. They all seemed so happy and it made her miss Cathleen that much more. Someday, when she had enough saved up, she fully intended to try her hand at a normal life.


  


  McKenna and Hannish were alone in the dining room, and they were just finishing dinner when Hannish asked, “How was your sewing circle?”


  “I enjoy these women very much and you will like them too, but brother, Sassy said little more than ‘please’ and ‘thank you.’ On the way home, she wanted to know what other rules there are. I think you may have frightened her when you sent Charlotte away.”


  “So that is why she has been so quiet lately. It was not my intention to frighten anyone. What can I do?”


  “I am not certain.”


  “What rules did you give her?”


  “I could only think of lying and stealing,” McKenna answered.


  “I can think of nothing else either. Perhaps we might plan something fun for them to do -- an outing of some sort to let them all know I adore them still.”


  “Especially Sassy?”


  “Sister, she warms my cold heart somehow. I look at her and realize my troubles are small compared to what she has lived through. I would rather send myself away than see Sassy gone.”


  McKenna laughed. “I would rather give you up too.”


  He pretended to look pained. “I am deeply wounded. Alistair will be back tomorrow, she adores him and he will set the world right again for Sassy.”


  “Indeed he will.”


  


  Olivia was tired of trains, tired of her small compartment aboard ship, and even more tired of dressing herself and doing her own hair, by the time the HMS Umbria docked in Liverpool, England. The voyage took all of six days, with half of the last day spent trying to dock the ship. After that, there was a train to catch to Glasgow, Scotland, but at least this ride was not across ten God forsaken American states.


  At last, she was back with her own kind, in a world far more familiar and comfortable. She expected her driver to pick her up at the train station, but it appeared that was not to be. At the bottom of the steps, Cameron MacGreagor stood waiting. He looked a great deal like his brother when he tipped his hat, and then offered his arm. “Hannish wished me to see you safely home,” Cameron explained.


  “Did he? How kind of him.”


  He ignored the sarcastic tone in her voice. “Come, my dear, my driver will fetch the luggage and then we shall be off. I have much to show you.” Suspicion was in her expression, but he ignored that too. He had not liked Olivia from the moment he first met his brother’s wife, nor did she like him. That, at least, promised to lessen the small talk in the carriage, although he asked just enough questions to be polite. At last, they were moving and both of them were relieved.


  It was not until Olivia realized they had passed through Glasgow, and were heading the wrong way that she began to seethe. “Where might you be taking me?”


  “I wish to show you something.”


  “Now, when I am completely exhausted?”


  “I fear there will be no better time.”


  The carriage turned up a country road and then stopped in front of a modest estate. In front of the door, a butler and a cook stood waiting and as soon as Cameron helped Olivia out of the coach, the butler bowed and the cook curtsied. “Your Grace,” said the butler.


  Olivia’s eyes widened and she turned to see Cameron’s expression. “Your Grace?”


  “Did Hannish not tell you? He Abdicated, this is your new home.”


  “He what?”


  “Dinna upset yourself, my dear; you shall be quite comfortable here. I had all your things delivered and should anything more arrive, I shall send them over directly. Hannish asked me to handle all your expenses. Of course, you’ll not need the kind of allowance you once had, now that…oh well, we need not discuss it just now.”


  “Hannish Abdicated?”


  “I am afraid so. The title, the land and all the MacGreagor holdings in Scotland are now mine. It was that little matter of Mr. Graham and his failure to secure his own compartment on the voyage to New York.”


  “But…”


  Cameron checked to make sure his driver had unloaded her luggage and then said, “Good day to you, Olivia. Oh and by the way, my wife is the duchess now.” He climbed back inside the carriage, closed the door and when it pulled away, Olivia was still standing in front of the cottage with her mouth open.


  “You’ve not heard the last of me, Hannish MacGreagor, of that I promise.” Olivia turned to survey the outside of the ugliest cottage she had ever seen. Abruptly, she glared at the butler. “Well, get my luggage!”


  “When I am ready, Mrs. MacGreagor.”


  Olivia clinched her fists. “What? Did you not hear me? Bring them in at once!”


  “The duke warned us you would be unkind,” said the butler. “He said to say if you hurt either of us, we are to call the constable directly and he will side with us. Who will the constable believe you or the duke?”


  Olivia stomped up the steps, yanked the door open and disappeared inside.


  


  Everyone was excited to greet Alistair and Dugan. They could not wait to hear how much trouble was had getting the duchess on the ship, plus they were eager to greet the rest of the Scottish servants. Hannish insisted on taking the carriage to the station, claiming Alistair deserved an easy ride after so much time spent traveling in the last month. That left everyone except the carriage and the wagon driver at home to wait.


  The train was apparently late again, for it was midafternoon before Keith saw the carriage through the trees and alerted everyone. Just as they had before, the servants lined up outside, only this time they were grinning with wild anticipation.


  Something was amiss.


  Alistair was seated in the wagon instead of being inside the carriage and everyone’s heart stop. Could it be…was it possible the duchess was back? Hannish did not look pleased when he climbed out of the carriage and there was definitely someone else inside. He held out his hand, a woman put her hand in his and began to step down. First, her black skirt appeared, then her apron…and then her face.


  For days Hannish waited to see it, and when Sassy caught her breath and grabbed McKenna’s arm, her happiness was a sight well worth waiting for. A cry of joy escaped her lips and with tears in her eyes, Sassy ran to Cathleen and threw her arms around her little sister.


  They both cried and clung to each other for a long moment before Cathleen finally wiped her tears and complained, “Leesil, you are about to knock me over.”


  Sassy giggled, let go and watched as Cathleen got a good look at the imposing mansion.


  “You put up here?” Cathleen asked.


  “And so shall you,” said Hannish, ‘if you’ll have us, that is.”


  Cathleen smiled at the tall stranger. “I’ll have you and be glad of it.”


  With tears of joy in her own eyes, McKenna finally turned to greet Dugan’s cousin. “Am I ever glad to see you again, Egan.”


  “Not as glad as I am to see you,” he said. The youngest of the men, Egan was also the shortest, with a stocky build and blond hair. “Mr. Cameron MacGreagor pleased me to see to Cathleen and keep her safe all the way to Colorado. She’s a mite fearful of most things and cried when the train crossed the mighty Mississippi River, but I held her hand. I hope ‘twas allowed.”


  “Of course it was. I am in your debt, Egan. Are you hungry? Jessie baked cookies this morning.”


  Egan rubbed his belly. “Jessie’s cookies? Yum.”


  


  


  CHAPTER 9


  


  Hannish leaned against the wall in the kitchen and smiled. Most of his loyal Scottish servants were there now, plus two orphans and the Americans. What’s more, Sassy was talking a mile a minute again, delighting everyone with her interpretation of life in the mansion. She still had not let go of her sister’s hand. “You shall sleep in a bed all your own, and you can have a bath everyday if you like, in a tub with clean water and no one else in it.”


  “No,” Cathleen gasped. Her hair was a lighter auburn than Sassy’s with more red showing through, but her eyes were the same color of blue.


  At last, Hannish took pity on a wide-eyed Cathleen and interrupted, “Alistair, did you manage to get my wife on the ship?”


  “Aye, Sir.” He raised an eyebrow and looked at Sarah. “She could not find her brush, and demanded I get off the train to buy her a new one in Kansas City. You’d not know what happened to it, would you?”


  “We need it for firewood this winter,” Sarah proudly announced. “I intend to burn it myself.” She grinned at him and watched Alistair’s frown turn to a smile. It was good to have him back, very good indeed.


  “We saw her,” said Egan.


  “Saw who?” Hannish asked.


  “The duchess. Her ship was sailing just as we were coming to port.”


  “They came a day early,” Alistair explained. “Twas a good thing I checked before we left the dock.”


  “Did Olivia see you, Egan?” Hannish asked.


  Egan nodded. “It began to snow and Cathleen wanted to be out in it, so we stood along the railing. The duchess saw me through a window in her ship and she looked none too happy about it.”


  “I don’t suppose she did.” Hannish thought for a moment. “It matters not, she’ll be a little forewarned, perhaps, but she’ll not guess what is to come.”


  “Forewarned of what?” McKenna asked.


  His smile was wide when he answered, “I have abdicated.”


  Alistair’s mouth dropped. “You are no longer a duke?”


  “Indeed not, I passed it to my brother.”


  “Then the duchess is not…” Alistair began to grin.


  “Not any longer.”


  Alistair deeply bowed. “You have my greatest admiration, Sir.”


  Cathleen had no idea what they were talking about and leaned a little closer to Sassy. “The constable come and took Old Mrs. Forthright away for stealin’. And after that, people brought food and they vowed not to let us be hungry ever again. I seen clean clothing comin’ too, though I left afore I could get any.”


  “What’s this?” Hannish asked.


  Sassy’s eyes glistened. “You did it, Mr. Hannish, you saved the children in the orphanage.”


  “’Twas my brother who managed it, Sassy.”


  “What about James?” Sassy asked, turning back to Cathleen. “Did I hurt him when I stood on his shoulders?”


  “Nay, a man come and took him to work in the cotton mills.”


  “Came,” Keith corrected.


  “Who came?” Cathleen asked. Everyone laughed, which perplexed her even more.


  Sassy frowned at Keith. “Never mind him, sister. He is a plague to us all.”


  “How old are you, Cathleen?” Millie asked.


  “Fourteen.”


  Halen wrinkled her brow. “Are you twins? You do not look that much alike and Sassy is fourteen.”


  Cathleen turned to stare at her sister. “If Leesil says we are.”


  “I dinna say I am fourteen, they guessed and I dinna correct them,” Sassy explained.


  “How old are you, then?” Jessie asked.


  “I dinna care to say,” Sassy answered.


  Sarah wondered too. “We are family, you can tell us, Sassy.”


  Afraid to lie, Sassy took a deep breath and looked Hannish in the eye. “I am twenty-one.”


  Keith gasped, “Twenty-one?”


  She instantly turned her glare on him again. “Dinna be getting any fanciful ideas, Keith, nor you either, Dugan. I dinna need a husband, leastwise not yet. I’ve a lot of growin’ up yet to do.”


  Keith was so completely embarrassed, he huffed and left the room, but Dugan was not in the least put off and only smiled at her. McKenna, on the other hand, saw something in her brother’s eyes she did not expect to see. He was not at all surprised by Sassy’s confession, and she wondered just how long he had known. Not only that, he couldn’t seem to take his eyes off of Sassy. “I imagine we should call you Leesil from now on. You are too old to be called Sassy.”


  “I agree,” said Hannish.


  “I dinna mind. I rather like you callin’ me Sassy, it suits me very well.”


  “I like it too,” said Cathleen. “She always be sassin’ me around.”


  Sassy abruptly let go of her sister’s hand. “You dinna miss me, then?”


  “Not at all, you taked up way too much room in the bed.” It was a moment before Cathleen smiled and everyone knew she was teasing. “Might I have that bath now?”


  “Of course she can and I will help,” said McKenna. “Cathleen will also need to be measured for her new frock,” She got up and led the two of them out of the kitchen.


  “New clothes too?” Hannish heard Cathleen ask as they walked down the hall.


  “And a new ribbon for your hair,” Sassy said.


  “Is he a put-her?” Cathleen asked.


  “Nay,” Sassy answered.


  Once he could no longer hear them, Hannish turned to the others and asked, “A put-her?”


  Alistair answered, “They prayed God would give Mrs. Forthright the boot…put-her out, you see.”


  “I do see. I am happy not to be a put-her in that case.” Hannish noticed a tear in Sarah’s eye and became concerned. “What is it, Sarah?”


  “Sassy bought that ribbon for her own hair. Now she gives it to her sister. I have never seen such love.”


  “Nor have I.” Hannish considered it for a moment. “Prescot, the next time you go to town, bring back new ribbons and I shall give one to each of our ladies.”


  “With pleasure,” said Prescot.


  “How did Cathleen do on the voyage,” Hannish asked Egan.


  “She was terrified and not at all convinced I was taking her to her sister. I don’t think she believed it until just now. A kind lady washed her up and gave her the maid’s dress to wear. She was a pitiful sight, dirty and far too thin. Mr. Cameron took us straight to the ship, and gave me extra to see she had plenty to eat. Cathleen was so happy to have the maid’s dress, she could not keep from feeling the soft cloth all the way here. Mr. MacGreagor, I never knew ‘twas so awful for the orphans.”


  “Nor did I,” Hannish admitted.


  “None of us did,” said Alistair.


  “Do not fret,” said Halen, “me and Jessie will fatten her right up.” She nodded and so did Jessie, her new best friend.


  Hannish wrinkled his brow. “What happened to the other servants? I expected more to come.”


  “They run off as soon as the duchess was gone. I would have too, except I wanted the pay she promised to give when she came back.”


  Hannish again found the lack of servant’s pay sickening. “You shall have your pay and then some. Tomorrow, will you come to the study and help me remember their names so I can have my brother see they are all paid?”


  “Aye, Sir.”


  “I am greatly humiliated by what my wife has done. Have you any idea why she kept the servant’s pay?”


  “Nay, Sir, none at all,” Egan answered.


  “Alistair, did she gamble?” Hannish asked.


  “A time or two.”


  “That must be it then,” said Hannish. “She gambled and lost… and a lot more than she could have imagined she would.”


  That night, before she went to bed, Sarah quietly opened the door to Sassy’s room. One bed was empty and at first she panicked, until she opened it a little wider and noticed two heads in Sassy’s bed. Sassy had her arms around her little sister and still had a smile on her face. At the foot of the bed, the puppy watched Sarah with one eye open.


  Just as quietly, Sarah closed the door.


  


  The next day at Marblestone Mansion was anything but uneventful. Cathleen got lost. She leaned against a wall in the back staircase, it suddenly opened and she found herself trapped inside the hidden room. While a frantic Sassy wrung her hands in the parlor, everyone searched outside, and then inside every room, every closet and every cupboard, although no one believed she was intentionally hiding in a cupboard.


  An hour later, there was no place else to look, and when he put an ear to the secret door, he could hear the puppy barking inside. The existence of the secret room would not be a secret any longer, he supposed. He expected Cathleen to be terrified, but she was more angry than frightened when he opened the door.


  “Cathleen,” he asked before he showed her how to get out, “have you ever given your pledge?”


  “Aye, I gave it to James once.”


  “Did you break that pledge?”


  “Nay, Sir.”


  “Then if I ask you to pledge not to tell anyone how to find this room, will you do it?”


  “Not even Leesil?”


  “Not even Leesil. ‘Twill be our secret alone, and I shall be ever so grateful if you keep it. I like to hide here occasionally.”


  That, Cathleen understood perfectly. “I give you my pledge, Mr. Hannish. I often wished for a place to hide in the orphanage. But…where shall I say I was?”


  “Say the truth, just don’t tell them where it is.” He smiled when she nodded and then showed her how to get out.


  


  The dog with no name followed Cathleen everywhere and occasionally Hannish called him a traitor. Thus the name was firmly set and even the dog seemed to approve. ‘Traitor’ was neither American nor Scottish and it suited everyone very well. Still, when it came time to eat the table scraps, the dog was eager to respond to any name.


  


  It was a full two weeks after Alistair, Egan, Dugan and Cathleen arrived, giving them a chance to rest after their journey, before Hannish took everyone on their first big outing. The cooks prepared picnic baskets, the men piled hay in the back of a wagon and they all went on a hayride.


  Everyone was excited to be leaving the house and getting outside in the fresh air that smelled like pine trees, and sunshine that felt like a soft blanket of warmth. It was still a little chilly when they passed through the shaded areas, so blankets were handed out to see that the women were warm enough, especially the older women. To reward the hard work of all the women, Hannish gave each a long, new ribbon for their hair. Sassy and Cathleen were especially excited to have them and he was happy to make them happy. He even had a spare for Traitor, should anyone manage to get the dog to sit still long enough to tie it around his neck.


  Hannish and Prescot sat on the high seat facing front, while the rest sat in the soft hay in the back, chatting and explaining what everything was to Cathleen and Sassy. It seemed they would never run out of questions, but no one minded; most of the Scots didn’t know the answers either.


  They were nearing Colorado Springs when they finally ran out of questions and Cathleen asked, “What do we do now, Mr. Hannish?”


  “Well, we could sing songs,” he suggested.


  “Mr. Hannish, I know just the song,” said Shepard.


  “American or Scottish?” Jessie wanted to know.


  “American,” Shepard answered. “It is called, Wait for the Wagon.” Not one of them expected it when he began to sing in a rich, deep vibrato voice.


  Wait for the wagon,


  Wait for the wagon


  Wait for the Wagon


  And we'll all take a ride.


  Where the river runs like silver


  And the birds they sing so sweet


  I have a cabin, Phyllis,


  And something good to eat;


  Everyone sing,” Shepard shouted! “Wait for the wagon,” Before long they were all singing the chorus and by the time they reached the middle of town and turned north, they had attracted the attention of nearly everyone.


  Pearl and Loretta rushed out of the general store to see what the singing was about. “Mr. MacGreagor does not look so very unhappy today, does he?” asked Pearl, watching the wagon come toward them.


  “Not at all,” Loretta answered.


  Standing on the corner, Claymore Whitfield shouted, “Hannish, where are you going?”


  Hannish turned to look back and smile, “To picnic at Palmer Lake, Claymore.”


  “Mind if we come along?”


  “Not at all.” He watched Claymore hurry off to find Abigail, noticed Pearl and Loretta standing outside the general store and tipped his hat to them as he passed.


  On the other side of the street, Shepard nodded to Mr. Palmer, the owner of the railroad, and was reminded of another song. “I've been working on the railroad. All the livelong day…” he began to sing. The Americans knew this song too, so Shepard taught the Scots the chorus, and soon everyone was singing, “Dinah, won't you blow, Dinah, won't you blow, Dinah, won’t you blow your horn.”


  As soon as the music stopped, McKenna began to giggle. “Brother, have you looked back lately?”


  “What?” He turned to see and to his amazement, there were five carriages and two wagons following them. He shrugged, “Our private picnic will not be so private, I imagine.”


  The climb to the top of one hill was a bit steep for the four-horse team, so most of the riders got out and walked, letting the elder women stay aboard. Cathleen tried to pick all the wild flowers she could along the side of the road, and Sassy kept running back to hurry her along, while Hannish, Alistair and Traitor brought up the rear. At the top, they stopped to admire the view for a moment. Then the men helped the women get back in the wagon and off they went.


  There were more songs to sing -- My Darling Clementine and Sweet Betsy from Pike. Shepard repeated each so they could learn them and then introduced a new song about a place called The Red River Valley.


  This time when Shepard repeated the song, only three men sang with him and they soon developed such perfect harmony, the others just listened in awe. Shepard, Prescot, Brookton and Egan sounded as though they had sung together all their lives, and McKenna was convinced these could match the talents of any quartet anywhere. When the song ended, everyone applauded and so did the people in the wagons and the carriages following them.


  At last, they passed the vast fields where stocks of grain rippled in the gentle breeze, continued through the small town of Palmer Lake and arrived at the edge of the clear blue, pristine water. Once everyone was out of the wagon, Halen and Jessie found a patch of grass and began to spread the blankets while the men carried the picnic baskets. Traitor ran to get a drink of water, and then went off to smell and see everything else.


  Wearing their matching blue/gray servant frocks, Cathleen and Sassy walked to the edge of the lake and stared at the spectacular view of the glittering water, the foothills, Pikes Peak and the snowcapped Rocky Mountains. Neither of them spoke until Cathleen finally asked, “Did you ever know the world was this big, Leesil?”


  “I never did.” She watched an eagle glide through the air and land in a tree. Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted Hannish coming toward them and turned his way.


  “Can we drink this water?” Cathleen asked. “The purser said we best not drink ocean water for it would make us daft.”


  “He said the same to me,” Sassy said.


  “Aye, you can drink it,” said Hannish. “When is it warmer, I shall bring you back so you can have a swim. Just now, ‘tis too cold.”


  “Do you promise?” Sassy asked.


  “I do.” He quickly glanced back at the arriving carriages. “I suspect you are about to meet our neighbors. You’ll not be frightened, will you Cathleen?”


  “Leesil does not let anyone hurt me.”


  “I am glad to hear that, but if you should feel the least bit afraid, you come find me.” He waited for her nod and then went off to greet the new arrivals.


  Cathleen made certain he was too far away to hear, before she asked, “What do you make of him?”


  “Mr. Hannish? He is the kindest man in all the world.”


  “He seems to be, but…”


  “But what?”


  “On the ride, he looked back at you again and again.”


  “Did he? If he did, ‘tis because he…he is sorry for what his wife did. She hurt me a little.”


  “Did she hurt you as bad and Old Mrs…?”


  “How could anyone hurt a lovely lady such as yourself?” said a man suddenly standing behind them.


  Cathleen caught her breath and took a step back, but his sudden appearance made Sassy mad. “Dare you sneak up on people?”


  “I do apologize, I thought you saw me. I am Amos Wells, at your service.” He tipped his straw boater hat and revealed his curly blond hair. He had a nice smile and wore loose fitting tan trousers with a dark blue, double button jacket.


  “What sort of service?” Cathleen asked.


  Perplexed, Amos answered, “I…well, any service you desire, I suppose. Who might you be?”


  “I am Leesil and this is my sister, Cathleen.”


  “Leesil what?”


  Still annoyed, Sassy sternly answered, “We have no last name, Mr. Wells.”


  Finished greeting Loretta and Pearl, Hannish glanced at Sassy and there was no mistaking the chagrin on her face. Just as he was about to go to her, he spotted McKenna approaching them.


  “McKenna MacGreagor,” she announced, extending her hand to the stranger. “And you are Mr…?”


  “Wells, Amos Wells. I heard you were in town, Miss MacGreagor. It is a pleasure to meet you.”


  “And I you. We happened to pass a very large house on our way through town,” she said, turning to look back. Just as she hoped, he turned too and when he did, she motioned behind her for the sisters to slip away. “To whom does it belong?”


  “No one just now,” Amos answered. “Unfortunately, the man building it ran out of funds and has since disappeared.”


  “Truly? Has no one bought the place?” she asked. McKenna saw Abigail coming her way and glanced back to make certain the sisters were gone. “Do forgive me, I must greet my dear friend.”


  He nodded, watched her walk away and turned around only to discover he was alone. He looked down the edge of the lake, and saw the sisters holding hands, stepping from rock to rock along the shore, with the dog right behind them. He was about to follow when Hannish showed up. “Mr. MacGreagor, you are just the man I hoped to see. Amos Wells.”


  Hannish shook the man’s hand. “Why so?”


  “I am a carpenter and I hear you need furniture. Perhaps I might interest you in some of mine.”


  “You have heard correctly. What sort of furniture do you make?”


  “I have a shop just west of town and you are welcome to come see for yourself.” Amos looked once more at the sisters. “Mr. MacGreagor, why is it that Leesil and Cathleen have no last name?”


  Hannish had not given Sassy’s lack of a surname much thought until that moment. “They were raised in an English orphanage, Mr. Wells.”


  “I see.”


  Hannish glanced at the picnic area, noticed that Donnel had sat down on one of the blankets and was struggling to get back up. “You will excuse me.” He quickly went to Donnel and easily lifted her up.


  “‘Tis my bad knee,” Donnel explained.


  “We should have brought a chair.” He waited for her to get her balance, and then wrapped her hand around his arm. “I have neglected you and Blanka. Will you walk with me?”


  Her smile was filled with years of love when she nodded. “You have too much on your mind to bother with us.”


  “That is no excuse. Are the two of you happy here?” He leisurely walked her part way around the edge of the lake.


  “Why wouldn’t we be? You feed us well, our duties are light and we can nap whenever we want. I’d say we are the happiest we have ever been.”


  “I am glad to hear it.” Hannish noticed her slight limp and found a large rock for her to sit on. “Will this do for a chair?”


  “Nicely.” She gladly let him help her sit down. “My Michael died last year, but then, I wrote you about that.”


  He put a foot up on a nearby rock. “You cannae know how much your letters meant to me. Some took a good measure of time finding me, but they were as welcome as the sunrise. Was the voyage very miserable for the two of you?”


  “Blanka had the sea sickness, but Cameron and your sister got us a stateroom and we were very comfortable. She is a good woman, your sister.”


  “The best there is; our father would be very proud of her. How I would love to show him my accomplishments, and mother too, of course.”


  “Well, I am proud of you, if that counts,” Donnel said.


  “Indeed it does.”


  “Blanka and I very much wanted to come to America. We have no other family and wanted to see you again before we die.”


  He frowned. “I’ll not hear talk of dying.”


  “We all must die and if we are here, we can know you will watch over our graves.” She reached for his hand. “You are not happy now and it pains me to see it, but you will be soon.”


  He leaned down and kissed the top of her head. “Have you been reading tea leaves?”


  Donnel giggled. “I do not need tea leaves to see what is before my very eyes. Your…”


  “Mr. Hannish,” Sassy said behind him. “I have brought Donnel a plate, only you are in the way.”


  The tone of her voice surprised him and he quickly moved aside. “Do forgive me, Sassy.”


  She ignored him, carefully handed Donnel the plate and then a fork and a napkin, while Cathleen found a place to set a cup of apple cider. “Mr. Hannish, Cathleen and I have no last name. What are we to do about that?” Sassy demanded.


  She was upset and he had never seen that side of her before. “I imagine you can choose whatever name you like.”


  “Sassy,” said Donnel, “you can have our name. My sister and I would be honored to give it to you. We are the last of our family, you see.”


  Sassy thought about that. “Sassy Donnel Blanka?”


  Hannish smiled. “Perhaps you and Cathleen might fetch Blanka, and eat your lunch here. By the way, their maiden name is Covington.”


  


  It seemed everyone wanted his attention, although Hannish managed to eat some of Jessie’s fried chicken and Halen’s spicy potato salad before he was distracted again. Pearl and Loretta were being a bit too flirty, and he was far more interested in talking to Claymore about the new trouble in the mines. He often glanced at the two sets of sisters. Blanka and Donnel seemed to be thoroughly enjoying the younger set and it warmed his heart. He was not the only one who watched them, but he failed to notice Mr. Wells keeping an eye on them as well.


  Hannish did notice two men, whom he did not know, that were very interested in Millie. He was not surprised. Her flaming red hair, green eyes and slender figure attract the attention of most men. She was married once, to a man she adored, and she never quite got over it after her husband hung himself. She blamed herself, which of course was nonsense. Perhaps this new country would help her forget. Hannish hoped so -- he hoped so very much.


  He found himself watching everyone, as though they were his children. Of course he had help; Alistair was just as studious and protective, especially of the women. It was then Hannish spotted Prescot and went to him. Prescot, he realized was keeping an eye on Millie too. It was the first time he noticed that. “You should rescue her, I doubt she has eaten.”


  “Gladly,” Prescot said.


  Just then, Pearl and Loretta came back. “Who might those two gentlemen be?” he asked, nodding toward the men talking to Millie.


  “Oh,” said Pearl. “You have not heard. We have a new sheriff and that is his deputy.”


  “I see, forgive me ladies, but I wish to make their acquaintance.” Prescot was having trouble stealing Millie away and Hannish was glad to help by distracting the Sheriff. Once accomplished, Millie’s smile, which she meant only for Prescot, was not lost on Hannish. Perhaps her happiness lived right under his roof -- he could not think of a finer man for her.


  “How long have you known?” McKenna asked. Lunch was over, the servants were beginning to load up the baskets, the visitors had drifted away and still, the two sets of sisters were deep in conversation.


  “Known what?” Hannish asked.


  “How old Sassy is?”


  He slipped his arm around his sister. “Since the night she told me about Cathleen. She knows she is immature and was afraid the others would laugh at her. I wonder if she knows how quickly she is growing up.”


  “I doubt she does. In some ways, Cathleen is the more mature of the two, and it is hard to tell, who mothered whom, all those years in the orphanage. Sassy does exactly what Cathleen tells her to do and Cathleen is not shy about telling her either.”


  “Yet, it makes perfect sense. Everyone at the orphanage thought Cathleen was the eldest.”


  “I see,” McKenna said. “Then it does make sense. What do you suppose the four of them have been talking about all this time?”


  “They are trying to choose a last name. Sassy’s certificate of birth says parents unknown.”


  “She will need her birth certificate when she decides to marry. They both will.”


  “You are right, I had not thought of that.”


  


  Now that he was back in society somewhat, Hannish mounted his horse and went to town to see Amos Wells. The carpenter had recently moved from Denver and was temporarily housing his shop in a barn. He seemed to be a hard working, honorable man and the furniture he had to show were of good quality. Hannish bought several pieces, with a promise to place more orders later.


  “My sister is holding a garden party soon. Would you like to come, Mr. Wells? You can have a look around the place and get an idea of what we need.”


  “Will Leesil be there?”


  Hannish was not certain he liked that question, but he answered it anyway, “Aye.”


  “I am surprised she is not yet married.”


  “You fancy her?”


  “Indeed I do. She is…well, I cannot seem to get her off my mind.”


  “I see.” He did not know what else to say, so he simply tipped his hat and went back to his horse.


  “I’ll bring the furniture around tomorrow, Mr. MacGreagor.”


  Hannish mounted, nodded and rode away.


  


  Hannish was not yet home when the telephone call came through. It rang so often now, most had grown accustomed to it and paid little attention. That is, until a call came for Miss Leesil. Sassy was so stunned when Alistair announced it in the kitchen, she could hardly move.


  “You dinna suppose Old Mrs. Forthright found us, do you?” Cathleen whispered.


  Sassy slowly got up, accepted the earpiece Alistair handed to her and put her mouth near the transmitter. “Hello?”


  “It is Amos Wells from the hayride, Miss Leesil. Do you remember me?”


  “Aye.”


  “I was wondering…I mean there is to be a ball next week and I hoped I might take you.”


  Sassy turned around and looked at McKenna. “You wish to take me to a ball?”


  “I do,” Amos said.


  “I dinna know how to dance. I thank you, Mr. Wells, but I cannae go. Good bye.” She heard him begin to say something more, but urgently hung up anyway. For the first time in days, she was speechless. She looked at Cathleen, at McKenna, at Alistair and then decided she best sit back down.


  “I could teach you to dance, Sassy, it would not take but a few tries,” said Alistair.


  “Do you wish to go, Sassy?” McKenna asked. “I could loan you a gown.” Still she did not answer and all anyone could do was watch Sassy get up and walk out of the kitchen.


  “She is frightened,” Cathleen muttered. “She pretends nothing frightens her, but she is always quiet when it does.”


  “‘Tis not yet time for her to be out in the world,” McKenna decided, “but it will be, and perhaps sooner than we thought.”


  “She could marry me,” said Dugan. “I would protect her from the world.”


  “Or me,” Brookton said.


  McKenna grinned, “You too?”


  Said Brookton, “Miss McKenna, we hardly see any others our age.”


  “That is true,” McKenna admitted. “Perhaps we should send the two of you to town more often. Then, if you see a lass you prefer, we could…”


  “Have another hayride?” Cathleen asked.


  “Indeed we could, and this time we would tell everyone in advance.”


  An hour later, Sassy was back to her old self, dismissing any discussion of Mr. Wells or his stupid ball. She was quite content with the world just the way it was, and had no plans to change it. Dugan, Keith and Brookton were all relieved, especially Keith.


  After everyone had gone back to work, Cathleen giggled and whispered to Egan, “James would be surprised to hear this. He called Leesil a put-her all the time, and swore she would never catch a husband.” She covered her mouth and giggled again. “James fancied her sometimes and other times me.”


  “How old is James,” Egan asked.


  “He be thirteen now and him with a fine job in the mills of Scotland, makin’ his own pay and everything. But he’d never guess where we are, he’d never guess it in his wildest dreams.”


  


  The next afternoon, Amos Wells drove his wagon up the lane and stopped in front of Marblestone Mansion. He wound the reins around the wagon post, climbed down and was heading for the door when the footmen came out to help unload the new furniture. Eager to have a look inside, Amos grabbed an end table and followed the footmen inside. He was impressed with the place, but he was looking for something more – Sassy.


  “Mr. Wells,” said Alistair. “Mr. MacGreagor wishes to see you in the study.”


  “Very well.” He followed the butler into the study and shook hands with Hannish. “This is quite some place, Mr. MacGreagor.”


  “I thank you. You would not happen to have a mounted grizzly head you are willing to sell? My sister teases me about putting one on the wall in here.”


  “A bear head, no, I do not believe I do. I am not much of a hunter, you see, although there are bears in these woods.”


  “So I found out last year when we began to build.” He reached into his drawer and pulled out a check. “I believe this is what we agreed upon.”


  “Is Leesil around?”


  Hannish’s smile faded. “Somewhere, I suppose. Is the check made out properly?”


  Amos quickly glanced over it. “Oh, yes it is. Might I speak to Leesil for a moment?”


  Hannish was about to ask what about, when he realized it was really none of his business. “Wait in the foyer and I shall try to find her.”


  Amos went to the foyer where he waited and waited, turning his straw hat round and round in his hands the whole time. He watched his furniture being taken to other rooms in the house and waited some more.


  At last, Hannish came back. Leesil is in her room resting.”


  “Is she ill?” Amos Wells asked.


  “Not that I have heard. Perhaps you might speak to her another time.”


  Amos was not pleased, but he put his hat on, nodded and went out the door. Not a second later, Sassy walked into the parlor with a feather duster in her hand. She lifted the lamp off an end table next to one of the chairs, ran her duster across the tabletop and set the lamp back down.


  Hannish smiled and went back to his study.


  A small package had come in the mail the day before and it still sat open on his table. Inside was the carefully wrapped figurine of a woman in a blue ball gown, the one he found marked in his catalogue. When questioned, McKenna claimed she had not asked for it, and the only other person with the courage to go into his study uninvited was Sassy. He wrapped it back up and put it back in the box.


  At length, he took the figurine out of the box, unwrapped it, went to the library and set it on an empty shelf where Sassy was bound to discover it. Satisfied, he decided to check on the men who took care of the horses and went out one of the back doors.


  Seth and Waylan were good with the horses and the grounds, each was newly married and they rarely came to the mansion except to collect their pay. Normally, it was Hannish who went to see if they needed anything, and this time he realized a telephone for them would be a nice benefit. The two couples were pleased and afterward, he climbed the corral fence and sat on the top slat just to watch the horses for a while.


  Had he looked, he would have seen Sassy watching him through an upstairs window.


  


  


  CHAPTER 10


  


  The first spring ball was held at the Antlers Hotel in downtown Colorado Springs and according to Abigail, everyone who was anyone was expected to be there. It took a full hour for Sassy to pin ringlets in McKenna’s dark hair. McKenna chose a simple silk gown the color of a ripe peach, a matching hat and a white, lace shawl to wear over her shoulders.


  She was a sight to behold when she came down the stairs into the parlor and everyone was there to approve. Smartly dressed in black with a tall round hat, Hannish offered his arm, Prescot opened the front door and Keith stood ready to open the carriage door.


  Egan looked particularly handsome in his driver’s uniform, held the horses steady and waited for his cargo to climb aboard. As soon as Keith closed the door, he gently slapped the rains against the horse’s backs and took the MacGreagors to the ball.


  


  When Egan let his passengers off at the front door of the hotel, it appeared every carriage in town was lined up along both sides of the wide main street, which left no room to park except at the end. He did not like being so far away, but he had little choice.


  In the ballroom, Abigail and Claymore were the first to welcome them and McKenna remembered to comment on the remarkable decorations in the expansive ballroom. It pleased Abigail very much and she was happy to give up her position in the receiving line to introduce McKenna to everyone. Pearl and Loretta were there, naturally, and so was Loretta’s brother, John. He seemed a pleasant man and to please Loretta, McKenna promised the second dance to him. To please McKenna, Hannish asked Loretta for the second dance, claiming to dance the first with his sister. No two were happier than Loretta and John.


  On a table along the back wall, sat a bowl of punch with Manitou Springs sparkling water added, and trays of various delights to eat. Something a bit stronger for the gentlemen was kept in an adjoining room, providing the men could slip away long enough to take a swig or two. Hannish decided he would probably need to fortify himself often, once he got a good look at a woman across the room in a purple gown with gold trim. He leaned close to McKenna and whispered, “Charlotte is here.”


  “Oh dear,” McKenna moaned. She smiled as Abigail introduced her to a newly married couple, and promptly forgot their names. She tried not to be too obvious as she looked around the room and when she finally spotted Charlotte, McKenna quickly looked away before she was seen. She needn’t have bothered; Charlotte had her eyes glued on Hannish.


  As soon as the orchestra began to play, McKenna grinned at her brother and took his arm. “Do you remember how to waltz?”


  “Of course I do, we’ve been doing it since you were nine.” He put his hand out face down, put his other gloved hand behind his back, waited until she placed her hand on top of his and walked her to the center of the room. He deeply bowed, she curtsied just as deeply, and then they joined the other waltzing couples.


  “They certainly are handsome people,” Abigail said to her husband. Then she too noticed the look of envy on Charlotte’s face. “I believe we might see trouble here tonight.”


  “What?” he followed her gaze and nodded. “I believe you might be right.”


  McKenna seemed never to be without a dancing partner, all of whom mentioned they were not married, and she often noticed the smile of approval and anticipation on Abigail’s face. Hannish managed to avoid Charlotte, dancing with nearly every other woman in the room, slipping off to have a swallow or two of rum, and once more talking with Claymore and several other men. Yet he occasionally glanced at the growing bitterness in her expression.


  The men were having an intense discussion about another impending hard rock miner’s strike, when Charlotte approached. “Charlotte,” Hannish said as though he was surprised to see her. “You are looking well.”


  “Better than when you threw me out,” she said, louder than was appropriated.


  Hannish’s smile faded. “Do not make a spectacle of yourself, my dear. Perhaps we could discuss it another time.”


  She narrowed her eyes. “I see how you avoid me. You are ashamed to face me with what you have done.”


  He took a deep breath. “Another time, Charlotte.”


  “No…now! Admit it, you should not have sent me away.”


  “Are you not a teacher now? Is that not what you wanted?”


  Charlotte gritted her teeth. “It is what I wanted, but at a time of my own choosing, not yours.”


  Claymore hardly knew what to do. Others were starting to notice and McKenna looked horrified. Worse still, the music stopped and soon everyone in the room turned to see what the ruckus was about.


  “Let me take you to a place where we can talk,” Hannish tried.


  “We can talk here!” Charlotte nearly shouted. “Oh I see; you are embarrassed to be seen with me. I was good enough to…”


  McKenna abruptly took hold of Hannish’s arm. “Brother, I am not feeling well. Will you take me home?”


  “Of course.” He tried to walk McKenna toward the door, but Charlotte got in the way.


  “Running away?” Charlotte snarled. “It’s that stowaway your sister found on the ship, isn’t it? You are in love with her. Do not deny it; I have seen how you look at her.”


  “Charlotte, stop.” McKenna said, as Hannish guided her around the angry woman.


  Charlotte was not yet finished. “I saw Hannish carry her up the stairs…I know what happened!”


  As soon as they were out the door, Hannish raised his hand to signal Egan, but Charlotte was still yelling behind them so he did not wait. Instead, he hurried his sister down the street. “I hate you!” he heard Charlotte scream.


  By the time they got to the carriage, he could no longer hear Charlotte. He helped McKenna in, climbed in beside her and closed the door. Then he tapped on the window to let Egan know they were ready. When he looked back, Claymore was holding a weeping Charlotte back, and several of the ball guests were standing outside watching.


  They were halfway home before McKenna asked, “Is it true? Have you fallen in love with Sassy?”


  “I already have a wife.”


  “That is not what I asked.”


  “McKenna, what sort of man lets himself love a woman who is not his wife? I cannae, indeed must not love again…ever. I am fond of Sassy, she is very easy to be fond of, but I still love the woman I thought I married.”


  “That woman does not exist.”


  He sighed. “How well I know.”


  “I would not blame you if you did fall in love with Sassy someday, yet I caution you – if you are convinced divorcing Olivia is the wrong thing to do, do not let Sassy love a man she can never have. It is too cruel and it would drive her away from us, perhaps into the arms of the wrong man.”


  “I shall not let that happen.”


  He stared out the window into the darkness for a long time before he spoke again, “Do I know him?”


  “Who?”


  “The married man you fell in love with?”


  McKenna closed her eyes. “He was not married at the time.”


  “But he is now?”


  “Aye, he chose Mariam’s money instead, and he knew he would all along. He said all the words I longed to hear, but when love cannae be, those same words torture the very soul.”


  “So you boarded a ship and fled to America.”


  “What else could I do? I could not bear to be in the same world as he, let alone the same country.”


  “I am glad you did. He is not the sort of man I would wish you to marry. Someday you shall find one who is worthy.”


  “I fear there are no good men left in the world.”


  


  It was late, but not that late when the carriage pulled up to the front of the mansion. No butler waited to open the front door, and as they approached, they could hear music inside. Hannish and McKenna quietly entered, stayed in the shadows of the foyer and watched. The servants had moved all the new furniture in the parlor aside, and Alistair and Dugan were teaching the younger sisters how to waltz. Donnel and Blanka sat watching, Brookton looked as though he was trying to get up the nerve to ask Sassy to dance and surprisingly, Shepard was playing a violin.


  “One, two, three, turn,” Alistair said, holding Cathleen just a bit closer than arms length. He was so tall, she could not put her hand on his shoulder, and had to settle for his upper arm instead. Furthermore, she could not get the rhythm of the waltz quite right. The turn seemed to be a problem and each time she got it wrong, she glared at Alistair. “‘Tis your fault,” she insisted.


  “How have you come to that conclusion?” he asked.


  “It just is, is all.”


  “I see,” Alistair said, sticking his indignant nose in the air.


  Meanwhile, Dugan was holding Sassy too close for her comfort. She moved the arm he had around her twice, before she intentionally smashed his toe and walked away. Everyone roared with laughter.


  It fell to Millie to teach Ronan and he seemed to be catching on quickly. The cooks were also seated, preferring to watch rather than participate.


  “I dinna even know Shepard had a violin,” Hannish whispered.


  “He is very good,” McKenna agreed. “I have been meaning to ask him to sing for us again.”


  As soon as Hannish walked into the parlor, the music stopped and everyone turned to look. He boldly walked to Sarah, bowed and said, “Shall we show them how ‘tis done?”


  Sarah smiled and curtsied. “I am honored, Sir.”


  Hannish offered his arm, walked her to the center of the room and nodded for Shepard to play. Their dancing was impeccable, as though they had been practicing for weeks, and Alistair watched every move. Two turns around the room, he had had enough of that, tapped Hannish on the shoulder and took a grinning Sarah away from him.


  Hannish pretended to be quite insulted and went to stand next to Sassy. “I believe he likes her.”


  “Just now you noticed?” she asked.


  “How long has this been going on?”


  “Since the day we came.”


  “I see.” He returned her smile and then watched Prescot approach McKenna in the foyer.


  “May I?” Prescot asked.


  McKenna nodded and took his hand. “I assure you, ’Tis the best offer I have had all night.”


  “Truly?” he asked, walking her into the parlor. “You did not fall madly in love with one of Colorado’s finest?”


  “Prescot, you cannae guess what a disaster this night was. Charlotte was there.”


  Prescot shook his head. “I feared we had not seen the last of that one.”


  “You feared right.”


  Hannish looked sideways at Sassy, “Why are you not dancing?”


  “No handsome stranger has asked me.”


  “Must he be a stranger?”


  She rolled her eyes. “Of course, I’d not like embarrassing myself in front of you and Miss McKenna. Alistair will teach me later, he promised.”


  “I see.” He watched the two dancing couples for a moment more and then went to ask Cathleen to dance.


  McKenna felt so comfortable with Prescot, she hardly noticed they were dancing. He was a good man and she began to wonder just what sort of woman would complete him. Millie, perhaps or… She stopped dancing and looked at her brother. “Hannish, why did April not come?”


  “I do not know. Shall I try to find her?”


  “Yes please. I do hope she is not still in Olivia’s employ.”


  “So do I.”


  


  Upset, McKenna didn’t bother to knock, walked into the study and sat down in a chair facing her brother’s desk. “Abigail has called twice this morning and I cannae claim a headache much longer. I will have to take her call soon.”


  “I know.”


  She rubbed her forehead for a moment. “Charlotte’s accusations are bound to be talked of and we cannae let what she said go uncontested. Sassy will hear of it sooner or later and then what?”


  Hannish puffed his cheeks. “I have thought of nothing else half the night and all this morning. I’ve not the slightest idea what to do. We have become a scandal.”


  “We cannae just hide from the world. I have already sent the invitations to our garden party, which I remind you, is only three days away.” She stood up and paced across the room twice before she stopped. “Suppose someone questions Sassy at the party? We must warn her, but what can we say…that she has been accused of…oh, I cannae even say the words.”


  “Sassy has not been accused, I am the one accused.”


  “I doubt this society will know the difference and it shall fall on Sassy to deny it.”


  Hannish puffed his cheeks. “Perhaps it is time they knew the truth about what happened that night.”


  “Not without her permission, surely.”


  “Shall I talk to her?”


  “Nay, I will do it. If she does not understand how her reputation will be ruined, she will not ask you the right questions. Order the carriage for me. I will talk to Sassy and then go see Abigail.” With that, McKenna left the room as abruptly as she came.


  


  “What?” Sassy asked, rising up out of the rocking chair. “Mr. Hannish carried me up to bed because I was hurt. You remember, you were there!”


  “Of course I remember, but Charlotte neglected to explain that part. She let them think you…I mean he…”


  Sassy’s eyes widened. “He bedded me? Miss McKenna, he loves his wife. I saw how he kissed her when he sent her away.”


  McKenna took a deep breath. “Sassy, you and I both know nothing happened. That is not the problem. The problem is, others…the whole town in fact, believes otherwise.”


  “Then tell the whole town the truth.”


  “Sit down, Sassy and calm yourself. It is precisely what I intend to do, but not without your permission.”


  She had not realized she was standing up, went back to the rocking chair, sat down and folded her hands in her lap. “I am listening.”


  “I must tell them you are the one Olivia hurt.”


  Sassy stared at the floor for a long moment. “Mr. Hannish said not to tell what happens here.”


  “I know, but this once he has given his permission. Sassy, once they know more about you, they will not listen to Charlotte’s lies. Is there anything you wish to keep secret?”


  “I am who I am, and what happened, happened. I see no reason to hide anything, do you?”


  “I do not.”


  “Tell them Miss McKenna and tell them Mr. Hannish would never do such a thing. He loves his wife still.”


  After Sassy was gone, McKenna closed her eyes. Twice Sassy said Hannish loves his wife, as though she needed to remind herself. It was too late, Sassy was already in love and she suspected her brother was too.


  Abigail clung to every word as McKenna sipped tea in Abigail’s sitting room, with its yellow floral print wallpaper and white drapes. She explained how she found Sassy in a broom closet on the ship, and described the miserable condition she was in. “…and Sassy was so excited to take a bath in clean water. In the orphanage, the younger children are bathed first and the older ones get the dirty water. At first, she would not let me see her naked, but I finally coaxed her into taking off the filthy rags I found her in. She has hideous scars, Abigail, from beatings in the orphanage.”


  Abigail drew back in horror. “You don’t say.”


  “She’d not like the world to know that, of course.”


  “Oh, of course, I’ll not breathe a word.”


  “All along, or at least by the time I arrived, Hannish knew Charlotte fancied him, but he paid it no mind. He gave her no encouragement, but as you are well aware, some women easily imagine kindness means more than it does. My brother is a very caring man to all his employees, just as our father was.”


  “Yes, kindness is often mistaken for...”


  “Sassy needs so much more than most young women, it is easy for both of us to favor her just now. My brother and I are not alone in that respect, all of the servants adore her. Sarah especially makes certain Sassy is well cared for. Therefore, it is easy to see how Charlotte might have become jealous and conjured up such imaginings.”


  “Scars from beatings? How dare Charlotte think to malign the poor little thing? I found Sassy delightful, though she said very little, and now we know why. What can I do to help, McKenna? Tell me and I shall do it.”


  “I was hoping you might have a suggestion. Hannish and I discussed it at length this morning, and we cannae think of a way to protect her from such hurtful gossip. I had to tell Sassy what Charlotte said and she is horrified. The garden party is in three days and I fear…”


  “You fear she will be stared at, if not openly accused. Of course you do.”


  “I could ask Sassy to stay upstairs, I suppose.”


  “That would make people think she has something to hide. Tell me, was she the one Mrs. MacGreagor hurt?”


  “Oh Abigail, I have never been so distraught. Sassy neglected to call Olivia ‘My Lady,’ and Olivia repeatedly hit Sassy with her hairbrush. The damage was not severe, although her arms were bruised and a cut on her head did bleed for quite sometime. My brother was beside himself with shame for what his wife had done, and when Sassy felt a bit lightheaded, he carried her to her bed so she would not fall on the stairs.”


  “My Claymore would have done the same…any good man would.”


  McKenna sipped her tea and let Abigail absorb it all. “I was there and saw everything. I remember Charlotte watching, but it was Sarah who showed us the way. We never go in the servant’s quarters.”


  “Neither do we.”


  “Sarah stayed with Sassy the whole night and nothing improper happened, nothing at all.”


  “Of course not.”


  “My dear Abigail, you will weep when you hear what Sassy asked my brother.”


  “What?”


  “She asked if he would permit her to hide from his wife.”


  Abigail hung her head. “No wonder he sent his wife away. My Claymore would have had her horse whipped.”


  “I assure you, I thought to do that myself.”


  “I do hope his wife does not come back.”


  “So do I.” McKenna sipped a little more tea and then set her cup and saucer down on a side table. “Well, I must go home. Do telephone if you think of a way to manage our troubles. We are so very upset and we know not what to do.”


  “I will let you know the instant I think of something.”


  McKenna was not yet out the front door when she heard Abigail on the telephone. “Vivian, you will never guess. I have had it from McKenna’s very own lips…” McKenna smiled and went home.


  


  Everything was set for the garden party, except the weather. Dark clouds threatened rain, so the tables were moved back inside. It was just as well, the garden was far from finished and their guests were eager to see inside the mansion anyway.


  The guest list included a select group of twenty people, including the Whitfields, Vivian Mabs, whose husband was a city councilman, Maude Goodwin and her banker husband, Wilma Miller and her husband, and the single ladies from McKenna’s sewing circle, Pearl and Loretta. The mayor and his wife came, the sheriff, two gold mine owners who were without wives and of course, Mr. Wells, whom Hannish had completely forgotten he invited.


  By then, Blanka and Donnell were tired. They hung a “do not enter” sign on their downstairs door and went to take a nap.


  The spread of food on the table included small, round roast beef pies, Jessie’s custards, Halen’s pear tarts, Jessie’s fried apples, and Halen’s cherry pies. The footmen filled cups with fruit punch and kept clean dishes handy on one of the sideboards.


  Cathleen helped in the kitchen, but Sassy was determined not to look like she had something to hide. She kept busy collecting dirty dishes and setting them on the tray Brookton held. She ignored the guests for the most part, and Sarah stood watching just in case Sassy was questioned. It soon appeared most of the guests were not quite certain which servant Sassy was anyway. When he was not at the front door, Alistair kept a close eye on Sarah just in case one of the male guests got the wrong idea.


  Not a man in the place failed to admire Millie’s figure as she showed the ladies where the water closets were, or went to fetch this or that for them. Prescot happily served stronger drinks in the small sitting room, that is, when the men could slip away from their wives, and then pointed the way to the smoking room.


  Still, without the planned outside activities, there was little to do inside except eat and talk. Most didn’t seem to mind and McKenna was relived. She went from group to group, making sure her guests were happy. They might have been discussing it among themselves, but no one was bold enough to ask questions about either Charlotte or Sassy.


  Amos Wells knew exactly who Sassy was. She was ignoring him too, he realized, but he was not shy about watching her. Sooner or later, she would come to collect his plate and he could wait. When she at last came his way, he asked, “How are the dancing lessons going?”


  “We have been far too busy to be dancing,” she answered.


  “You could let me teach you?”


  “I could let most anyone teach me, but I shall not. Alistair is a Scot, you see.”


  “What has that to do with it?”


  “Scots are better dancers.” She half smiled to let him know she was not completely serious, and went to collect the next discarded dish. She happened to glance at Hannish, who looked trapped between Pearl and Loretta, and when he looked at her pleadingly, she giggled. The next time she noticed him, his back was to her and he seemed in a heavy discussion with Mr. Whitfield and two other men.


  Abigail leaned closer to McKenna and asked, “Where is the other one?”


  “You mean Sassy’s sister? Cathleen is a bit shy, so she offered to help in the kitchen.”


  “You must bring them both to our next quilting party.”


  “I shall.”


  “McKenna, I have been thinking. Do you suppose orphanages are as bad here as they are in England?”


  “I do not believe all orphanages are deplorable in England, but…”


  “Quilting does not give me enough to do. If we could manage to establish one here, we could see that nothing bad ever happens to Colorado’s children.”


  McKenna’s eyes lit up. “You are so right. Is it possible, I mean could we?”


  “Come, we shall ask them.” It took a moment to get Claymore’s attention and when she did, Abigail put on her sweetest smile. “My love, I have been thinking.”


  Claymore raised an eyebrow. “Hannish, it has been my experience that when Abigail says she has been thinking, it will likely cost me a fortune. Dare I ask her what she has been thinking about?”


  “It does sound a bit dangerous, but will she leave you be if you do not ask?”


  “You are right. My lovely Abigail, what is it you want?”


  “We want to establish an orphanage. We could ask for donations, God knows the men in this town are wealthy enough to help and...”


  “An orphanage?” Hannish asked.


  “Why not?” asked McKenna. “We have little to do and…”


  “I think it is a wonderful idea,” said Hannish.


  “You do?” McKenna asked.


  Hannish was positively beaming. “I most certainly do. You know how I love children.”


  Claymore was not yet convinced and frowned instead. “Ladies, there is much to consider, people to hire, you’ll need an attorney, an adoption policy, a doctor on call, a place to house them, and…”


  “Children?” Abigail asked.


  Claymore finally smiled, took his wife in his arms and kissed her lips. “Do you promise not to bring them all home?”


  “Indeed I do. I don’t want to raise them; I only want to see they have a chance in the world.”


  “I may well regret this, but if it makes you happy, I am willing,” said Claymore. For that, he got an even longer kiss from his happy wife.


  McKenna glanced around to make sure her guests were well taken care of and noticed that Shepard, Prescot, Brookton and Egan had their heads together. “Abigail, I believe they are going to sing for us.”


  “How delightful,” said Claymore.


  The room quieted and people stopped to watch just as Shepard struck a cord on his violin and the four began to sing. This time they sang a song familiar to both the Scots and the Americans: Bonnie Banks o' Loch Lomond. The applause had not yet stopped before they began to sing, Sweet Rosie O'Grady and I'll Take You Home Again, Kathleen. They finished with Battle Hymn of the Republic and that song took more than one breath away.


  Hannish said, “So that’s where they get off to, they’ve been practicing.”


  “They wanted to surprise us, it seems,” McKenna said.


  “They certainly have done that.”


  “MacGreagor,” the mayor interrupted, “We shall expect your boys to sing for us at the annual picnic next month.”


  Hannish shook the Mayor’s hand. “I shall ask them.”


  “Tell them if they do not come, I’ll send the sheriff to fetch them.” The mayor smiled, nodded and walked away.


  When the doorbell rang and Alistair opened it, the room abruptly quieted and several mouths dropped.


  “Alistair,” said Charlotte, nodding her greeting.


  Hannish hurried into the foyer with Claymore right behind him. “What are you doing here?”


  “I was invited by my brother, Mr. Wells.”


  Hannish narrowed his eyes. “Please leave, I do not wish to…”


  “Charlotte,” Claymore interrupted. “I remind you I have influence with the Office of Education. Do not make me recommend you find a position somewhere else.”


  Charlotte spotted Sassy, glared at her for a moment and then glanced at the stern look on Claymore’s face. “I will leave, though I find your threat terribly unfair, Mr. Whitfield. I was invited, the same as anyone.”


  “Please go,” Hannish said. “Dinna make me throw you out.”


  “It would not be the first time.” At last, she turned and walked back out the door.


  “Of all the audacity,” Claymore muttered, going back to his wife and McKenna.


  Hannish turned around and looked for Amos. “Alistair, I wish to have a word with Mr. Wells. Ask him to come speak to me.”


  Sassy saw Hannish send Charlotte away and a few minutes later, when the two men finished talking, it was obvious Mr. Wells was being sent away too. Hannish turned around and looked directly at her, but Sassy lowered her eyes and went back to work.


  


  “Mr. Wells wanted to take her to the ball?” Hannish asked after he finished seeing the last of their guests out. “Why did no one tell me?”


  McKenna was exhausted and wanted nothing more than to go to bed. “It was her place to tell you if she wanted you to know, not mine or anyone else’s.” She walked with him back into the parlor and stopped at the bottom of the stairs. “Sassy refused him because she has not yet learned how to dance, but she might not have the next time he asked.”


  “He is not right for her.”


  “True, but she is a grown woman capable of making her own decisions…and her own mistakes. You cannae protect her and you must not interfere in the lives of your employees.” She kissed his cheek, lifted the hem of her skirt and climbed the stairs.


  He stared after her for a long moment, before he too went up to bed.


  


  “Mr. Wells is Charlotte’s brother?” Cathleen asked, exchanging her uniform for her nightshirt in the bedroom they shared on the third floor.


  “Aye, Alistair told me so,” Sassy answered.


  “Do you prefer Mr. Wells?”


  “I do not prefer him, but it was pleasant to think he preferred me for a little while.” Sassy slipped her nightshirt over her head and pulled it down. “I wager he will not ask me to a ball again.”


  “I’d not let you go with him at any rate. He is Charlotte’s brother and probably believes her. He most likely thinks you are willing.”


  Sassy was shocked. “Willing?” She crawled into bed and then sighed. “You are right; I shall have nothing more to do with Mr. Wells. I did want to see what a ball was like, though.”


  As soon as Cathleen was in her own bed and the dog made himself comfortable at the foot of it, Sassy turned off their new table lamp and tried to go to sleep. Yet, she kept thinking about the way Hannish looked right at her after he sent Mr. Wells away, and sleep was a long time coming. What did that look mean exactly?


  


  


  CHAPTER 11


  


  Several days passed before Hannish went to talk to Sassy. He found her in the newly furnished library admiring the porcelain figurine he left there for her to find. Intentionally leaving the door open, he leaned against the side and just watched her. Sassy tucked her feather duster under her arm, gently picked the figurine up and turned it over so she could admire the other side. At length, she realized he was there and set it back on the shelf.


  “Was it not you who marked it in my catalogue?” he asked.


  A little defiantly, she answered, “I was much younger then.”


  He smiled, “Much younger, indeed. Are you sorry everyone knows how old you are now?”


  “Not so very sorry. I am forced to grow up, I suppose.”


  “Your growing up is coming along splendidly.”


  “Do you think so?”


  “I do.”


  “Mr. Hannish, I have not thanked you properly for bringing Cathleen to America. I would be pleased to pay her passage.”


  “You wish to pay me?”


  “Would a dollar a month do?”


  “Sassy, I paid the fair for all the Scottish servants and they are not required to pay me back. If I allow you to, the others would feel beholden to pay me also. Besides, we need Cathleen to help keep the place clean, just as McKenna needs you to see to her needs. I am sorry you are asked to help with the cleaning as well.”


  “Miss McKenna requires little and I do not mind. I like staying busy and it keeps Donnell and Blanka from working too hard.” She took a deep breath and slowly let it out. “How then do I repay your kindness? There must be something I can do.”


  “You can keep being Sassy. Do you not know what a delight you are to everyone? You brighten our days, especially mine…” He realized his mistake and quickly added, “and McKenna’s.”


  Sassy pulled the duster out from under her arm and began running it across a shelf still empty of books. “Cathleen and I are very happy here, Mr. Hannish. We both thank you.”


  “You are both welcome.” He watched her for a moment more before he said, “Sassy, I believe I owe you an apology.”


  She stopped dusting and looked at him. “For what?”


  “I dinna know Mr. Wells asked you to the ball. If you fancy him, I shall…”


  “Fancy him? I could never fancy him, Mr. Hannish. I confess I want to see a ball and even go to one someday, but not with Charlotte’s brother.” She paused for a moment, trying to find the right words. “Cathleen says Mr. Wells only cares for me because he thinks I am willing. Is she right?”


  He was not prepared for that question at all, and it took him a moment to answer. “‘Tis possible.”


  “Will other men think the same?”


  “Other men do not believe Charlotte.”


  “But they might. I mean, they would not admit it if they did, would they?”


  “Probably not, but I will not let anything happen to you.”


  “How will you prevent it?”


  He looked long into her eyes and then lowered his gaze. “I shall find a way.” Hannish turned around and abruptly left the library.


  


  Mrs. Olivia MacGreagor was not happy when she heard the ancient doorbell ring in the ancient Scottish cottage she was forced to live in. She sat at her dressing table in the horrid bedroom of her husband’s horrid parents and stared at her face in the mirror.


  “Lady Bayington to see you, Mrs.,” said the butler.


  Olivia cringed. “Send her away, I am busy.”


  The butler, who also served as footman and gardener rolled his eyes. “So am I.”


  She gripped her new brush tightly, slowly turned to face him and glared. “I shall send you away if you disobey me.”


  “You cannot. I work for the duke, not for you.” With that, the butler left the room.


  Olivia went back to staring at her reflection in the mirror. She waited for the front door to open and close, but when it didn’t, it was obvious her guest was still waiting. With no choice, she put on her fake smile and went to the parlor. “My dear Lady Bayington, how good of you to come.”


  Lady Bayington was expensively dressed, as always, and adorned with enough jewels to be the envy of all of London. She sat on the edge of a chair that was anything but new, displaying a fake smile of her own. “I’ve a devil of a time finding you, I do not mind saying. How are you, my dear?”


  “Very well, thank you.”


  “My, but this is a cozy cottage.”


  “Lady Bayington, do get to the point of your visit. We have not been the best of friends lately, and I admit I am curious as to why you visit me now.”


  “We had a disagreement years ago, that is all. It does not mean we cannot be friends now. Who else knows you as well as I?”


  “Then answer my question.”


  “Very well, I have come to ask if it is true; has Hannish petitioned for a divorce?”


  “Divorce? He certainly said no such a thing to me. What have you heard?”


  “Only that he has no plans to return to Scotland and I hardly think you can have a marriage living in two different countries.”


  Olivia finally sat in a chair opposite her guest. “It is impossible. He left me to wonder of him for three years complete. Now, I am not married in the traditional sense, nor will he ever set me free. Hannish does not condone divorce.”


  “How very cruel of him.”


  Olivia reached for the bell and rang for tea. “He is the cruelest of all men and has cut back my allowance so severely, I…do you know I am allowed a carriage but once a week? I can’t think what is to become of me and all because I do not want to live in America.”


  Lady Bayington had always found Olivia’s ability to twist every detail to suit her own desires fascinating, and could not help a slight grin. “I do not suppose you will be attending the balls for the rest of the season.”


  “How can I, the invitations go to the Duke. On the other hand, that is my one delight. Can you not imagine how our society will be, once they see how plain and ordinary the new duchess is compared to me?”


  “They will miss you madly, I am sure.”


  The tea didn’t come, so Olivia rang the bell again and sighed. “I shall miss them madly too. There is not a thing I can do about it now, I suppose.”


  “Will Hannish come, do you think, when he is finished punishing you?”


  Olivia frowned. “He will not come. I am to live in solitude for the remainder of my life.”


  “Olivia, darling, when have you ever lived in solitude? I know you too well. You will manage to live a very long, full life with or without Hannish MacGreagor.”


  “Perhaps, but he opens many doors I alone cannot open.” She scooted back in the chair and crossed her legs. “I must do something about my dreadful circumstances, but what?”


  “You might have told him the truth in the beginning, just as I did with my husband. He might have forgiven you.”


  “It is far too late to regret that now,” said Olivia.


  “Suppose you agree to live in America?”


  At last, the butler, who was now the footman, brought a tea tray and served both women. He moved too slowly, which irritated Olivia, but she waited until he was gone before she spoke again. “I have thought of going back to America, but my dear, Hannish has spent most of his fortune on that monotonous mansion. He has but twenty-thousand pounds left. Besides, I no longer have the funds to go back. I could not bear another appalling voyage across the ocean, and the trains, Lady Bayington, you cannot imagine the drudgery of day and night on a train.”


  “You would go to America if you had the funds?”


  Olivia sipped her tea. “Hannish still loves me, I think. I hoped to be with child so he would have to come back to Scotland, but he would not and it did not happen otherwise either. I did my best, but…”


  “He denied you? What man could refuse, no other man ever has. My dear, there must be someone else.”


  “He admitted he has been unfaithful, but they were ladies of the evening. He could never love a woman like that, he is too proud. I forgave him, naturally, he is a man after all and it had been three years.”


  “Olivia, what are you not telling me?”


  Olivia’s expression was sincere when she answered, “Nothing, I swear it.”


  Lady Bayington decided to let the obvious lie pass. “What will you do now?”


  “What can I do? I cannot stay here much longer.”


  “You will do what you always do, I suppose.”


  “Lady Bayington, you’d not be willing to loan me a few pounds, would you?”


  “I might. You have been very good at keeping our secret out of London society.”


  Olivia smiled finally, “I do believe it is the only pledge I have ever truly kept.”


  “Indeed it is. Therefore, you deserved to be quite generously rewarded.” She opened her small handbag and withdrew a roll of bills.


  


  That night, Lady Bayington went to the room in her castle, where she enjoyed writing her many letters. She got out a clean sheet of monogrammed paper, found her fountain pen and began:


  Your Grace,


  Lord Bayington and I agree, as we are most fond of both you and your brother, and can maintain our silence no longer. There is something you should know about the woman Hannish married. Olivia and I were born in the Shetland Islands, more specifically Scalloway, and played together as children. It was apparent early on that Olivia…”


  


  The next big event on the MacGreagor calendar was the town picnic and everyone was excited. In the evenings, when all the newly arrived furnishings were put away and the work was done, Alistair taught dancing while the quartet practiced their songs.


  New straw top hats were in order for the quartet and matching blue and white striped jackets, vests, dark blue knickerbockers, white knee-high stockings and low shoes. Matching red four-in-hand ascot neckties finished off their casual, yet impressive look.


  For Sassy and Cathleen, who still had no casual clothing, Hannish hired a dressmaker in town to fashion white, high-collar shirtwaists, with plenty of lace for decoration, and long black floor-length skirts. His initial order, at the urging of McKenna, soon became new outfits for all the women who wanted them, if the seamstress could manage to get them made in time. Donnel and Blanka were not impressed with the new fashions, choosing instead to wear the traveling clothing they were comfortable in -- old-fashioned though they may be. Naturally, the women practiced the newest hairstyle, which consisted of sweeping long hair upward in the back, twisting it and then letting a large curl adorn their foreheads.


  For Hannish, outfitting his employees meant a lot more shopping, clothing fittings, the purchase of appropriate broaches, shoes, hats and a multitude of hairpins. The younger men were eager to take the ladies, and he suspected one or more of them had made the acquaintance of a young lady in town. Occasionally, he went with them and it was apparent more than one of his footmen had a keen eye for a pretty woman. Keith, he noticed, still gave Sassy all his attention, carried her packages and was the first to help her in and out of the wagon. If she was becoming fond of Keith, she did not show it.


  McKenna went to the Whitfield’s regularly, where the weekly gathering was becoming more of an orphanage committee than a sewing circle. The phone rang constantly and Abigail managed to drop by at least twice a week at teatime. She came to report all the news, especially that concerning Charles, who regularly called asking for more money. She feared he would marry one moment and the next, feared he would not. Unless he was gambling, she reasoned, no man needed the kind of funds Charles requested without a woman to please.


  Not once did Abigail leave without saying, “And do not forget, McKenna, to ask your cooks to make all the wonderful cakes and pies they can, so we may sell them and make money for the orphanage. And, see that all the unmarried women have a box lunch for two. The box goes to the highest bidder and the lady must agree to share her lunch with the man who buys it.”


  “I will not forget, Abigail, I promise.”


  Even with the merriment all around him, Hannish often sat in his study and aimlessly stared out the widow. The world around him seemed to be spinning, while his life was at a standstill. Barring a miracle, it would be for all eternity. Self-pity was not his style, but he had his moments the same as anyone.


  It was upon one of those occasions that he saw something that alarmed him. The sight of it made him stand up and walk to the window for a better look. He was certain the man in the rose garden was Alistair, but who was the woman he was kissing? Hannish held his breath and watched until Alistair released her and a grinning Sarah moved into view. Hannish let a relieved breath leave his lips and went back to his accounting books. A moment later, he covered his face with both hands. “I am going daft,” he whispered.


  


  Thankfully, the exhausted dressmaker finished right on time and at last, the day of the picnic arrived. The women, arrayed in their new clothing, were a sight to behold as they came down the formal staircase to receive the admiration of the men. Each wore a colorful hat decorated with ribbons or artificial flowers – all except an irked Sassy, who held her bright orange, feather trimmed hat in her hand. “’Twill not stay on,” she announced when she reached the bottom of the stairs.


  “Tar would do it,” Prescot teased. He offered one arm to Donnel and the other to Blanka.


  “Or flower and water paste, if I had the time to make it,” Halen suggested, taking the arm Ronan offered her.


  “Oh, who cares?” Sassy said, tossing her hat away.


  “I care,” McKenna said, quickly picking it up. “‘Tis not proper for a lady to be without a hat. Sit beside me in the wagon and I shall fix it.”


  “In that case,” said Hannish, “Prescot, put Donnel and Blanka in the carriage.” Just then, he thought of something. “Miss Leesil and Miss Cathleen, should anyone ask, what last name have you chosen?”


  “Covington,” both answered at once.


  Hannish smiled. “Good. Sometime soon, we shall see a judge about making it legal.”


  “Oh sister,” Blanka said to Donnel, “They are girls. When they marry the name will be lost forever.”


  Donnel nodded. “True sister, we need a boy to carry it on.”


  “We can give it to one of our orphans,” McKenna suggested.


  “Oh yes, do,” said Donnel, “Give it to all the little boys without last names.”


  McKenna leaned close to Hannish and whispered, “I believe we have a name for our orphanage now. We shall call it, ‘The Covington Home for Children.’”


  


  The men sat on the fold-down bench on one side of the wagon and the women, complete with box lunches in their laps, sat on the other. As soon as they were all seated and the wagon began to move, McKenna started to pin Sassy’s hat on while they all sang, Wait for the wagon. She finished, settled back in her seat just as the song ended and loudly said, “Brother, I am not fond of this box lunch idea. I do not wish to eat my lunch with a stranger. Therefore, I am counting on you to buy it.”


  “I cannae,” he said, leaning forward a little.


  “And why not?”


  “Because I’d not like to keep you from meeting the man of your dreams.”


  McKenna frowned. “Alistair, I shall give you twenty pounds if you buy mine.”


  Alistair winked at Sarah. “Do you see that box lunch in Sarah’s lap? I had Jessie put a big slice of cake in it just for me.”


  McKenna glared at Alistair for a moment, and then turned her attention to the next man she thought would be more willing. “Prescot?”


  Just as Prescot began to answer, Millie spoke up, “I believe Prescot might buy mine…if he is wise, Miss McKenna.”


  Everyone laughed when Prescot clutched his chest. “Help, Mr. Hannish, I think cupid just shot me in the heart.”


  McKenna waited for the laughter to die down and then moaned, “Will no man here buy mine?” She was about to plead again when Cathleen interrupted.


  “Must we, Miss McKenna? Sassy and I would rather not have a stranger buy our lunch. Please do not make us.”


  “No one will force you, Cathleen,” said Hannish. “You and Sassy can share a lunch and I’ll take the other one. Have we a bargain?”


  “We do,” said a relieved Cathleen.


  “Maybe next year,” McKenna soothed. “You are too young yet to be wantin’ a husband.”


  Sassy’s eyes widened. “‘Tis for findin’ a husband?”


  “What did you think it was for?” a frustrated Keith asked.


  Sassy glared at him. “I dinna think it was to put a woman on display so as a man might want her. I dinna think that at all.”


  “She has a point,” said McKenna. “Hannish, you shall share my lunch with me, and ‘twill not cost a penny. Keith can have Cathleen’s lunch, unless he can buy one of his own.”


  Dugan was completely confused. “Are you sayin’, if a lad does not bid high enough, he might go hungry?”


  “It means exactly that,” said Shepard. “What is a lunch, and a pretty woman to eat it with, worth to you? I’ve my eye on a little thing called, Twyla, and she is worth half a month’s pay, maybe more.”


  “You Americans have a funny way of courtin’,” Egan said. “In Scotland, we just ask them to take a walk or a ride in our buggy.”


  “We do that here too,” said Prescot, “when a man has a buggy to take her in.”


  “You wish to use the carriage?” Hannish asked. “Why did you not say so?”


  Prescot rolled his eyes. “Because I did not think Millie would go with me until just now.”


  Millie glared at Prescot, “I been tryin’ to get your attention since the day I came. You are a stubborn man, and blind as a bat, you are.”


  Prescot pretended to look stern. “Woman, we shall discuss this over lunch, providing you do not cost me a fortune. You’re a might too pretty, if you ask me.”


  Millie blushed. “Thank you…I think.”


  Hannish elbowed Prescot. “I’ve a few dollars I can lend.”


  “I am saved,” Prescot muttered.


  


  The 600 cottonwood trees, planted several years ago in Acacia Park, had survived well even during the years when rain was not so plentiful. The grass looked like a lush green carpet and there were plenty of benches where the older ladies and gentlemen could rest when they got tired. Donnel and Blanka were pleased to see those and made themselves comfortable right away.


  A pavilion offered a place for the musicians, who were already playing lively music by the time the MacGreagors arrived. A large, round section of smooth cement in front of the pavilion would be used for dancing later in the evening. Dartboards, horseshoe throws and shuffleboard were favorite daytime activities.


  Tables were filled with glittering jewelry, decorated hair combs, silk scarves and treats of every imaginable kind – all for sale. Jugglers juggled three and four items at once, while costumed men on stilts made their way through the crowd and back again. Children chased each other, older boys tried to get a baseball game going and the men did what they always do – talk about business. Before long, Hannish found himself deep in a discussion with Mr. Maps and Mr. Goodwin.


  “Land is cheap on the other side of the mountains,” said Mr. Maps. “I heard of a man who bought 80 acres of prime meadow on the western slope for only $250.00.”


  “You don’t say,” said Mr. Goodwin. “Well, prices are going up here, I assure you. Teachers want a raise and they already make $26.00 a month.”


  Mr. Maps scoffed, “The miners are threatening to strike again. They’re asking for $.39 and hour, up from $.34. I don’t know what the world is coming to.”


  “I suppose we should listen to what the mayor has to say,” Hannish said, nodding toward the crowd. All three men turned to face the pavilion, where the Mayor was yelling so those in the back could hear his speech. Hannish barely listened, looking instead to see that all his ladies were safe. He nodded to Donnel and Blanka, saw Alistair with Sarah and noticed three men talking to Millie, none of whom were Prescot. Another look around found Prescot stuck between Pearl and Loretta, but Prescot wasn’t about to take his eyes off Millie. It made Hannish smile.


  McKenna was with Abigail, the cooks were working the bake sale and the rest of the footmen were spread out among the crowd. Yet, nowhere could he see Sassy and Cathleen. There had to be an orange hat with feathers on top somewhere; all he had to do was find it. At last he spotted them. They were admiring the jewelry, Sassy had her hat off and two men were talking to them. As if she knew he was looking at her, Sassy looked back and kept her eyes on his for several seconds. For a moment, he thought she might be asking for help, but she looked away and smiled at the man with her.


  The next time he looked for Sassy, she was staring at someone in the crowd. He followed her gaze and discovered it was Charlotte, who stood on the lawn not all that far away. When he looked at Sassy again, it was clear she was not happy. She said something to one of the men, took Cathleen’s hand and walked away. It was then he decided not to be so far away from her, just in case Charlotte started trouble. Slowly, he made his way around the crowd and positioned himself between Sassy and Charlotte.


  The Mayor ended the speech no one would remember later and after a round of applause, it was time for the bidding on the box lunches. The first three boxes went quickly at a price of $.25 each. The next one had two bidders, but one bowed out when the price reached $.67.


  The auctioneer cleared his throat and announced, “The next box belongs to a lovely lady by the name of Millie. Gentlemen, what am I…”


  “One dollar,” the sheriff shouted.


  “One twenty-five,” Prescot yelled.


  “Two,” said the sheriff.


  “Two dollars?” the surprised crowd muttered.


  Prescot narrowed his eyes. “Two fifty!”


  “Half a weeks pay?” the Sheriff asked.


  “For some of us,” Prescot answered. He tipped his hat to the sheriff and was ready to claim his prize, when another offer was made.


  “Three dollars.” Everyone turned to stare at Mr. Wells.


  Hannish dug several bills out of his pocket, peeled off a two dollar bill, walked to Prescot and handed it to him. Then he glared at Amos Wells.


  “Five dollars,” Prescot shouted, holding the bills in the air.


  Amos Wells shook his head and walked away, but by then, Hannish had lost sight of Sassy again. He walked this way and that, but still he could not find her.


  For the sake of charity, Alistair bid a dollar for Sarah’s box lunch, had no competition, and went off with her a happy man. Several other lunches were bid on and then came one no one expected.


  “Who will give $.25 to eat the lunch of Miss Charlotte Wells?” the auctioneer asked. Charlotte took a step forward. She looked pleasant enough in her stylish clothes, which were very similar to what Sassy was wearing, but then, it was the fashion of the day and most of the women were dressed that way. She kept her hopeful eyes on Hannish.


  Hannish ignored the bidding and kept walking around until he noticed McKenna standing beside him. “They are sitting on the grass eating lunch. Shall we do the same? I happen to have enough for two in this box.”


  He took the box from her and offered his arm. “We’ve not married you off yet? I thought certain a lad would catch your eye this day.”


  “Apparently, he has not yet arrived.”


  “He is a stupid man.”


  “That is what I think.”


  Hannish soon spotted Abigail, who was frantically waving McKenna over, no doubt to introduce her to a single, male friend. “I believe she wants to share your lunch, and why not, our cooks make better fried chicken.”


  “You do not mind?” McKenna asked.


  “Not at all.” He handed the box back, and then joined Donnel and Blanka on the bench. A few minutes later, nearly all the members of Marblestone Mansion had spread blankets and were eating on the lawn in front of him, even Sassy and Cathleen moved closer, although they stayed on the outer rim of the gathering.


  “We are just like a Scottish clan,” Blanka said, offering him a drumstick from her box.


  Hannish took it and nodded. “Indeed we are, but then, what is a clan but a large family?”


  “Egan and Dugan are not here,” Donnel pointed out.


  “I believe they found a lady to eat with and I highly approve. A clan must grow and for that, a man needs a wife.”


  “That he does.” Blanka agreed. “Your father would be proud of you this day?”


  “Would he?” Hannish asked.


  “Indeed he would, he was determined to uphold the family traditions and see that you did the same. He would be very proud to know you do not intend to divorce your wife.”


  “But sister,” Donnel said, “No MacGreagor ever married a wildcat before. He has the proof and I think he should divorce her.”


  “Nay, Blanka, he must do as his father taught him…even if the tradition makes him miserable for the rest of his life.”


  Hannish smiled first at one sister and then at the other. “I see what you are up too. ’Tis not the woman, but the pledge. I gave Olivia my pledge and I cannae break it.” When he glanced at her, Sassy was watching him, but she quickly looked away. Keith, he noticed was sitting not far away, trying his best to keep Sassy’s attention. He looked around for McKenna and wasn’t surprised that she was watching him too. “Tell me, did McKenna put you up to this?”


  Donnel laughed. “When have we ever needed puttin’ up to? You are like a son to us and we wish to see you happy. As I said before, your happiness will come soon…if you let it.”


  Hannish took a bite out of his drumstick and savored the taste. He assumed he knew where everyone was, but too late, he realized he’d lost track of Charlotte.


  Sassy saw her coming first and quickly got to her feet. Cathleen was almost up and so was Keith, when Charlotte hurled a full blueberry pie at Sassy. She managed to knock part of it away, but a large chunk hit her just below her left shoulder and splattered on her face. All she could do was watch, as streaks of blue began to stain her new white shirtwaist. Blueberries, the sticky filling, and the pastry slowly slid down her new skirt, falling in globs on the top of her new shoes.


  Cathleen was about to lunge at Charlotte when Keith grabbed her around the waist and held her back. “Get away from us,” Cathleen screamed.


  Charlotte looked pleased with herself when she walked away, ignoring all the people who were now staring at her.


  It wasn’t long before all the residents of the mansion were on their feet and gathered around her. “It is ruined,” Sassy muttered when Hannish reached her.


  Tears were beginning to form in the bottom of her eyes and he had no idea what to do. “Do you wish to go home?”


  She looked up at him. “I wanted to…to stay for the dancing.”


  “Of course you did,” Maude Goodwin said, making her way through the gathering crowd. “See that house on the corner.” She pointed across the street. “Mr. Goodwin built that for me and I would be pleased to take you there. I have something I think just might fit you and then you will not have to miss the dance. Will you let me help you?”


  Sassy nodded and tried to shake some of the piecrust off her skirt. More people were gathering, trying to get a good look at her, and some were even snickering. She gave up on the mess and looked up at Hannish again. “I have ruined my new clothing.”


  “You must not fret, we shall buy more,” he said.


  Hannish spotted Charlotte strolling down a long sidewalk between two rows of trees. “Keith, go with Sassy and Cathleen, and see that Charlotte gets no where near them again.”


  “I will, Mr. Hannish.”


  He watched Mrs. Goodwin lead the three of them through the parting crowd, noticed Millie and Prescot were trying to recover some of Sassy’s lunch and that McKenna had tears in her eyes. “If you cry, you will make me cry.”


  McKenna broke a smile and smacked his arm. “I have never seen you shed a tear, not since…” she bit her lip. “Brother, this is serious. I fear Charlotte will become more violent.”


  “So do I,” Alistair agreed. “I do not like her brother either.”


  Hannish nodded. “I have placed no more furniture orders with him; he’ll not be coming around again.”


  “Good,” said Prescot. “Millie does not like the way he looks at her.”


  Just then, Claymore spoke up, “Charlotte needs to be run out of town. I doubt the parents will want their children taught by the likes of her after this, and if I spread the word, her brother will have no more business in Colorado Springs. They will both be forced to move away.”


  “Will that not make them even more resentful?” McKenna asked.


  “Perhaps, but we will simply have to be more vigilant for the sake of all ladies,” said Claymore. “We cannot have our women assaulted -- not in this city.”


  Millie tugged on Alistair’s arm. “Do you suppose Sassy has lost her appetite?”


  “Sassy? Miss a meal? Impossible!”


  


  


  CHAPTER 12


  


  It was the better part of an hour before Sassy and the others came back and Alistair was waiting for them at the edge of the park. Just as he predicted, the first thing she wanted was the rest of her lunch. “The sheriff arrested Charlotte.”


  “For ruining my clothes?”


  “Nay,” Alistair answered, “for neglecting to pay for the pie before she took it.”


  Sassy grinned. “Good.”


  “Come, Sarah has your lunch and she saved a place for us on the grass.” He offered his arm and was pleased when she took it, just as gracefully as any fine lady would. And why not, she was dressed in Mrs. Goodwin’s expensive white waistshirt, with pearls sewn into the lace, a dark blue skirt and a pair of practically new shoes.


  As Alistair carefully wove them between the wandering crowd, Sassy giggled and leaned closer. “Even the skin beneath this waistshirt is blue.”


  Alistair pretended to be shocked, “My dear, a gentleman should never know these things.”


  “A gentleman does not know a lady has skin?”


  “Good heavens no, not until his wedding night.”


  She rolled her eyes. “What a discovery that must be.”


  The prime and proper Alistair could not help but laugh.


  


  At exactly half past six, two men began to scatter a fine layer of corn meal on the smooth cement to make is easier for the dancers to make their turns. It was then the Mayor called for the musicians to take their places on the pavilion. “But first,” he said, “to begin the evening activates, allow me to introduce the finest singers in Colorado Springs, The MacGreagor Quartet.”


  Never had they been so nervous, but Shepard, Prescot, Brookton and Egan walked to the front of the crowd and climbed the two steps up to the pavilion. Shepard asked for a middle “c” from the violinist and when they were ready, gave the signal to begin.


  Hannish had not heard they were calling themselves the “MacGreagor Quartet,” and it made him proud. He, along with everyone else, listened to the medley of songs “his” quartet sang, and when they ended with The Star Spangled Banner, everyone stood, even the elderly. He watched several men respectfully take off their hats and he took his off too. He missed Scotland, but it was an honor to be counted among the people of this new country. He felt a sense of pride in what they had accomplished -- after all, they beat the British -- something Scotland never managed to do.


  


  As soon as the orchestra began to play a waltz, a couple of teenagers decided to demonstrate a few rag-tag steps and were, with the approval of the crowd, yanked off the dance floor by their parents.


  No one enjoyed the dancing more than Sassy, but she refused to take part in it. Cathleen, on the other hand, accepted every offer and danced until she thought her new shoes might wear out. Naturally, Alistair danced with Sarah, Hannish danced with Pearl and then Loretta and then Pearl and then Loretta, and then Pearl again. McKenna danced with the deputy and the sheriff, once he gave up trying to separate Prescot from Millie. The whole time, the sheriff mumbled about the price Prescot paid for Millie’s lunch.


  Yet, Sassy sat between Donnel and Blanka and stayed in the comfort of the two elder women she had grown to love. “If I had a mother, I would want her to be just like the two of you,” she said. “You are so very wise. May I ask a question?”


  “Of course,” Donnel said.


  “How do you know when you are in love?”


  Donnel winked at Blanka. “Do you remember sister? It has been a long time ago for me.”


  “Sister, you cannae have forgotten that. I remember as if it were yesterday. His name was Jonathan and I swear upon my mother’s grave, my heart completely stopped each time I saw him.”


  “Stopped?” Sassy asked, looking a little alarmed.


  “Aye, some say it skips a beat, but I feared the next beat would never come again when my Jonathan was near.”


  “I remember now,” Donnel said. “I greatly feared I would embarrass myself in front of Michael, and of course, I did. I missed a church step and fell flat on my face. Later, he teased me about falling hard for him, but he had such a gleam in his eye when he said it, I could not protest. He was right of course; I loved that man until the day he died. I love him still.”


  “But how can you know if he loves you?”


  “Unless he is a stupid man, he will tell you,” said Blanka.


  Donnel rolled her eyes and repeated, “Aye, unless he is a stupid man.”


  “Are most of them stupid?”


  “It would seem a good many of them are,” Blanka answered. “I suppose they have their reasons, or think they do. ‘Tis fear that keeps a man from telling a woman how he feels.”


  Sassy looked from Blanka to Donnel. “Fear of what?”


  “He is afraid the woman he wants does not want him.”


  “You mean like Keith? He hopes I will someday, but I do not care for him in that way. I have even said as much.”


  “Keith needs to meet more ladies. I shall tell Alistair to send him to town more often.”


  “Would you? I would be forever grateful. I have but one more question. Suppose the man a woman wants does not ever say he loves her? What then?”


  Donnel exchanged knowing looks with her sister before she answered, “She must wait until he has is wits about him. ‘Tis all she can do…just wait.”


  The day had been filled with excitement and all the way home, they laughed about some of the fun things that happened. The summer night air was warm and the sunset illuminated the sky in shades of pink and lavender, as if to add a touch of majesty to their almost perfect day. This time, the butlers sat next to Millie and Sarah, instead of having the men on one side of the wagon and the women on the other. That meant Hannish was on the end, and he was the first to jump down when the carriage and the wagon finally stopped.


  Hannish didn’t see her until after he and Keith helped the women out of the wagon and the men began to gather the blankets, and the empty lunch boxes. The women had walked to the front of the house, but curiously had not yet gone in, so he went to see what the problem was.


  The young woman wore a crooked hat, held a sleeping baby in her arms and had tears in her eyes. “Margaret Ann, what is wrong?” Hannish asked.


  Her lip quivered when she answered, “I have come to give you my boy, Mr. MacGreagor. I know you will take good care of him.”


  “Give him to me? Why?”


  “I cannot keep him if I am to have my position at the Hotel. He is six months and wants to crawl, not stay in his bed all day. He cries, Mister MacGreagor, and they don’t allow crying babies in the hotel, except for guests.”


  “I see,” said Hannish.


  “May I hold him?” Sassy asked, sitting down beside her on the step. “I sorely miss taking care of babies in the orphanage.”


  Margaret Ann nodded and carefully handed the sleeping baby to her. “You will take him then, Mr. MacGreagor?”


  Hannish sat down on the other side of Margaret Ann. “Of course we will care for him, but on one condition.”


  She brushed a strand of golden hair away from her face and sniffed her nose. “What?”


  “You must stay with him and work for me,” said Hannish. “They do not complain, but the ladies at Marblestone Mansion are a might weary of washing clothes. We could use a lass like you. The pay is good, you’ll have plenty to eat, a warm bed, and the laddie can crawl anywhere he likes -- so long as it is safe.” He waited, but she didn’t return his comforting smile. “Have we a bargain?”


  “My hands are too painful to wring the clothes. Have you a wringer washer?”


  “A wringer washer?” He looked at Sarah, who quickly nodded. “I believe we do.”


  “Then I am pleased to do your wash, Mr. MacGreagor.”


  “It is settled, then.” He stood up and gave Margaret Ann a hand up. “Prescot, I believe we shall be in need of a few toys, a crib and…” Sassy had the baby all wrapped up in her lap, gently rocking him from side to side and when she kissed the child’s cheek, he had never seen her look more beautiful or more at peace. “Sassy, tomorrow, would you care for little…?”


  “William,” Margaret Ann answered.


  “William, while Margaret Ann goes to town to collect their things, and to tell the hotel they’ll be needin’ another washer woman?”


  Sassy grinned. “I would love to.”


  “So would I,” said Cathleen.


  “And me,” McKenna added.


  Hannish laughed and nodded for Alistair to open the door. “I fear poor William is about to be mothered to death, Margaret Ann. Come, we shall find you a bed. Have you eaten? We have…”


  McKenna waited until they were well inside before she whispered to Sassy, “So that is Margaret Ann. She too is plagued by Charles Whitfield and I cannae help but wonder who the boy’s father is?”


  “I bet Mrs. Abigail knows, she knows everything,” Sassy said, letting Keith help her stand up now that she had a baby in her arms.


  “If it is Charles, I wager she does not know, or she would have said. I’ll not be the one to ask her either; she is already quite put out over the money Charles spends.”


  


  The hiring of Margaret Ann began a whole host of people coming to the mansion looking for work, as though no one had ever heard of the place before. Hannish hired mostly men willing to help tend the horses and do the gardening, but when a seamstress showed up on the doorstep, he was more than willing to give her a good paying position. The baby always needed new clothes, the ballroom needed drapes and the MacGreagor ball was only a month away. Three more housekeepers were interviewed by both Alistair and Sarah, and then offered a position, which all three quickly accepted.


  The engraved invitations went out early, especially those sent to friends in Scotland and several accepted. They would bring their own valets and lady’s maids, who in turn would need a place to sleep and plenty to eat.


  McKenna was thrilled, but Hannish was worried about getting everything done in time.


  Prescot, and at least two of the footmen, took the wagon to town everyday to pick up more furnishings and at last, the green room, the red room, the blue room, the pink room, the purple room, the yellow room, and the orange room were complete. Each had paintings on the walls, vases for flowers, four-poster beds, chest of drawers, easy chairs, lamps, pillows and new bedding.


  As a gift, Abigail and Claymore presented Hannish with a large tapestry depicting a Scottish Border Collie and her five pups. It was perfect for the marble foyer, and he hung it on the wall with pride.


  Margaret Ann settled in nicely and with no men to pester her like there were at the hotel, the color improved in her cheeks. Each day, as one of the men carried the basket of washed clothes to the clothesline, she let William crawl in the grass. He still tried to put everything in his mouth, but a little grass wouldn’t hurt, they all decided. Now that they had more help with the cleaning, Sassy and Cathleen were usually outside too, to see that no harm came to the child.


  Just as often, Hannish stood in his study window and watched. Sometimes Sassy looked at him, but not often enough to make it obvious that she cared, at least not obvious to him.


  Hannish still went to the kitchen each morning for tea and occasionally ate breakfast with the servants, especially if McKenna was not yet awake. His loneliness was becoming more and more unbearable, and breakfast with Sassy and the others seemed his only comfort. Cathleen had a few stories of her own to tell, most involving practical jokes Sassy played on Old Mrs. Forthright, and Hannish often found himself smiling about them later in the day. Yet their eyes only met occasionally, he dared not touch Sassy no matter how much he longed to, and the war between his heart and his mind raged on.


  He reminded himself of his pledge to Olivia nearly as often as Sassy reminded herself he loved his wife. It was maddening for her to be in the same house and not be able to feel his arms around her. It would never happen, she knew, and once they had enough saved, she and Cathleen planned to move away. It was the only way to quiet her aching heart, so she took to reading the newspapers after McKenna finished with them.


  There had to be someplace for them to go, even if she could not imagine life anywhere else.


  


  “Oh, McKenna, what am I to do?” Abigail asked, nearly out of breath as she rushed into the small sitting room on the first floor. She paused just long enough for Alistair to finish delivering her and walk away.


  “What is wrong, Abigail?”


  “Charles has fallen in love with the worst possible woman.” She quickly sat on the edge of a chair.


  “Oh no, how dreadful.”


  “It is worse than dreadful: she has been arrested in Paris by a detective from Scotland Yard.”


  McKenna’s eyes widened. “Arrested for what?”


  “I do not think I can even say it.” Abigail put her hand on her chest and shook her head.


  “I shall ring for tea.” McKenna got up, rang the bell and sat back down.


  “Bigamy,” Abigail muttered.


  “What?”


  “She has been charged with bigamy, can you believe it?”


  “Bigamy? I am truly shocked.”


  “I can scarcely believe it myself.”


  “Has Charles married her?” McKenna asked.


  “He will not say, but McKenna, I think he has. He has gone to London to see about getting her out of jail. Of course, he needs more money and Claymore might not send him any. We think Charles should come home now.”


  “That might be best.”


  Abigail scooted back in the chair, watched Ronan bring the tea tray in and begin to serve them. “Charlotte and her brother have left town finally. They did not say where they were going, back to Denver, I suppose.”


  “I cannae say I am sorry to hear that.”


  “Neither am I. Oh, I do hope Charles has not married her. What will we do if he has? What on earth will we do if he has married a bigamist?”


  No one was expediting it when Donnel did not wake up one morning, least of all her sister Blanka and Donnel’s sons, Dugan and Ronan. She seemed in perfect health the night before, although she complained of a slight headache and went to bed early.


  The doctor was called, but Donnel’s flesh was cold and there was no denying she had been gone for several hours. Of all the women in the house, Cathleen was the most upset and Egan, the one who escorted her to America from Scotland, seemed to be the only one who could console her. He sat beside her, held her hand just as he had on the train and let her cry on his shoulder.


  The undertaker brought a casket to the mansion and waited until Blanka, Sarah and McKenna finished dressing Donnel in her best dress. With the help of her sons, he carefully laid the body in the burial box and then the men carried the casket into the parlor.


  The footman brought in extra chairs from the dining room and when they were ready, Donnel’s family and friends sat in a circle around the body. It was a time of remembrance, and for quite a while, no one spoke.


  At last, Hannish said, “She thought to kill me once?”


  “I remember that,” said McKenna. “What was it you took without permission?”


  “The liniment for her knee. I had a sore shoulder and I thought it would help,” Hannish explained.


  “Aye,” said Blanka, “but you might have mentioned it. She looked high and low for that liniment and never thought to look in the barn.”


  Hannish shrugged. “By then, she’d been yellin’ so long I was afraid to come out. I was only ten and I’d spilled most of it.”


  “What did she do to you?” Sassy asked.


  “She made me scrub the kitchen floor on my hands and knees every day for a week. I never took anything without permission again.”


  Egan chuckled. “That was Aunt Donnel’s favorite punishment. When we were growin’ up, the MacGreagor kitchen floor was the cleanest in all of Scotland.”


  Dugan smiled too. “And she’d not forget either. If the kitchen floor was already being scrubbed by one of us, there was always the next week. No Sir, she never once forgot a punishment.”


  “How many of you were there?” Halen asked.


  Hannish looked to Blanka for the answer. “Seven?”


  “Eight, all boys save McKenna. A terrible fever one year took both my boys and two of Donnel’s. That was before Egan and his mother came to live with us. The elder Mr. MacGreagor loved having children in the house and we always found enough room for more in the servant’s quarters somehow.”


  Seated next to her, McKenna reached over and took Blanka’s hand. “I can’t think what we would have done after our parents were killed, had you and Donnel not been there to care for us.”


  “You are orphans too?” Sassy asked.


  “Aye,” Hannish answered, “but we had a duke for an uncle. He moved us all into the big house where Jessie cooked for us, Alistair was my Uncle’s butler and Millie was head housekeeper. By then I was sixteen.”


  “What happened to your parents?” Cathleen wanted to know.


  McKenna looked at the pain in her brother’s eyes and answered for him, “They were killed when a man failed to pull a switch and two trains hit head on.”


  Halen caught her breath. “Dear God.” Her words lingered as all of them imagined what that might have been like.


  “Those were the worst of days,” Blanka said, her eyes filling with tears.


  “Aunt Blanka,” said Dugan, “Would you like to rest now?”


  Blanka brushed her tears away. “Aye, but I will say this about my sister. She was a good woman, the best there ever was. We had our troubles, same as anybody, but we lived a good life.” All the men stood when Blanka got up and took Dugan’s arm. “We had a very good life…all in all.”


  


  Drawn by matching dapple gray horses, the summer hearse came two days later to take Donnel to the church services and from there to the cemetery. The entire household went, even little William, who slept through most of it.


  In the following days, everyone carried on as best they could, but there was always one empty chair at the servant’s table in the kitchen. Yet, even death does not stand in the way of love and each evening, Hannish watched Alistair and Sarah walk arm in arm around the rim of the massive yard. The men decided any respectable mansion should have a swing tied to the branch of an old oak tree, and it became Prescot and Millie’s favorite place to talk.


  Even Blanka seemed to be getting better, now that the dog had taken a shine to her instead of Cathleen. “Traitor,” Hannish said, each time he walked past Blanka’s day room and spotted the dog stretched out on the foot of her bed. When she was not yet asleep, it always made Blanka smile.


  The dog was growing by leaps and bounds and somehow figured out that if he went to the front door, either Prescot or Alistair would let him out. It was better than waiting for someone to notice him at one of the other doors. Likewise, when he pawed the front door a couple of times on the outside, one of them would let him back in. Traitor, still half puppy, was a little too rambunctious for the toddler, so he was not allowed to play much with William, no matter how badly he wanted to.


  


  The day of the MacGreagor Ball drew closer and closer. Three couples and their servants came from Scotland five days early, as McKenna suggested they should, so they would not be suffering from high-altitude sickness when the ball began. Dinners were lavish and there was plenty for everyone to do, including ironing out the wrinkles in gowns packed away in steamer trunks during the journey. McKenna could not decide what to wear, and asked to have three gowns prepared, so she could choose at the last minute.


  Each day, Hannish took his sister and the guests on sightseeing tours in open-air buggies he rented from town. It gave the servants time to rest, and him a chance to forget about Sassy, if only for a few hours. Apparently, their guests already knew about Olivia, and none of them mentioned her name. For that, he was grateful.


  Then it happened. The wagon was about to pull away when he spotted Sassy in an upstairs window watching him. He tried not to make it obvious, but he could not take his eyes off hers. What’s more, she did not leave the window and did not look away either. It was the first real indication he had that she felt something for him, and his heart skipped a beat. Too soon, the wagon took him and his guests out of sight.


  Still, the struggle between his growing affection for the woman he was beginning to think of as Leesil, instead of Sassy, and his pledge to Olivia, the woman he only felt contempt for, continued.


  On the day of the ball, McKenna rang her unanswered bell three times before she decided to go look for Sassy. She found her sitting in the grass near the clothesline, with her head down looking very sad. McKenna quietly knelt down beside her. “What is it, little one?”


  “I dinna think love would hurt this bad. I dinna think that at all.”


  “Does your heart ache for him?”


  “You know how it feels?”


  “I do, I was in love once.”


  “Tell me about him, Miss.”


  McKenna closed her eyes. “There is little to tell, he simply chose to marry another.”


  “He is a put-her.”


  “Indeed he is. Do you wish to tell me about the man you love?”


  Sassy sighed. “You know who he is. I do not hide it very well.”


  “I think you have hidden it very well. I dinna know for certain until just now.”


  “Then he does not know either?”


  “I think he does, he just does not want…he is trapped between what our father taught him and what he feels in his heart.”


  “Donnel said I must wait until he has his wits about him, but it is taking a long time.”


  “It certainly is.” McKenna got to her feet and reached out her hand. “Come with me, Miss Leesil Covington, ‘tis time he sees what he will be missin’.”


  


  From one mouth to the other, word spread through the mansion quickly that Sassy was going to the ball, and no one was to breathe a word of it to Hannish. Most guessed what that meant and they were more than willing to become part of the conspiracy. Therefore, when McKenna asked a giggling Cathleen to fetch the new seamstress and tell her to bring her pins, the request was carried out at once. Cathleen peeked around every corner to make sure Hannish was not walking the halls, and snuck the seamstress up the stairs.


  Thankfully, McKenna had three gowns cleaned and pressed, so there was a choice to be made. The blue one was nice, but it did not exactly match the color of Sassy’s eyes. Pink did nothing for her auburn hair and therefore, the darker blue one, with the daring ‘V’ neckline and silver lace trim would have to do. It only needed a little taking in at the waist, and a slightly altered hem in the front of the skirt to keep Sassy from tripping on it. The foot long train in the back was perfect and the silver trim was sure to shimmer under the ballroom lights.


  Sassy stood still for the fitting and concentrated on remembering how to dance. Once the gown was off, Cathleen helped her bathe and then Millie came to dry her hair, brush it, loosely pile it on top of her head and then weave delicate white flowers into it. A touch of rouge and she was ready to put the dress on again. To complete the look, McKenna added brocade slippers and white gloves that came to just above Sassy’s elbows.


  If Hannish missed seeing Sassy that day, he did not mention it to anyone. Instead he busied himself making certain they had enough food, the furnishings in the ballroom were adequate and the new red drapes were hung properly. When it was time, he went upstairs to dress in the new formal suit he was forced to buy, since Olivia neglected to bring his other ones.


  McKenna put on the blue gown and got herself ready. Then she sat Sassy down on the bed. “You wait here. I must greet our guests and when it is time, I shall send Prescot up to get you.”


  “I am a little frightened, what if I…”


  “You’ll be just fine. Shall I ask Alistair to dance the first dance with you?”


  “If Millie does not mind.”


  Millie grinned. “I do not mind, so long as I get to see the look on Mr. Hannish’s face when he sees you.”


  “Good then,” McKenna said, hurrying out the door. The orchestra was beginning to play and everything was as good as it was going to get.


  Abigail and Claymore were the first to arrive, and with them came three of their servants to help with the guests. When more arrived, Prescot escorted them into the ballroom and then came back for more. Next came the mayor and his wife, the sheriff and a woman he introduced as an old friend. The Goodwins, the Mabs, the Millers, and of course, Pearl and Loretta, both looking lovely, both happy to see Hannish and both escorted by two gentlemen no one had ever seen before. Six more carriages arrived, delivering guests from the Antlers hotel, plus the hotel owner and his wife.


  At last it was time, and when McKenna gave the secret signal, Prescot slipped up the back stairs to get Sassy.


  “I believe that is all our guests,” said Hannish.


  “Are you certain? I thought I invited more.”


  “Did you? Who?”


  “Well, let me think. The Carsons are not yet arrived and then…” She looked up just in time to see the hem of Sassy’s dress appear at the top of the stairs.


  Hannish followed her gaze and step-by-step, a vision of loveliness began to descend. As soon as he recognized her, his mouth dropped. “Leesil?”


  She kept her arm around Prescot’s, smiled and nodded.


  Crouched down at the top of the stairs, Millie was having trouble hiding her giggle. She covered her mouth, quickly got up, ran down the hallway to the back stairs, and then hurried to the kitchen to tell everyone about the stunned look on his face.


  “Shall we?” Prescot asked when they reached the bottom of the stairs.


  “Please,” Leesil answered.


  Alistair quickly stepped forward and offered his arm to her. “I believe she promised the first dance to me.”


  “I’ll tell Sarah,” Prescot threatened.


  “Very well, but you’ve not heard the last of this.” Alistair put his nose in the air and followed them.


  Still shocked, Hannish watched until they were across the parlor and went out of sight. “McKenna, what are you up to?”


  “She wants to go to a ball and I think she should.” With that, McKenna walked away as well.


  


  Alistair took Sassy in his arms and she waltzed with him as though she had been born to it. “Keep smiling and do not look at him, it will drive him daft,” said Alistair, after they made a turn at the far end of the ballroom.


  “Is daft a good thing?”


  “Just now it is.”


  “I see. Does everyone know?”


  He turned her and then answered, “We guessed it long before you did, I imagine. He always knows where you are and if he does not, he goes looking.”


  She blushed. “I did not know that.” Sassy did as Alistair suggested and if Hannish was bothered or even in the room, she did not see it.


  Hannish was there of course, refusing to stay at the front door to greet any other guests no matter who they were. He watched her for a moment, and when he spotted Pearl, he asked her to dance. She was delighted, and Hannish intentionally waltzed her closer to Alistair and Sassy, but Sassy kept smiling at Alistair and seemed not to notice him. Just then, a woman he had never seen before tapped Pearl on the shoulder. Reluctantly, Pearl let the stranger have her way and left the dance floor.


  “I have come to dance with the second most handsome man in the room,” the stranger said after they danced halfway around the room.


  She had a nice smile and an easy manner. “Who might the most handsome be?” Hannish asked.


  “My husband, naturally. Do forgive me, Mr. MacGreagor, for my attire, ‘tis a long ride on the train from New York.”


  “You have only just arrived?”


  “Aye, the train was quite late.”


  “I am not surprised. Where might your husband be?” Before she could answer, someone tapped him on the shoulder. “Watch where you put your hands on my wife.”


  Worried that he was about to get in a fistfight, Hannish stopped and stared at the intruder. At last he smiled, let go of the woman and deeply bowed, “Your grace, welcome to America.”


  “We’ll have none of that between brothers.” Cameron tightly gripped his brother’s hand. “How I have missed you. You have met my lovely wife, I see.”


  He turned to her. “You are Flora? I have heard many wonderful things about you. Will your husband kill me if I hug you?”


  “Oh, never mind him.” She giggled and wrapped her arms around him.


  Cameron was too excited to continue the niceties. “Brother, come with me, I’ve a tale to tell you’ll not believe.” He grabbed his wife’s hand and led them both to a grinning McKenna. Have you a place where we can talk privately”


  “The study will do,” McKenna answered, heading that way.


  Sassy couldn’t help but see the four of them leave. “Who is that?”


  Alistair answered, “His brother. You will like him; he is not as…formal as Mr. Hannish.”


  Hannish urged them to sit down and sat in the chair next to his desk. “I hoped, but I did not think you would arrive in time.”


  “The ship stalled at sea for a day, but we managed. Brother, I…” Cameron tried.


  “Stalled? Did it no have sails?” Hannish asked.


  “Brother, I…”


  McKenna rolled her eyes. “Let him speak, Hannish, he apparently has something important to tell you.”


  “Very well, I am listening.”


  Cameron reached into his inside jacket, pulled out a letter and unfolded it. He put on his glasses and then cleared his throat. “I received this letter from Lady Bayington on the twenty-seventh of June, at which time I employed one D. L. Jackson, a Barrister, who in turn asked Scotland Yard to discern the truth of the matter. I read the letter to you now:


  Your Grace,


  Lord Bayington and I agree, as we are most fond of both you and your brother, and can maintain our silence no longer. There is something you should know about the woman Hannish married. Olivia and I were born in the Shetland Islands, more specifically Scalloway and played together as children. It was apparent early on, that Olivia intended to get what she could from the world in the way of riches and celebrity, and I, in my foolishness followed in her footsteps.”


  Her first husband…”


  “What?” Hannish gasped.


  Cameron looked over the rim of his glasses at his brother. “Aye, her first husband.”


  “She never said a word.”


  “Brother, if you will let me continue, you will soon see why.”


  “Please,” said Hannish.


  “Her first husband married her before she reached the age of fifteen and I married as well. Unfortunately, Olivia…perhaps this is a good time to explain that Olivia is not her real name. She was born Gormelia Carr. Realizing marriage to a simple man was not the life she envisioned, she convinced me to run away with her.


  We fled to London, where we got a glimpse of the finer side of life, and Olivia at once began to plot precisely how to get to the top of society. She took on the new name of Alexandra, an exotic name naturally and before long, her beauty attracted the attention of an English gentleman. She married him in the spring of 1885.”


  Cameron paused to turn the page.


  “Two husbands?” Hannish muttered.


  “There is more, do you wish to hear it?” Cameron asked.


  “Please.”


  “Even her new husband could not meet her insatiable appetite for wealth and glory, and she left him before the year was out. Olivia then married a Lord, whom I shall leave unnamed to preserve his reputation. He kept her for less than a month and quickly petitioned for a divorce, from the woman whose name was now Alice. It was well before that divorce was granted, that she, now Olivia, married Hannish MacGreagor and became the duchess she’d always wanted to be.


  Marriage to Hannish, however, was to be her greatest mistake.


  Seeing her wedding picture to a duke in a London newspaper, her first husband discovered his own path to riches, and has been blackmailing her for the past two years.


  Hannish leaned forward in his chair and put his head in his hands for a moment. “So that is why she needed so much money.”


  Cameron folded the letter back up and handed it to his brother. “It is all there, every ugly detail. Her first husband is a man by the name of George…something. I have forgotten his last name.”


  “Graham?” Hannish asked.


  “Aye, Graham.”


  Hannish rolled his eyes. “I should have shot him when I had the chance.”


  “Is he not the stonemason?” Cameron asked.


  “The same, he came here with Olivia.” Hannish took a moment to consider something. “They were in on it together. First, I gave her money for work he did not do, and then I paid him. How clever of them, but do continue, brother.”


  “Very well. Her second husband claims she stole a fortune from him before she ran off, and has pressed both bigamy and theft charges against her. She was traced to Paris where she was discovered in the company of a Colorado gold mine owner by the name of Charles Whitfield. Do you know him?”


  McKenna moaned, “Oh no, poor Abigail.”


  “Aye,” said Hannish, “We know him. His parents are in the ballroom. McKenna, I see no reason to tell them, unless Charles has had the misfortune of marrying her.”


  “I agree,” said McKenna. “Abigail would be beside herself if she knew. She said Charles has gone to London to try to get Olivia, or whatever her name is now, out of Jail.”


  “He’ll not succeed,” said Cameron, “not without a very clever and extremely expensive solicitor to help her.”


  Hannish stared at his brother. “Does this mean I was never married, or must I become a part of the action against Olivia to be free?”


  “I’d not like to see you tangled up in this mess and so far, they do not know about either you or Lord Bayington. According to the barrister, you married a woman who does not exist. Therefore, you need not divorce her.”


  Hannish could hardly get the words out… “I am free?”


  “I believe you are.”


  


  Hannish wasted no time returning to the ballroom. He walked to the middle of the room and tapping the man dancing with Sassy on the shoulder. “Allow me.” The man nodded and walked away.


  “What are you doing, they will talk,” Sassy whispered.


  “Let them talk.” Slowly, he put his left hand on her back, took her hand in his and drew her close. Then he leaned down and whispered in her ear. “Will you come with me? I have something I long to say to you.”


  Sassy pulled back to look in his eyes. “Where?”


  “Just outside.” He waited for her nod, led her through the dancing couples and then opened the door to the terrace. He let her go through first, and then followed her to the short stone wall, separating the terrace from the lawn.


  The half moon was just peeking over the roof of the mansion when Sassy looked up at the stars. In the ballroom behind her, McKenna, Cameron and Flora moved to the window to watch. “What do you wish to say to me?”


  “Do you remember the night I carried you up the stairs? You put your arms around my neck, put your head on my shoulder and I knew then I never wanted to let you go.”


  She turned to see the sincerity in his eyes. “You did?”


  “I have thought of you every waking moment since. Until tonight, I thought I would go mad wanting you.”


  She quickly turned away. “‘Tis torture for me too.”


  He slowly put an arm around her. “I am sorry I put you through that.”


  “‘Tis my first time at being in love. I dinna know what to do.”


  “I hope ‘twill be your last time at being in love.”


  “Mr. Hannish…”


  “Just Hannish.”


  “Mr. Hannish, you forget, you are married.”


  He turned her toward him and wrapped his other arm around her. “I have just learned I am not married. Olivia tricked me and we were never married.”


  “She tricked you?”


  He pulled her closer. “Aye, and three others before me.”


  “I dinna know a woman could do that?”


  “No honest woman would.”


  Behind Sassy, all the servants quietly came out on the terrace to watch. Inside, Abigail and Claymore, along with most of the other guests began to crowd near the ballroom windows.


  Hannish pulled her closer still, put his hand on the back of her head and urged her to lay it against his chest. “Leesil, I have so longed to hold you.” He kissed the top of her head and held her just a little bit tighter. “Will you be my wife?”


  For a moment, little Sassy with no last name, thought her heart was never going to start beating again. “I…I...”


  When she leaned back to look at him again, he kissed her cheek. “What, sweetheart, what troubles you?”


  “I just learning to be an adult and I dinna know how to be a wife.”


  “I hardly know how to be a husband, but we can learn together. Say you will, Leesil. Just say you will.”


  She drew in a forgotten breath, finally put her arms around him and looked into his eyes. At last, she said, “I will.”


  The love was evident in his eyes when he leaned down and kissed her. McKenna brought a hand to her chest, Cameron took off his hat, Sarah kissed Alistair, Millie put her head on Prescot’s shoulder and the rest of them cheered – all except Keith who went back inside.


  


  CHAPTER 13


  


  Leesil thought she would never tire of looking at the engagement ring on her finger. It was gold and had tiny diamonds and pearls set in a circle. She had her own bedroom now, the blue room next to McKenna’s on the second floor. She missed sharing a room with Cathleen and sometimes went back upstairs to be with her in the night. Mornings meant bacon and biscuits in the kitchen, and she was not about to give up that luxury for any man. Hannish laughed and sat down beside her.


  Getting used to having Millie do things for her was not easy, and more often than not, she and Millie reached for something at the same time. Cathleen was thrilled to be asked to take care of McKenna, now that her lady’s maid was otherwise occupied. She did not yet know that, as a family member, she too would have a room on the second floor and would never be a servant again.


  The past two weeks had been a flurry of activity with plans to make and constant clothing fittings. Sassy was grateful to have a seamstress right in the mansion, so she did not have to go to town each day. Yet there were shoes and hats to buy, and she was welcome to anything she could find. In the end, the future Mrs. Hannish MacGreagor had four new traveling outfits and one wedding dress. It was thrilling as well as overwhelming.


  Halen and Jessie spent all of the day before, baking the wedding cake and decorating it with frosting bows and flowers. Real flowers were delivered and at last, everything was set.


  That night, Leesil took a long walk with Hannish. She had a thousand questions still, and he answered them as best he could. She was so in love, she didn’t care if he got the answers wrong. Finally, he took her back inside, passionately kissed her goodnight and watched her climb the formal stairs. Half way up, she turned around and ran back down into his arms.


  


  Sassy did not mind all the fuss over her by nearly everyone in the mansion. She found it kept her from getting too nervous. Today was her wedding day and part of her wanted nothing more than to have it over with. The other part wanted it to last forever. Her dress was a glorious white, with three graduating lengths of lace over satin, beginning at her waist and ending in a two-foot train in the back. The bodice was made of satin with a high neck, lace collar and short lace-over satin sleeves. She had never seen anything so glorious, let alone imagined she would be wearing it. Satin slippers, gloves and a white lace veil complemented the dress perfectly.


  “Something old, something new, something borrowed, something blue, and a silver sixpence in your Shoe,” said McKenna.


  “Something old? You’ve not found Old Mrs. Forthright, have you?” Sassy asked.


  “Nay, but I did find this.” McKenna opened her hand and let Sassy see the simple gold locket. “‘Twas my mother’s and she would want you to have it. I believe it belonged to her mother.”


  “I cannae, McKenna. You must wear it on your wedding day.”


  “When I marry, you can give it back and then it will be something old for me to wear.”


  “And I have this for you,” said Flora. “‘Tis a silver sixpence for your shoe, from Cameron and I.” She opened her arms and hugged her new sister-in-law to be, whom she was becoming very fond of.


  McKenna frowned. “Now, the dress and the flowers are new…let me see, something is missing. Ah yes, something borrowed.”


  “I suppose she could borrow my ribbon,” Cathleen said. “She must give it back though, ‘tis the first ribbon I ever did have.”


  Millie smiled, “‘Tis blue too, as I recall. We shall weave it in her hair with the veil.”


  “Perfect,” McKenna said.


  Sarah abruptly opened the door to Sassy’s bedroom and came in, holding a piece of paper out to her. “Mr. Hannish said to bring it to you. Judge Martin signed it and you are officially Miss Leesil Covington. Your marriage will be perfectly legal now.”


  Sassy slowly unfolded the document, read her name and smiled. “And Cathleen?”


  “There is one for her too,” Sarah answered.


  “I wish Donnel were here to see it.” Sassy quickly stood up. “I must show it to Blanka.”


  “You must not,” McKenna warned. “Hannish might see you and ‘tis bad luck.”


  “I will take it to her if you like,” said Sarah.


  Sassy grinned. “Thank you, please do and give her a hug from me.”


  Hannish was nearly dressed when someone knocked on his bedroom door. Alistair quickly answered it and let Cameron in. Cameron handed his brother a bundle wrapped in brown paper and tied with string.


  “What’s this?” Hannish asked.


  “Open it and see.” Cameron winked at Alistair and grinned when his brother opened the package and caught his breath. “I wore it at my wedding and now ‘tis your turn.”


  “Father’s kilt?”


  “And his father’s before him and his father’s, and so on and so forth. I had it cleaned just before we sailed, although I did not think you would need it quite so soon. If Alistair will accommodate us, perhaps he might quickly iron the wrinkles out.” Alistair happily nodded, took the Kilt and the extra measure of cloth, and hurried out of the room.


  “How old do you think this is?” Hannish asked, examining the leather shoes and the laces that crisscrossed up to the knee.


  “I have no idea, but the kilt wears well and the shoes are quite comfortable. I hope the belt fits.” He unrolled it, reached around Hannish and smiled when it fit. “I could not find the dagger and I looked everywhere in the cottage for it. I suppose it is lost to us.”


  “What time is it? I do not wish to be late.”


  Cameron laughed. “Fret not brother, they’ll not start without you.”


  “Has my bride run off yet?”


  “The last I heard, she was calmly getting dressed. I like her by the way, if any woman can keep you in line, I believe she can.”


  Hannish took off his jacket, laid it of the back of a chair and then sat down to take his shoes off. “I do not deserve her.” Next, he took off his trousers, tried on the shoes and was surprised that they fit so well. “Is it possible we are the same size as our ancestors?”


  “It appears so, not a runt in the bunch.” Cameron helped him lace the shoes up and then there was nothing left to do but wait. It seemed like it took an hour, but in just a few minutes, Alistair was back with the pressed kilt carefully laid across his arm. After they put the extra length of green with light blue plaid cloth over Hannish’s heart and the shoulder of his white shirt, he tied the wide leather belt around his waist. It took all three of them two complete tries before they got the pleats tucked under the belt right.


  At last, the groom was ready, and the three of them went downstairs.


  


  The ballroom was the perfect place to hold the wedding and at first Hannish thought they should have a much more lavish affair to celebrate properly. However, preparations for big weddings usually took a couple of months, and Cameron and Flora needed to get back to his business in Scotland. Naturally, everyone on the orphanage committee was invited, but those were the only ones, other than the MacGreagor staff.


  As the time neared, everyone left Sassy and Cathleen alone, and went downstairs. “You can still change your mind,” Cathleen said.


  “Why would I do that?”


  “I always thought you loved James.”


  Sassy giggled. “I think of him still, but I do not love him the way I love Hannish. James is more like a brother to me.”


  “Me too. I hope to marry someday?”


  “Truly? Do you fancy someone?”


  Cathleen twirled around in her new summer gown. “Brookton is very handsome?”


  “Sister, you do remember what James taught us, do you not?”


  “I remember; I will not go willingly.”


  “I am happy to hear that. Men can be very tempting, I am learning.”


  Cathleen caught her breath. “Leesil, I think I hear the music starting.”


  Sassy put her hand on her chest just the way Abigail always did. She’s been practicing. “Alistair will come for me when…” She heard the knock on the door, watched it open and remembered to breathe. She hugged her sister, took Alistair’s arm and walked with him down the hall, down the magnificent Marblestone stairs, across the parlor and into the ballroom. Alistair walked her down the isle and proudly delivered her to a smiling Hannish dressed in his Scottish tradition.


  


  Mrs. Leesil MacGreagor would never remember what was said, only that Hannish said, “I do,” and so did she. He kissed her and later, even that was a blur. What she thought about was the wonder of it all.


  She remembered the day the woman told her to carry Cathleen through the front door of the orphanage. Leesil was five, and when they tried to take her baby from her, she put up quite a fight. After they succeeded, she ran back out of the orphanage, but the woman was gone. Each day she prayed for her to come back and get them, but her prayers were never answered. Even now, Leesil wondered who she was – an aunt, an older sister perhaps. Yet years later, Leesil went from being a frightened little girl hiding in a broom closet, to a grown woman in love with a man who was in love with her. What were the chances of becoming a member of the best of all families?


  Furthermore, she was surrounded by all the people she loved…all except Donnel and James. McKenna, whom she adored from that very first day, was now her sister, and Cathleen, whom she feared would one day starve to death, was with her in a wondrous place she never dreamed existed.


  How different their lives might have been, if that woman had come back for them. God was watching over them after all.


  


  


  After the happy couple cut the cake, they waltzed together for the first time and too soon, it was time to change clothes and catch the afternoon train. Hannish and Leesil wished Cameron and Flora a safe journey home and got off the train in Denver. Later that night, Hannish carried his bride over the threshold of their hotel room and closed the door with his foot.


  


  


  CHAPTER 14


  


  There was a full moon that night and McKenna could not sleep. She was thrilled to have Leesil for a sister-in-law and there was no doubt Hannish would be happy now. Cameron and Flora were very much in love, and there was more good news – Flora was with child. Seeing all of them board the train made her feel a little melancholy, but Hannish and Leesil would be back in a week.


  Yet that night McKenna was alone, her heart was still broken and she desperately wanted to forget the man who had jilted her so cruelly. Memories of their happy times together constantly flashed through her mind, no matter how hard she tried to push them away. All too well she remembered the day he confessed he would marry another. She could still hear him say, “I love you and only you, McKenna. My marriage does not have to mean the end of us.”


  He was wrong and from that moment on, she was determined to get on the first ship she could and sail to America. Hannish needed her and perhaps, just perhaps, she could somehow forget her own misery. It hadn’t worked. Flora reported the man she loved was not happy with his wife or her fortune, and there was some solace in that, but no much.


  Twice more she tossed and turned in her bed, but it was no use; sleep would not come. McKenna got up, put on the shimmering blue satin robe that matched her sleeping gown, and walked to the window to look at the full moon. There, in the middle of the back yard, stood the most magnificent black stallion she had ever seen. Captivated by the sight of him standing in a lush meadow of blue-green grass, she quietly slipped out of her bedroom, down the back stairs and out the back door.


  Cautiously, she closed the door and took a step toward him. It was obvious he was wild, for his hooves were not trimmed, but a wild horse would not likely stand still for fear it might be captured. This one did and as she drew closer, the stallion looked her in the eye. He was black from tip to toe and large enough to be quite frightening, but his eyes were kind and gentle.


  “What a beauty you are,” she whispered, reaching out to touch the side of his head. McKenna slowly lifted her hand, rubbed the top of the horse’s long nose, and then moved closer and patted the side of his neck. “You have come to comfort me, I see, and never have I needed it more.”


  With a gentle breeze blowing against her gown, she did something she had never done before – she moved even closer and laid her head against his neck as if to hug him. For months, she refused to cry and now was as good a time as any. Yet, the tears would not come and there was something about this gently horse, and the warm breeze blowing in her dark hair that somehow gave her hope. There would be a love for her someday.


  All she had to do was wait -- just wait.


  


  ~ The end ~
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  The first five books contain twenty short stories, while the rest are complete novels. They include: Betrothed, book 6, The Golden Sword, book 7, Abducted, book 8, A Time of Madness, book 9, Triplets, book 10, and Secrets, book 11. The Viking was written after the first twenty short stories, yet it is a prequel that explains how the clan came into being.


  Marti is currently working on book 12 of the Highlander series and book 5 of the Marblestone Mansion series, which is also about the MacGreagors, this time in America.


  


  Other Marti Talbott Books include: The Promise, (Carson Series, Book 1), Broken Pledge, (Carson Series, Book 2), Seattle Quake 9.2, and Suspects.


  


  To learn more about her books and to sign up to be notified when new books are published, visit Marti Talbott’s Stories at: www.firstchapterproject.com
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